1

Part Two: 

Working through the Syllabus, Day by Day
Course Outline & Assignments

In the commentary for each day we will presuppose that you are familiar with the content of the readings from Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach assigned for each day. Therefore we will not attempt to reproduce the arguments of the textbook here but rather comment on them and their use. Throughout this section we make recommendations of documentaries and films that can be used in this course. To offer such a film course you will need the cooperation of your Audio-Visual Department and/or media library. The feature films are all readily available and relatively inexpensive to acquire. The documentaries tend to be a little more expensive but you may find that your institution already has either the documentaries mentioned (on the civil rights movement, the Holocaust, Hiroshima, etc.) or suitable substitutes. Also, while these films have worked well for us, they are only examples and suggestions. As you become familiar with the structure and pedagogical logic of the course, feel free to substitute your own selection of both documentaries and films. The format presupposed here is a 4 credit course that meets for two hours, twice a week. If you use another format you will have to experiment with altering the syllabus to fit your time frame. Finally, a series of course handouts are incorporated into this guide, teachers who use our text are authorized to duplicate these handouts to use with their students. The handouts are numbered H-1 through H-16.

I: Narrative and Ethics: Sacred vs Holy

Week 1: Narrative and Ethics

Day 1: Case Studies in Narrative and Ethics

· Read: Chapter 1, Religion Ethics and Storytelling

· Objective: Enable students to understand how stories shape our understanding of good and evil

· Resources: Case Studies (handouts)  (1) The Story of David and Nathan, (2) Other Stories, East and West.

· Focus: How stories shape our understanding of good and evil. Also, how ethical stories serve as a “veil of ignorance” which lead us to identify with the one affected by our actions.

· Strategy: Use of case studies and small group discussion followed by class discussion

· Discussion: (After reading the story of David and Nathan) According to this story, what is ethical consciousness and how does Nathan’s story bring David to an ethical way of looking at his actions? If time permits, further discussion can be initiated by asking students to compare the parable of “The Veil of Ignorance” with the Buddhist and Christian stories in the second handout.

I usually take about half an hour at the beginning of the first class to talk about my own experiences taking ethics courses as an undergraduate. These courses seemed to be focused on endless arguments about competing philosophical theories that left me with little concrete insight as to how to live my life. I explain how I found this very boring and frustrating and how, as a graduate student, I vowed that if I ever taught ethics I would try to find a less abstract, more interesting and useful approach. The approach I was drawn to, I explain, was story telling, or “narrative ethics.” It is especially suited for studying religious approaches to ethics because story is the natural medium of religion through which communities discover and pass on spiritual and ethical insights from generation to generation. I define this approach succinctly by saying that a narrative approach to ethics holds that our understanding of good and evil is shaped by the kind of story we think we are in and the role we see ourselves playing in that story.

 I then go on to explain some of the benefits of story telling as an approach to ethics, especially religious ethics, and how the focus of the course is on the relation between ancient religious stories, modern life stories (Gandhi, King, etc) and film stories that function as case studies for the ethical life after Auschwitz and Hiroshima. I also discuss the pros and cons of  traditional case studies, novels and films as possible narrative approaches and why I chose films. All of this is reviewed in Part One of this manual. 

We then go over the syllabus and I explain the requirements of the course, emphasizing the importance of preparation, attendance and participation, since this is discussion oriented rather than lecture oriented course. I especially emphasize the importance of writing the one page essays in response to the questions in the syllabus. These essays are designed to get them thinking about the relationship between the readings and the films they will be seeing so that they will have thought about the issues before coming to class. It is important for you, as the instructor, to insist that these be done and on time and turned in at the time of the class (not before or after). These assignments insure that your students will be primed and ready for class discussion. You will note that on many days several questions for discussion will be listed under the heading “Discussion,” followed by one of these questions under the heading “Question.” The first suggests a range of questions to consider for class discussion. The second picks one for the single page writing assignment for that day.

The first class is extremely critical for creating an active learning environment.  Students need to get the message that this is a classroom where they will be expected to be actively involved. Their first classroom assignment will set the tone for the whole course. So after this brief introduction I immediately break them up into small discussion groups and give them a case study in narrative and ethics – the story of David and Nathan. (See H-1 appended at the end of this section, also found in Chapter 1 of the textbook). 

I like to permanently assign students to a discussion group (4 or 5 per group) in alphabetical order. That way I can keep a grading sheet with their group assignments and quickly identify the students in each group and evaluate their level of participation. All students start the day with four participation points and keep them unless they clearly are not involved and contributing. Points are deducted for those not participating and for those who don’t show up. For the first day, however, they will have to be randomly assigned to a group or you can let them self-select. [Other Strategies: see Part One, Pedagogical Strategies, deChant on “Assigned Discussion Groups,” also section on use of “The Dialogue Decalogue” as a way of orienting students for empathic discussion of the religious worldviews of others.]


I instruct them to read the story of David and Nathan (H-1 below –  each class handout is numbered, H-1, H-2, etc.), which is only five short paragraphs and takes just a couple of minutes to read. I tell them that it is a story about the power of stories to create ethical consciousness or an ethical point of view. After they read the story they are to make a few notes for themselves on how to answer both questions. I watch the class and when everyone seems finished or nearly finished writing (usually after about ten minutes), I ask if anyone needs more time. If not, I then break them up into groups and ask them to compare and discuss their answers to the questions.

The rearrangement of chairs and the hubbub of discussion sends them a message about the ethos of the classroom they can expect to experience throughout the semester. The discussion phase can last anywhere from fifteen to twenty minutes after which I call them to order for a discussion of the class as a whole. (However, I leave them in their groups scattered throughout the room.)

 My experience is that it is important not to let the discussion go on too long. The purpose of the small group discussion is to make them comfortable expressing their ideas to each other and to allow them to share their insights and stimulate each other’s thinking. However, I do not want them to feel they have exhausted the subject. Rather, I prefer they feel interrupted, knowing there is much more to say, so that they are primed for large group discussion. I then go around to each group and ask them how they answered each question. As they give their responses, I encourage other members of the group beside the person they choose to speak for them to add to what is said – also others from other groups. Usually everyone in the class is chiming in long before I get through all the groups. 


As students speak and make good points I put them on the board. The kind of insights I am looking for from them are discussed in the section on the story of David and Nathan in Chapter 1, which of course they have not yet read. My goal is to get them to see: (1) Ethical consciousness involves seeing one’s own actions through the eyes of the one affected by them. (2) It was Nathan’s story that seduced David into seeing his own actions that way. (3) This was possible because stories create an “aesthetic distance.”  They disarm us by placing the action of the narrative at a distance (for example, “once upon a time, long  long ago”). Through one rhetorical device or another they make it seem as if the story is about anyone but us. (4) This aesthetic distance creates a moment of “objectivity” when David sees things through the eyes of the “disinterested bystander” who is not biased in favor of any one party in the story. (5) Quickly this objectivity engages his subjectivity: he empathically identifies with the injured party. This is expressed in his strong emotions of outrage as he demands justice for the wronged man and punishment for the wrongdoer.  (6) At that point Nathan removes the “veil of ignorance” (John Rawls) from David’s eyes by revealing “You are the man” – that is, this story is about you. At which point David realizes that he has been brought to stand in judgment of himself. 

(7) The unique power of story is in moving the agent from 4 to 6, from objectivity to subjective empathy or identification with the victim. It is that transition that moves us from insight to action. Philosophy, as rational argumentation, strives for the objectivity of the “disinterested bystander” but the unique function of story, especially religious stories that have an ethical impact, is to seduce us into identification with the stranger who has been wronged. (8) Ethical consciousness, seeing our own actions through the eyes of the one we have wronged, results in an objective judgment of our actions. That is, David realized he had done wrong not because he violated a rule imposed on him by either God or society (authoritarianism or “heteronomy” – from the Greek meaning “rule by another”) nor because he violated his own personal criteria of right and wrong (libertarianism or “autonomy” – from the Greek meaning “self rule”), for after all no one was threatening him with sanctions (instead he is told a story) and his own rules say it was alright to arrange another man’s death and take his wife. No, David experiences an objective moment of insight in which he is forced to recognize that he has done wrong despite his wish not to arrive at this conclusion. (9) Finally, John Rawls “veil of ignorance” test for the creation of a just society demonstrates that identification with the least advantaged in society is the key criterion needed to rationally create a society that will be just for all.


This opening exercise has never failed to set a very positive and engaging mood for the course. Students get the message from the very first day of the course that there involvement is essential. Moreover, these small groups make it difficult for any student to hide and remain uninvolved. And the small group exercises make it easy for them to get comfortable expressing their ideas so that they are more likely to speak up in the large group discussions.

If time permits, have the groups reconvene and assign some to compare the parable of the veil of ignorance to the Buddhist parable and others to compare the veil of ignorance to the Christian parable (all found in H-2, the second handout below and in Chapter 1 of the textbook). After about fifteen minutes, reconvene the class and get reports from one group that discussed each. In each case ask for additional comments from the rest of the class. Conclude by comparing the way in which all the stories studied today make use of the veil of ignorance to create an ethical point of view.

H-1

A Case Study in Narrative Ethics

Instructions

Take a few minutes to read the case study below and write a brief response to the questions below. When instructed, break up into small groups of four to five people and discuss the following questions for about ten minutes. Then we will reconvene as a class to share our insights.

1. According to the story of David and Nathan, what is an ethical point of view and how is it achieved?

2. How does this case study help us to understand the role of storytelling in ethics.

The Story of David and Nathan: From the Torah

It happened toward evening when David ... was strolling on  the  palace  roof, that he saw ... a woman bathing; the woman was very beautiful. David made inquiries about this woman and was told . . .’that is Bathsheba, . . . the wife of Uriah the Hittite.’ Then David sent messengers. . . . She came to him, and he slept with her. . . . The woman conceived and sent word to David, ‘I am with child’. . . . [David then called Uriah home from the battle field and tried to persuade him to sleep with his wife, but he refused all such pleasure while his comrades were still on the field of battle.] 

Next morning David wrote a letter to Joab and sent it by Uriah. In the letter he wrote, ‘Station Uriah in the thick of the fight and then fall back behind him so that he may be struck down  and die’ . . . . And Uriah the Hittite was killed....When Uriah’s wife heard that her husband Uriah was dead, she mourned for her husband.  When the period of mourning was over, David sent to have her brought to his house; she became his wife and bore him a son. But what David had done displeased Yahweh [God]. . . .

[So, Yahweh, the God of Israel, sent the Prophet, Nathan, to tell David a story.] He came to him and said: In the same town were two men, one rich, the other poor. The rich man had flocks and herds in great abundance; the poor man had nothing but a ewe lamb, one only, a small one he had bought. This he fed, and it grew up with him and his children, eating his bread, drinking from his cup, sleeping on his breast; it was like a daughter to him. When there came a traveler to stay, the rich man refused to take one of his own flock ... to provide for the wayfarer .... Instead he took the poor man’s lamb and prepared it for his guest.

David’s anger flared up against the man. ‘As Yahweh lives,’ he said to Nathan ‘the man who did this deserves to die! He must make fourfold restitution for the lamb, for doing such a thing and showing no compassion.’ Then Nathan said to David, ‘You are the man’ (New Jerusalem Bible, 2 Samuel 11:1–12:7).

H-2 

Religion and the Ethical Imagination: Three More Stories

The Parable of the Veil of Ignorance: A Philosophical Parable

A parable based on John Rawl’s Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971)

Once upon a time, there was a community in which everyone argued and fought with each other all the time. Many persons in this community simply looked after their own interests and did not care what happened to others. They said that everyone had a right to choose their own values as long as they didn’t interfere with the rights of others. A small group of concerned citizens, fearful that this would lead to chaos, got so angry that they wanted to take over and force everybody to live by a set of rules they would devise under threat of severe punishment.. What was clear was that everybody, on all sides, felt they knew best what was right and what was wrong, although, of course, they violently disagreed on actual cases. The disagreements were so heated that everyone recognized that something needed to be done if they were to save their community from violence. So they all agreed to consult the wisest and oldest person in the city, a person whom everyone admired and respected. They asked: “Are justice and goodness merely subjective (i.e., in the eyes of the beholder only) or is there some way we can understand what a just society really is?” And the wise one responded by saying: “If you want to know what justice is, each of you must imagine that the gods and goddesses have granted you the boon of remaking the world in any way you see fit. However, they stipulate two things. First, that you yourself must live in the world you create. Second, that you will not be able to determine or to know in advance what position you will occupy in this world you create. The society you imagine under these conditions will be as just as it is humanly possible for a society to be.”

The Doe, the Hunter and the Great Stag: A Buddhist Jataka Tale

According to the Jataka tales (which recount the past lives of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha) in one of his early reincarnations, he was a great stag, the leader of a herd of deer who lived in the forest. This tale is retold in The Hungry Tigress by Rafe Martin (Berkeley: Parallax Press.1990: 108–109 & 207–208). The stag and a doe, his wife, shared a great love and respect for each other, and the whole herd lived peacefully. At least until the day a human hunter showed up and set a snare in which the stag became entangled and fell injured. The herd fled in fear but his wife remained, refusing to abandon him. She encouraged him to try to get up, but he was not able. The stag urged her to flee but she would not. Soon the hunter appeared on the scene. Although terrified, the doe held her ground, as the hunter, spear in hand, confronted them both and expressed his surprise and good fortune to find two deer when the snare could hold only one.  The doe approached the hunter bravely and offered herself in exchange for the life of the stag.

The hunter was amazed. He looked from the doe to the helpless stag and back again. His face softened. He stabbed his spear point down into the earth. “Lady,” he said, “your words have touched my heart, I have never released a single creature from my snares before. But this day, you and your mate shall go free. I am a hunter. It is true. But I’m also a man. And here I exercise my choice and say you both shall live.”

With this statement the hunter knelt down and released the stag from his snare. As the stag rose painfully, he spoke to the hunter: “Friend, virtue is a priceless jewel and, man or beast, it remains our only refuge in times of danger. You have done a noble deed this day. Let me repay you.” And the stag dug his antlers into the dirt and revealed a “priceless gem.” Use it to support your family, the stage commanded, so that from this day forward “you shall never need to kill again.” 

The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats: From the Gospel of Matthew
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations will be assembled before him. And he will separate them one from another, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will place the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. Then the king will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me.' Then the righteous will answer him and say, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? When did we see you ill or in prison, and visit you?' And the king will say to them in reply, 'Amen, I say to you, whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me.' Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you accursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me no drink, a stranger and you gave me no welcome, naked and you gave me no clothing, ill and in prison, and you did not care for me.' Then they will answer and say, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or ill or in prison, and not minister to your needs?' He will answer them, 'Amen, I say to you, what you did not do for one of these least ones, you did not do for me.' And these will go off to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life. (NRSV: 25:31–46)

Day 2: Documentary: Faces of the Enemy

· Objective: To enable students to see how stories shape individual and social behavior both for good and for evil.

· Resources: Documentary, Faces of the Enemy by Sam Keen and chart comparing the Sacred and the Holy (H-3, figure1-1 in the textbook). Optional resource for the instructor – Sam Keen’s book, Faces of the Enemy, Harper SanFrancisco,1986.

· Focus: How all cultures tend to demonize and dehumanize the stranger and the enemy through story and image. Also, how stories of  war are used to justify the suspension of normal ethical rules. Finally how the narrative imagination is shaped by experiences of either the sacred or of the holy so as to either affirm or challenge the above tendencies. 
· Strategy: View documentary and then hold class discussion on film it in relation to previous session and the readings.

· Discussion: How does the picture that David Rice drew illustrate the claim that our understanding of good and evil is shaped by the kind of story we think we are in, and the role we see ourselves playing in it? And, how is his picture related to the teachings of the “Christian Patriots” as portrayed in the documentary? 

In this session I tell students that it would be wonderful if all stories, especially all religious stories, brought us to see our actions from an ethical point of view. Unfortunately, religious stories are often as great a force for evil as they are for good – for hatred and prejudice as they are for compassion and reconciliation. Stories have the power not only to create empathy but also stereotypes that subvert empathy and make it impossible for us to identify with the stranger, whom we are likely to perceive as our enemy. Our task today is to investigate the dark side of narrative and to propose a model for understanding why religion seems to produce stories for both good and evil.


To accomplish this I show the documentary Faces of the Enemy (50 minutes) created by Sam Keen (Produced and directed by Bill Jersey. © 1987, a Quest Production for The Catticus Corporation, 2600 Tenth Street, Berkeley, CA 94710. Phone, 415-548-80854) to show how, across religions and cultures, people have typically stereotyped the stranger as an enemy who is less than human – a beast or a demon. This is done by dividing the world into “Us vs Them.” Keen draws up typical comparisons: 

Us 

vs 
    Them           .                  

We are good 

They are evil






We are victims 
They are to blame

We are honest

They are liars

We are heroes

They are villains

In this dualistic world “we” understand ourselves as human and the stranger (them) as less than human and the enemy. The documentary shows cartoons, posters and propaganda films from the Japanese, Americans, and Germans during World War Two – all of which do the same thing, depict the enemy as animals, beasts and demons who are beyond the pale of human obligation and worthy of extermination.


A key component of the documentary is San Keen’s interview with David Rice who was convicted and sentenced to death in 1986 for killing a Seattle family (father, mother and two children) because be believed they were communists. He chloroformed them, beat them and then stabbed them to death. At one point in the interview Keen asks Rice to draw a picture of himself and explain it. Rice draws a picture of himself as a soldier on his knees shooting snipers out of a distant tree. Rice explains that this picture shows who he is. He is a soldier and we are at war. And in war sometimes you have to kill some in order to save others. Given the story Rice thinks he is in (War) and the role he sees himself playing in it (a soldier), Rice is not the villain but the hero of his story. In his own mind, he has not committed evil but done a heroically good deed, one necessary to save all that is good from all that is evil.

It also becomes clear under Keen’s probing questions that Rice is completely unable to feel any emotion toward the family or about what he did to them. He says explicitly that he is unable to feel anything. Moreover, Rice reveals during the interview that a major influence upon his views were the teachings of a right wing religious group called the Christian Patriots. The documentary then shows a segment on one of the group’s preachers giving a sermon in which he waves the bible and tells his congregation that what this book teaches is that “we are in a war,” The preacher goes on to insist that the bible teaches that certain people should be executed using “capital punishment” and therefore we ought to line up all the murderers, all the Jews and all the abortionists and get rid of them. Then Keen interviews the leaders of the Christian Patriot movement, who tell him how they find it wonderful to be among “their own kind” sharing a Christian ethic, and that they are not afraid to die for what they believe in.


After showing the documentary I engage the students in a discussion (as a class) in which I ask students to compare and contrast the story Nathan told to David with the story that the Christian Patriots told to David Rice. I ask them to write down one difference between these two stories and identify the effect on the hearer. Writing their response gives them time to think and formulate a response so that when the discussion begins everyone has something to contribute. [Other Strategies: or use dyads described in Part One, section on Pedagogical Strategies, pp. 17–29] Then I begin asking students how they responded. As they begin to identify these differences I write them on the board and use their observations as the basis to launch into a short mini-lecture (15 to 20 minutes) using the chart on the Sacred and the Holy in Chapter 1 (reprinted at the end of this section) to present a theoretical framework on two types of religion, rooted in two types of narrative imagination. The experience of the sacred, which divides the world into “Us vs Them” (hostility toward the stranger), and the experience of the holy, which teaches hospitality to the stranger. The substance of this mini-lecture highlights the material they are to have read for today; namely, Chapter One of Comparative Religious Ethics. 

I use the Nathan’s story and David Rice’s story to contrast the difference between these two types of narrative imagination. The first (the holy) is rooted in hospitality to the stranger and fosters empathic identification with the humanity of the stranger. The second (the sacred) creates stereotypes of the stranger as a beast and a demon. Such stereotypes block all emotional identification with the humanity of the stranger and indeed lead to a dehumanization of the stranger as one who is less than human and so beyond the pale of human obligation. According to this way of seeing the world, the violence one does to the enemy is beyond the pale of ethical obligations one has to other human beings and so is not unethical. The difference between these two types of stories is the difference between a story that creates ethical consciousness and one that subverts it. These distinctions, I suggest, will provide the basic orientation we will use to explore religion, ethics and social justice after Auschwitz and Hiroshima.

H-3

 Characteristics of the Sacred and the Holy

 Sacred Society


           

Holy Community                           

Center (ideal of identity) within itself

Center outside of itself in the stranger

Sameness = measure of the human


Difference = measure of the human

Hostility to the stranger



Hospitality to the stranger

Sacred is opposed to Profane


Holy and Secular are complementary

Sacralization of the finite



Desacralization or secularization of the finite

cosmos/society,
expressed


in the name of the infinite — only the Holy is 

in a sacred way of life

holy: the world is not profane but secular

Cosmos writ small (sacred order)

Human writ large (dignity and justice)

Answers are absolute:



Questioning and doubt as measure of faith:

answers imprison us in the finite


we always have more questions than answers







and this keeps us open to the infinite

God/the Holy in the image of self/in-group
Created in the image of a God/the Holy without image

Honor (morality defined by social status)

Dignity (ethics of equality and 

 interdependence)

Hierarchical




Equality and interdependence

Morality 




Ethics

Is = Ought




Is vs. Ought

The way things are is they way 


The way things ought to be calls into 

they ought to be 




question the way things are

This-worldly




Other-worldly

The “sacred” and the “holy” name two tendencies at war in every person and in every community. The experience of the sacred encourages us to divide the world into sacred and profane, such that we see ourselves as human and all strangers as profane and less (or less than) human. The experience of the holy encourages us to break down that division and discover the humanity of the stranger. The first creates sacred societies, the second holy communities. The first tends to ethnocentricity, the second is anti-ethnocentric. A sacred society sees the Ultimate (God, or Brahman, or however the Ultimate is named) in its own image and rejects all others (strangers) as less than human. A holy community, by contrast,  sees all persons as created in the image of a Holy that is without image (God or Emptiness, or however named) and believes that to welcome the stranger or the outcast is to welcome the Holy. The task of an ethic of the holy is not to replace the morality of a society but to transform it by breaking down the divisions between the sacred and profane through narratives of hospitality to the stranger which affirm the human dignity of precisely those who do not share one’s identity and one’s stories.

II: Stories of War and Peace: The Ethical Challenges of Auschwitz and Hiroshima to the Reality of Conscience

Week 2: Ethical Challenges of Auschwitz and Hiroshima

Read: Chapter 2, Stories of War and Peace – Ancient and Post/Modern

· Objective: To enable students to understand how extraordinary evil can be perpetrated by ordinary human beings, by studying Auschwitz as a case study of moral failure in post/modern technological cultures.
· Resources: The Longest Hatred, Part One, and documentary, The Music of Auschwitz

· Focus: Hiroshima and the Holocaust as case studies of the power of technical bureaucracies, when fused with tribal (religious and ethnic) prejudice, to undermine ethical reflection and ethical action. Analysis of demonic doubling and stories of life through death or “killing in order to heal” as critical elements in creating a society willing to bring about mass death.

· Strategy: Show documentaries on history of anti-Semitism and on Auschwitz followed by short lecture and class discussion in relation to the readings. Also documentary on Hiroshima, followed by lecture and discussion. 
· Question: What are the ethical challenges posed to contemporary society by a study of Auschwitz and Hiroshima? (The question for each week is to be answered by students in a one page essay meant to prepare them to engage in class discussion.)

Day 3: Documentary: The Longest Hatred, Part One “From the Cross to the Swatiska” (40 minutes).  Optional: The Music of Auschwitz (20 minutes)

The primary goal of this day is to show how religion can function to create prejudice, hatred and persecution. The focus is on the history of Christian anti-Judaism and the role that it played in paving the way for anti-Semitism and the Holocaust. Show part one of The Longest Hatred (© Thames Television pic. 1991, © 1993 WGBH Educational Foundation.) which is an excellent documentary on this history. If time permits you might also want to show The Music of Auschwitz which is a short piece done for the television program Sixty Minutes, relating one woman’s experience as an inmate of Auschwitz. I usually follow the film with a short lecture on the origins of anti-Judaism in the breaking away of Christianity from Judaism in the New Testament period. See “The Religious Roots of Anti-Judaism” (on the web site) for the contents of this lecture. An alternative strategy would be to break the students up in to their assigned groups and have them identify ways in which the documentary shows that Christianity has functioned as a sacred society in its relationship to the Jews. Then have each group report one parallel, inviting additional points and disagreements until the whole class is involved. Note important points on the board and end with a short summarization. [Alternative Strategy: see deChant’s use of quizzes, first individually and then again as a group.]
Day 4: Documentary Why the Bomb Was Dropped narrated by Peter Jennings. Optional: Hiroshima-Nagasaki August 1945
Show the documentary produced by ABC and narrated by Peter Jennings (one hour). The optional film, Hiroshima-Nagasaki, August 1945 (©MCMIXXX, International Film Seminars Inc.) is original footage of Hiroshima shot shortly after the bomb was dropped (30 minutes). (Or you may have other similar resources available to you.)An alternative strategy is to show the “made for television” movie, Day One based on Peter Wyden’s excellent book of the same name (©1984, Peter Wyden Inc., Simon and Schuster). The film (like the book) starts with the discovery and splitting of the atom and then in the second half covers the Manhattan Project. When I use this film, I only show the last half (about 60 minutes) that follows the Manhattan Project through to the testing and dropping of the first bomb.

The primary goal of this day is to identify the ethical challenges of Auschwitz and Hiroshima. Chapter Two is complex and has a lot going on in it. A short lecture, helping students to sort out the relevant issues will help students get oriented. The key concepts to get across are the role bureaucracy in encouraging people to double and the role of narratives that define killing as healing in making mass death morally acceptable to the perpetrators.

The lecture should review the thesis of Chapter Two, that Auschwitz and Hiroshima are the defining religious events of the 20th century – events that transform the symbols of the holy (light and life) into symbols of the sacred and the demonic (darkness and death). This lecture notes the paradox of the comment made by a survivor of Auschwitz to Robert Jay Lifton about his observation concerning how ordinary the Nazi doctors appeared to him. The survivor responded: “It is demonic that they were not demonic.” The lesson of Auschwitz is that ordinary people can commit extraordinary acts of violence and depravity. The psychological adaptation needed to do this was “doubling” – creating a second “killing self.” The narrative adaptation needed was a story that transformed killing into an act of healing. In this respect the analogy of the Nazi doctors’ morality of doubling with Luther’s two-kingdom ethic is noted (including Luther’s adaptation and reinterpretation of the story of Jacob wrestling with the stranger/God). To point out that this problem is not unique to Christianity, one could also note that the same narrative logic of doubling can be found in the story of the Bhagavad Gita, quoted by Oppenheimer.

Auschwitz and Hiroshima are both examples of mass death but Hiroshima differs vastly from Auschwitz. Auschwitz is an example of attempted genocide – targeting a whole people, religious subculture or ethnic group for annihilation. The Jews were not combatants but in many cases citizens of Germany whose only crime was being Jewish. Hiroshima, by contrast, was an act by combatants against combatants in a declared war. 

In the latter case, the real issue is not whether it was right or wrong to drop the bomb but the ways in which bureaucracy undermined the capacity to effectively raise that question. The ethical question of whether the bomb should be dropped was subverted and prevented from arising by military and governmental bureaucracy. The analogy to be noted is the way in which both among the Nazi doctors and in the Manhattan Project, questioning was forbidden and undermined and unquestioning obedience encouraged. In both bureaucracies doubling was encouraged and narratives of killing in order to heal were developed. In both situations, stories of war led to an inversion of good and evil: killing became good, not killing evil (note parallels to David Rice’s story from Faces of the Enemy). 

The focus should be on understanding the ability of bureaucracy and hierarchical decision making to render human beings amoral. This occurs when decision making is restricted to the top and the carrying out of decisions is relegated to technical experts at the lower levels who act with unquestioning obedience. Bureaucracy separates ends from means so that experts do not feel personally responsible for their actions, since they did not make the decisions about objectives or goals. [Other Strategies: Raise questions for student discussion concerning their own experiences of bureaucracy.]

Finally, in the case of Hiroshima, the logic of doubling and killing to heal made its real impact in the cold war which followed in which MADness or Mutually Assured Destruction expressed a public policy based on the premise that a threat to kill ( that is, destroy all life on earth in a nuclear war) would lead to healing – that is keeping the peace. To take that policy seriously required doubling on a mass scale. 

The lesson to be learned is that the paths that lead to Auschwitz and Hiroshima begin with the ordinary acts of ordinary people who are willing to double, surrender themselves to higher authority (whether God, the Church or the State) in unquestioning obedience and embrace narratives that define killing as a way of healing. This is a lesson that will be explored later by viewing the films, Casualties of War and also Wall Street.

Finally, I note that there are two significant trends in the twentieth century – the way of hostility toward the stranger and the way of hospitality to the stranger. The first embraces the way of war and the trend toward mass death symbolized by Auschwitz and Hiroshima. The second is expressed in the emergence of the way of non-violence and an ethic of audacity (expressed in civil disobedience) in defense of the stranger – symbolized by the path opened up by Tolstoy, Gandhi and King. The first sees life as a story of war, the second transforms stories of war into stories of peace – of non-violent resistance and peacemaking. This week we have explored the first, the remainder of the semester we will explore the second as a possible ethical response to the first. We will also consider the option of just war theory (in Chapter 8).

II: Stories of the Awakening of Conscience

Week 3: Is Conscience Real or a Social Convention?

· Read: Read the story of Jacob and Esau in Chapter 6 (pp. 172–173). Then begin reading Chapter Three.

· Objective: To raise the question: Is wrestling with one’s conscience wrestling with God or is it just wrestling with the internalization of society’s values?

· Strategy: View Crimes and Misdemeanors and then discuss the film as a class, showing key scenes from the film to stimulate discussion.

· Resources: Film, Crimes and Misdemeanors. Also, selected scenes from the film used to stimulate discussion.

· Focus: Exploring the meaning of conscience in light of the story Jacob wrestling with the stranger. What does it mean to wrestle with one’s conscience and with the stranger? Can one get away with murder? Woody Allen’s film asks if conscience is truly the “eyes of God” upon us or simply an internalization of social norms that can be willfully disregarded without consequence as long as you don’t get caught. The film asks this both in relation to the Holocaust and to everyday “crimes and misdemeanors.” 

· Question: What does it mean to wrestle with one’s conscience? Is Crimes and Misdemeanors saying that wrestling with one’s conscience is simply wrestling with the internalization of a society’s values or is it saying that wrestling with one’s conscience is wrestling with God?

Day 5: Show the Woody Allen Film: Crimes and Misdemeanors 


Give the students the handout, below (H-4), that identifies the characters and basic plot of the film. Remind them they must answer the question for this film in the syllabus (also found on the handout) in a one page essay due at the beginning of the next class. Then show the film (104 minutes).


Woody Allen’s Academy Award winning film is about an ophthalmologist, Judah Rosenthal, who was raised in a pious Jewish family with a father who admonished him to always do good, for the “eyes of God” are always watching you. Judah describes himself as a man of science rather than a religious man, but he wonders if it is accidental that he has spent his life as an eye specialist.


Judah had an affair with Dolores, an airline flight attendant,  and now she threatens to ruin his life if he doesn't marry her. When his brother Jack suggests having Dolores murdered, Judah is faced with a moral dilemma : destruction of his comfortable life and marriage or murder. Judah wrestles with his conscience and finally decides to go ahead with the murder. The remainder of  the story is about whether Judah can live with his conscience. At first deeply troubled, he returns to the home he grew up in and their recalls a Passover seder from his childhood during which a family argument breaks out over the morality of the Holocaust. His aunt, an atheist and socialist, argues “might makes right” and that if Hitler had won the war we would tell the story differently – he would be the good guy rather than the bad guy. In her view, if a man commits murder, doesn’t get caught and chooses not to be bothered by it, “he is home free.” At the same seder, his father argues that there is a moral structure to the universe and the eyes of God are always watching and therefore everyone will be held accountable for their actions.


After this, Judah is at first plagued by an overwhelming sense of guilt. He confesses to one of his patients, a rabbi, who advises him to confess to his wife and seek forgiveness but Judah fears the truth will destroy her and their marriage. Gradually Judah’s feelings of guilt subside and by the end of the film two things have happened: 1. The rabbi has gone blind. 2. Judah has seemingly learned to live comfortably with his evil deed, saying that he only occasionally has a bad day. 


In a sub plot, Cliff (played by Woody Allen) is making a film about a Jewish philosopher who writes books on the paradox of a Judaism that teaches that God is loving and moral and at the same time is a God capable of demanding that Abraham kill his son, Isaac. Then one day, the professor commits suicide. Crimes and Misdemeanors ends with an existentialist message from the dead professor about the importance of choosing daily to be moral in an immoral universe.

H-4

 Crimes and Misdemeanors

1989 Running Time 104 Min

Written and Directed by Woody Allen

Released 10/13/89

Orion Pictures


Ophthalmologist Judah Rosenthal had an affair with Dolores for 

several years, and now she threatens to ruin his life if he doesn't marry her. When his brother Jack suggests having Dolores murdered, Judah is faced with a moral dilemma : destruction of his comfortable life and marriage or murder. Judah wrestles with his conscience and finally decides to go ahead with the murder. The remainder of  the story is about whether Judah can live with his conscience. 

Judah Rosenthal (Martin Landau) 
The Ophthalmologist




Miriam Rosenthal 


Judah’s wife




Sharon Rosenthal 


Judah’s daughter

Jack Rosenthal (Jerry Orbach)
Judah’s brother 

Dolores Paley 
 (Anjelica Houston)
Judah’s mistress

Ben  (Sam Waterson)


Rabbi, patient of Judah’s

Cliff Stern (Woody Allen)

An unsuccessful filmmaker working 

on a documentary

Hallie
(Mia Farrow)


Cliff’s love interest



Lester 
(Alan Alda)


Cliff’s brother in law, a famous filmmaker 

Question: What does it mean to wrestle with one’s conscience? Is Crimes and Misdemeanors saying that wrestling with one’s conscience is simply wrestling with the internalization of a society’s values or is it saying that wrestling with one’s conscience is wrestling with God?

Day 6: Learn student names and then hold a discussion of film in relation to the story of Jacob wrestling with the Stranger.

A Pause to Learn Student’s Names

Sometime in the second or third week of class I take about twenty minutes of class time to learn the names of my students (usually about 35 students in a class). I wait until the fifth or sixth class session in order let enrollment sort out (typically there are some drops and adds in the first two weeks). For much of my teaching career I did not even try to learn my students names, thinking it was neither important nor possible to learn so many names. However, in a teaching workshop I learned a simple technique that has been very successful for me. 

First I start by telling students that I am terrible at names but that I want to make an effort to learn them. I also suggest that since this is a discussion oriented course they will find it useful to learn each other’s names as well. There are usually five to seven students in each row of my classroom. I ask one row at a time to stand and face their classmates and tell us their first names. As each student says his or her name I repeat them. After three or four names I stop and repeat the names in succession, then I finish the row and then repeat all the names again at least twice, mixing up the order, so that I do not learn them simply by seating position. Then I go on to each additional row of students and repeat the same process. At the end of each row, I stop and go back and repeat all the names from the very first row forward. At the end of the last row I do this also, and of course at this point I must name all the students. 

When I do this, I usually remember all but one or two. I apologize for forgetting theirs, we all laugh about it, and then I go over the whole class again until I have everyone’s name right. Often there is applause by this point, since they doubted I could do it when I first began. When I am finished I ask for one or two students to volunteer to give everyone’s name. This may seem surprising but I always get volunteers and they usually get all, or almost all, the names. I conclude by saying that I will have to do this at least once more in the future, as I invariably forget a couple of names. And usually a week later I repeat the exercise. This works surprisingly well for me, and it creates a very good atmosphere of rapport with the students. Even when I forget their names on occasion, they are very forgiving because they know I am trying. [Other Strategies: Have students break into dyads and introduce themselves to each other, then have students have each member of a dyad introduce his or her partner and tell something about them.]

The Discussion of Crimes and Misdemeanors

After the names exercise I break the students up into small groups of four or five for discussion. I like to permanently assign students to a discussion group in alphabetical order. That way I can keep a grading sheet with their group assignments and quickly identify the students in each group, observe them and evaluate their level of participation. [ Other Strategies: See deChant’s approach to assigned groups in Part One.] All students start the day with four participation points and keep them unless they clearly are not involved and contributing. Points are deducted for those not participating and for those who don’t show up. I also have students sign an attendance sheet so that I have verification of their attendance. [Other Strategies: see deChant’s use of short quizzes/discussion to evaluate participation.]

Ask each group to compare how they answered the discussion question and see if they can arrive at a consensus on how to interpret the film. Emphasize however that consensus is not necessary.  Let them discuss for twenty minutes (and no more than thirty minutes). Then call them to order as a class for further discussion.

Ask a spokesperson from one group to report. As points are brought up, put them on the board and invite dissenting views and additional insights. Soon the whole class is will be involved. Highlight points of agreement and difference on the board. An alternative strategy is to ask for a report from each group. However, I find that that usually involves a great deal of repetition of insights and less opportunity for discussion. I prefer to simply choose a different group for each day of discussion without indicating which will be selected, so that each does its best to be prepared. [Other Strategies: see deChant’s use of group to group dialogues and debates in Part One.]

In conjunction with either approach, you may find it useful to make a list of important scenes on the board as they are mentioned in discussion, then in the last thirty minutes of the class show clips of some of these scenes, commenting on each as a way of summarizing the discussion. Or show them as they come up for discussion. Or if you prefer a more structured approach – show the scenes very early in the discussion and engage the students in an analysis of each of them. Finally, even if you choose not to show the scenes, it is useful to get students to identify specific scenes and recount them. A major reason for using films is get students thinking about ethics in a less abstract or more concrete way. Recounting the details of specific scenes gets students use to thinking about the details of the film in relation to the readings so that when they write their papers they are prepared to go beyond generalities and give substantive detail to their insights.

Concerning this film, there are three key scenes I usually like to review: (1) Judah wrestling with his conscience as to whether to go ahead with the murder. (2) Judah recalling the Passover Seder service at which his family argued over ethics and the Holocaust. (3) Judah’s discussion with Cliff at the end of the film, in which he seems to say that he has been able to get away with murder and live without serious qualms of conscience.

Scene 1: Judah is alone in his living room, but Ben (the rabbi) is visible in the background although its clear Judah is imagining his presence and having an argument with him as to whether what he intends to do is moral. His responses to the rabbi seem to parrot his brother Jack’s point of view that murder will solve all his problems. So Judah is wrestling with two voices in his head – Ben and Jack, one represents the kingdom of heaven the other this worldly realism. In the end, Judah tells his imaginary Ben that Ben’s problem is that he doesn’t live in the real world but rather in the kingdom of heaven. Conscience, he says, is a luxury he can’t afford. The implication – Judah needs to be realistic and bringing up ethics is hopelessly utopian or idealistic. 

I encourage students to compare this with the Jacob and Esau story. The difference between Jacob and Judah is that Jacob confessed his guilt, and sought reconciliation with his brother even though he feared his brother might still be angry and try to kill him. Jacob limps away from his wrestling match convinced that he has wrestled not only with himself and the stranger but also God. Judah, by contrast, seeks to deny the reality of conscience and of God. Judah refuses to confess for fear he will not be forgiven but destroyed and so argues “he has no choice” but to kill Delores. I suggest to students that Judah’s logic mirrors that of the Nazi doctors who also argued they had no choice, when what they really meant is they didn’t like the possible outcome of accepting responsibility for their actions. I also note that ethics will always appear hopelessly idealistic or utopian to a realist because the realist believes one must conform to the way things “really are” (i.e., the sacred order in which Is = Ought) whereas ethics always calls into question the way things are in the name of the way they ought to be but are not. Therefore ethics always seems to be about some fictitious world  – an unrealistic world where people live as they ought to. 

Scene 2: This same theme surfaces again in the Passover Seder scene where the atheist Aunt is the realist and Judah’s father is the idealist who lives in the unrealistic world of the kingdom of God. Here I encourage a discussion in relation to our previous week’s discussion of the Holocaust and the Nazi doctors who also saw themselves as realists.

Scene 3: In the scene between Judah and Cliff near the end of the film, Judah says to Cliff that he is aware that he produces films and has a great plot line to suggest to him about a man who commits murder, gets away with it and learns to live with his conscience (only occasionally having a bad moment). Cliff responds that he thinks the story would be better if the man confessed and took responsibility for his actions. Judah responds that that is a Hollywood ending, the stuff of fiction and not at all how things are in the real world. So the film ends seeming to say that one can commit murder and learn to live with it. Yet the ending is ambiguous, first because Judah says he still has an occasional bad moment and because the voice of the professor who committed suicide is heard urging people to existentially choose to exercise their freedom to be good in an amoral and uncaring world.

Toward the end of the session I ask students to reflect on their own experience of conscience. I give them an example. A friend calls late one night because he or she has been in an auto accident and needs a ride home. You go to his or her assistance despite the fact that it is late, the weather is lousy and you are tired and want to go to bed. You go, I suggest, not because you want to (you don’t) and despite the fact that no one is making you (you won’t be sent jail if you refuse). You go because you feel an obligation to another human being whose humanity you recognize and value. In fact you could (and some would) ignore that feeling of obligation. One can walk away from one’s conscience. So who are you wrestling with when you wrestle with your conscience? Is it yourself? Is it your friend? Is it God? Maybe all of the above? Or is it none of the above but only with society’s norms internalized.

Paul Tillich argues that genuine conscience is theonomous. Autonomy (or self rule), he says, is the attempt to make up one’s own rules. Heteronomy (or rule by another), is being forced to live by someone else’s rules – society’s or the church’s, for example. The first presents itself as subjective and internal to the self. The second presents itself as objective and external. But the theonomous experience of conscience is both a subjective/internal and an objective/external experience. That is, it is experienced as occurring within one’s subjective awareness and yet as expressing a demand that does not originate in oneself – a demand that is other than one’s own desires and will. It is an inward experience of a demand that is wholly other. I relate this back to David’s experience evoked by Nathan’s story. David came to recognize that he did wrong in spite of his own desires (autonomy) and despite the fact that no one was forcing him acknowledge his sin (heteronomy). When he saw his actions through the eyes of the victim, he had an objective moment of insight, recognizing of his guilt. This recognition was inner yet wholly other. He did not create it. It happened to him (and within him) in spite of his attempts to avoid coming to this conclusion. He could perhaps try to ignore it but even that would be an act acknowledging its objective reality as reality independent of his wishes and desires.

I conclude the session by preparing students for the next segment of the course. I do this by suggesting that many great religious traditions argue that conscience is not something you are born with fully developed. On the contrary conscience is something that has to be spiritually awakened, nurtured and developed. Two factors seem especially important for this to happen (1) wrestling with the stranger and (2) the encounter with death. This observation leads us to consider both ancient stories and contemporary films on the awakening of conscience, such as the stories of Gilgamesh, the Buddha and Augustine and films like Dickens' Christmas Carol (illustrating a Western view of conversion) Ground Hog Day (illustrating an Eastern view of enlightenment).

III. Stories of the Awakening of Conscience

Week 4: Wrestling with One’s Conscience and the Stranger
· Read: Read Chapter 3, The Religious Quest and the Birth of Ethics 

· Objective: To use the stories of Gilgamesh and Jacob to explore the awakening of conscience through wrestling with the stranger and the encounter with death.

· Strategy: Progressive group discussion of the stories of Gilgamesh and Jacob as stories of wrestling with one’s conscience.

· Resources: Story of Jacob and Esau in Chapter 6 and story of Gilgamesh in Chapter 2.

· Focus: What does it mean to wrestle with one’s conscience and with the stranger? Who are we wrestling with?  

· Questions: (1) In what ways can both the story of Gilgamesh/Enkidu and the story of Jacob/Esau illustrate the awakening and transformation of conscience? How are they similar and how are they different? 
Day 7: Discussion of wrestling with the stranger, using the stories of 
Gilgamesh and also the Jacob-Esau. 
Goals – To get students to see: (1) How wrestling with the stranger can be the occasion for coming to self-awareness and the awakening of humility and conscience (Gilgamesh and Jacob). (2) How wrestling with the stranger can be a form of wrestling with God or the emissary of the gods (Jacob and Gilgamesh). (3) How the encounter with death can serve to initiate a quest that leads to a transformation in ethical orientation (Gilgamesh). (3) How confession of one’s guilt can transform the need for violence into the opportunity for reconciliation (compare Jacob to Judah in Crimes and Misdemeanors).

(1) Ask students to take out a sheet of paper, sign and date it. Then ask them to list one similarity between the two stories (Jacob and Gilgamesh). Give them a couple of minutes to write. (2) Then ask them to pair up with a neighbor and come up with two similarities or parallels. If each partner came up with a different item they can simply copy from each other, otherwise they must  put their heads together and come up with a second. (3) When everyone appears ready, ask each pair to join with another pair and come up with two more parallels. (4) When they are ready, ask them now to come up with two significant differences in the stories. (5) Finally, when everyone is ready, ask for one similarity from each group. Write them on the board. When each has contributed one. Ask for others (from anyone in any group) that should be included. Also ask for differences. As you write the responses on the board and ask for responses, you will find yourself in the middle of a lively discussion in which students are probing the details of each story and stimulating associations and insights in each other. As the discussion goes along, if need be, you can throw out some guiding questions. 

Week 4: (cont.)
· Read: Read Chapter 3, The Religious Quest and the Birth of Ethics 

· Objective: To use the story of Socrates’ trial to help students understand ethics as the questioning of sacred morality. 

· Strategy: View documentary on The Trial of Socrates, then engage in small group discussion followed discussion of class as a whole. End with short summarizing lecture. 

· Resources: Documentary on The Trial of Socrates 

· Focus: To distinguish between morality and ethics and highlight Socrates’ experience of doubt and questioning as a form of religious experience that belongs to the category of the holy. 

· Discussion: (1) How does the story of Socrates’ trial illustrate the distinction we have made between ethics and morality? (2)How is this distinction related to the Socratic compulsion to doubt and question? (3)Why did his accusers think this compulsion atheistic while Socrates thought of it as theistic?
· Question: How does story of Socrates’ trial illustrate the distinction we have made between ethics and morality?

Day 8: Show documentary on Trial of Socrates followed by a discussion of wrestling with one’s conscience.

Both the terms morality (from the Latin mos, mores) and ethics (from the Greek, ethos, ethike) originally meant “customs” of the people, especially the sacred customs that originated with the gods and sacred ancestors. The Socratic experience of the god who compelled him to question, asking whether what people say is the good is really the good, led to the birth of ethics as the questioning of the sacred customs. This led to Socrates trial for impiety toward the gods and corrupting the youth. 

Show documentary on the “Trial of Socrates” and then break into assigned discussion groups. Sometimes the class as a whole can benefit from having different groups working on different problems and then sharing their insights with the rest of the class. That will be the strategy today. Assign one of the three questions (from the Discussion section above) to each group. If you have more than three groups, you can have two different groups working on the same question, but separately. Call the class together for a discussion of the whole. Ask one group to give their answer to the first question. Ask a second group to answer #2 and a third group #3. Highlight responses on board and solicit disagreement and additional insights. In the discussion encourage students to relate their observations to the chart on Characteristics of the Sacred and the Holy (H-3) found at the end of Chapter 1 in the textbook (Figure 1-1). Moderate the discussion that emerges and give a summarizing mini-lecture at the conclusion of the class, if needed. [Other Strategies: use dyads to pair students from different groups with different questions.]

Week 5: Enlightenment: Spirituality and the Formation of Conscience in Eastern Religions

· Read: Read the opening section on the “Cosmic Story” of Hinduism (pp. 104–110) in Chapter Four, Hindu Stores. Read all of Chapter 5, Buddhist Stories

· Objective: To help students understand how the Asian traditions of liberation from rebirth see conscience as something that has to be spiritually awakened and developed.

· Resources: Film, Ground Hog Day, and handout on “Life as a Spiritual Journey” (see web site)

· Focus: How the myth of liberation sees reincarnation as a spiritual journey leading to a transformation of consciousness and the awakening of  conscience whereby one becomes without self or selfless. 

· Strategy: Show film, Groundhog Day, followed by discussion in small groups and then by class as a whole.

· Question: How does Ground Hog Day relate to the story (and teachings) of the Buddha and illustrate the power of the myth of liberation to transform consciousness into conscience? 

Day 9: Distribute the handout (H-5) for Ground Hog Day and show the film.

The next four sessions attempt to explore the awakening of conscience by showing how contemporary films about ethical transformation mirror ancient stories of enlightenment and conversion. The films Ground Hog Day and Dickens' Christmas Carol are shown and related to stories of the Buddha and Augustine (note: the Augustine materials are optional and found on the website). Comparisons are also made between both films and the epic of Gilgamesh. The objective is to show that both the cosmic narrative of the myth of liberation (Hindu and Buddhist views of reincarnation) and the cosmic narrative of the myth of history (Jewish, Christian and Islamic views of resurrection and final judgment) see life as a journey of spiritual and ethical transformation (enlightenment and conversion). These stories tend to share a common pattern that includes an encounter with death and a quest for an answer to one’s mortality as well as wrestling with strangers and with the meaning of the events of one’s life – all of which lead to a spiritual and ethical transformation of one’s identity, away from egocentricity and toward universal compassion.

The archetypal narrative pattern is one of youthful arrogance in pursuit of wealth, fame, power and pleasure that is interrupted by encounters with death and with strangers, both of which lead to a quest for insight and the experience of a spiritual and ethical transformation of identity. In every case, conscience is not something one is born with so much as something that is awakened by the events of one’s life. Looking back on these events after the fact makes one’s life seem less like a story of chance and more like a story of destiny (karma or providence), a spiritual journey, in which transcendent powers (gods or God)  or processes (karma) seem to orchestrate events in order to bring about one’s transformation.  

The story of Phil Connors in Ground Hog Day mimics the myth of liberation and the idea that one needs to learn from one’s past lives in order to make moral and spiritual progress that will lead to enlightenment and liberation from rebirth. Groundhog Day is an appropriate focus for this story since it is a festival of the cycles of nature. Ground hog day is tied to the ancient cycle of festivals marking the return of the sun and the renewal of life. Groundhog day occurs at the midpoint between the Winter Solstice (shortest day of the year) and the Spring Equinox (half way point towards the longest day of the year – the Summer Solstice). If the groundhog sees his shadow, the sun is not yet overhead and winter will be longer rather than shorter. The groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil, represents Phil Connor’s over-inflated ego that casts a long shadow over his relationships to others and makes a long cold winter inevitable. Nothing will change until Phil kills his ego-self (achieves a state of “no-self”) and becomes liberated to embrace the world around him with selfless compassion.

There are five scenes I usually like to focus upon to get at the archetypal structure of the narrative and the spirituality it communicates.  Scene 1: Near the beginning of the story Phil realizes that if he has to live the same day over and over again, then there are no consequences and he can do whatever he wants. He gets drunk with two men he meets in a bar, drives through stop signs, drives on railroad tracks toward an oncoming train and then swerves off the tracks and eventually ends by driving through a mail box and crashing into a car. The police, who have been in pursuit arrest him and put him in jail. The next morning he wakes up in his bed as if none of these things had ever happened and he starts the same day over again. This scene typifies the first half of the story, in which Phil uses his immunity from consequences to exploit others for his own pleasure.

Scene 2: Phil has just gone through a variety of attempts to manipulate Rita into going to bed with him and each time he ends up getting his face slapped. In this scene Phil is covering the Groundhog Day ceremony for the “ump-teenth” time and has fallen into a deep depression (apparently realizing there are some things that cannot be gotten through cheap manipulation). He enters a “dark night of the soul” and tells his TV audience that that its going to be a long cold winter and that its going to last forever. He says that nothing can change unless the groundhog dies. This scene is followed by his attempt to steal the ground hog and plunge off a cliff in a truck so as to kill them both. But of course the next day he awakens and starts the day over again. He is still alive and nothing has changed. He then tries to kill himself several different ways but always the result is the same.

Scene 3: In this scene, Phil, who has begun to show signs of  changing, has spent a lovely day with Rita, she falls asleep on his bed and he doesn’t touch her. Instead he talks to her as if she were awake, saying he has died so many times he doesn’t exist anymore. He expresses his love for her, says he doesn’t deserve her, and is content to just be with her without making any sexual advances.

Scene 4: In this scene, Phil is once more covering the Ground Hog Day ceremony and he gives another, very different, speech about winter. Now he observes that winter is just another step in the cycle of life and that standing among the people of Punxatawney and “basking in the warmth of their hearths and hearts,” he couldn’t imagine a better fate than a long and lustrous winter. In the scenes that follow we see a new Phil oriented to caring about others and helping them in their need. His conscience has been awakened. He is suddenly aware, for instance of a beggar he has walked by and ignored a hundred times, and he seeks food, shelter and medical care for him. With the death of his ego-self he has realized the Buddhist state of “no-self” or interdependence with all things and experiences universal compassion for all beings. 

Scene 5. The final scene in the film is Phil waking up in bed with Rita who “bought him” at a charity auction the night before because she has fallen in love with the new man he has become. Phil is startled by the fact that “something is different” and “different is good.” He jumps to the window and looks out and realizes it is no longer the same day that he has been living over and over again. He says to Rita: “Do you know what today is? Today is tomorrow.” By achieving selflessness, Phil has been liberated from the wheel of death and rebirth.

H-5

Groundhog Day

1993 Running Time 101 Min

Written and Directed by Harold Ramis

Columbia Pictures


Phil Connors, a rather arrogant and self-absorbed TV weather forecaster, comes to Punxsutawney, Pa. to report on Punxsutawney Phil, the groundhog, whose shadow predicts whether it will be a short or long winter. To his dismay, Phil soon discovers that he is forced to relive Groundhog day over and over again. This pattern continues until he gains insight from his past mistakes and achieves a selflessness that allows him to be liberated from this pattern of never-ending rebirth. 

Phil Connors (
Bill Murray)

The Arrogant Weather Man



Rita  (Andie MacDowell)

Phil’s producer with whom he falls in love


Larry 




Phil’s camera man



Ned Ryerson



Phil’s old school mate, an insurance salesman

Question: How does Ground Hog Day relate to the story (and teachings) of the Buddha and illustrate the power of the myth of liberation to transform consciousness into conscience?

Day 10: Discussion of Ground Hog Day
Follow the pattern of having the students break into their small groups to compare their answers to the question. Then reconvene as a class of the whole and have one group report. Put the highlights on the board, inviting contributions from others in the class. Highlight and discuss the scenes enumerated above, and others that students identify. Show some of the scenes if you wish.  [Other Strategies: use deChant’s quiz approach for individual and then groups discussion.]

End with a discussion/lecture of the pattern of the spiritual quest in the stories of  Gilgamesh and the Buddha and the way it is mirrored in this film: (1)The pursuit of pleasure, power, wealth and the arrogance of youth. (2) The providential or karmic encounter with strangers and with death that leads to spiritual suicide (brought on by depression and despair – a dark night of the soul); that is, death of the ego-centered self resulting in enlightenment or conversion. (3) The emergence of a new identity that is expressed in a sense of interdependence with all beings and the awakening of universal compassion. Encourage students to see both the similarities and differences in the pattern of the stories of Gilgamesh and the Buddha. Suggest that this pattern is also found in Western religious experience and the myth of history, as we will see from our next film: Dickens' Christmas Carol.

Week 6: Conversion: Spirituality and the Formation

    of Conscience in Western Religions

· Read: Chapter 7, Christian Stories – sections on formative and cosmic stories (pp.197–211). Also read handout on “Augustine’s Life Story and the Myth of History” (Optional – if you choose to use it, see web site)
· Objective: To help students understand how the myths of history in the biblical traditions see conscience as something that has to be spiritually awakened and developed.

· Resources: Film, Christmas Carol, and essay on “Augustine’s Life Story and the Myth of History” (see web site)

· Focus: How the journey towards one’s death as impending “final judgment” can be a spiritual journey that brings about a transformation of consciousness and the awakening of conscience whereby one becomes without self or selfless.

· Strategy: Show Dickens' Christmas Carol followed by small group discussion and then class as a whole.

· Discussion: (1) How does the film, Christmas Carol, illustrate the power of the myth of history (especially as Augustine understood it) to transform consciousness into conscience. (2) What similarities and differences are there between the story of Scrooge and the stories of Gilgamesh and (3) the Buddha (and (4) Augustine if included)?

· Question: How does the film, Christmas Carol, illustrate the power of the myth of history (especially as Augustine understood it) to transform consciousness into conscience?

Alternatively, you could ask: How does the film Christmas Carol exemplify the power of the myth of history to transform consciousness into conscience and how does it compare with the myth of liberation embodied in the story of the Buddha. 

Day 11: Film, Distribute the handout for Dickens' Christmas Carol and show the film


Dickens' Christmas Carol is a well known tale in our culture and there are several film versions of it. I prefer the George Scott version. The acting is superb and it is a visually stunning film. Despite the fact that it is a well known tale, there is much for students to learn from it. The goal is to get them to see it with new eyes against the backdrop of ancient stories like those of Gilgamesh, the Buddha and Augustine and appreciate that the awakening of conscience and ethical transformation can be brought about by stories from more than one religion and culture.  If Ground Hog Day presents us with ethical insight into the myth of liberation from rebirth, Dickens' Christmas Carol offers us insight into the ethical power of the myth of history with its alternative vision of cosmic time as having but one beginning and one ending – the resurrection of the dead and final judgment. 


In this respect, Christmas Carol parallels Augustine’s Confessions as a tale of a journey through time towards death and final judgment (see “Augustine’s life story and the Myth of History” on the web site) that is transformed by his midlife conversion. Augustine’s is the classic conversion narrative in Western literature. It is the tale of a young man who spends the first half of his life pursuing wealth, fame, power and pleasure, then nearly dies of an illness at age 30, begins to experience time slipping away on him, and is led by a series of encounters with strangers and their stories to his conversion at age 31. He then spends the second half of his life sharing the insights of his conversion with others, especially through his books The Confessions, The City of God and The Trinity.


Christmas Carol, however, can be used without bringing up Augustine if you wish. In fact if you have time for only one film (i.e., either Ground Hog Day or Christmas Carol) I think I would choose Christmas Carol, which has an obvious Western religious frame of reference, and compare it to the life of the Buddha,  with its obviously Eastern frame of reference. For the basic archetypal narrative pattern of encounter with death, quest find an answer and of wrestling with strangers occurs (with variations) in the stories of Gilgamesh and of the Buddha as well. Indeed, striking parallels (with significant differences) occur in relation to the Buddha’s life story. In both the case of Scrooge and of the Buddha, they live the first part of their lives surrounded by wealth and pleasure, although Scrooge is too stingy to really enjoy his wealth. Then both encounter four strangers and are lead to face the reality of their own eventual death. This in turn leads to a transformation of consciousness and the awakening of universal compassion. 

A major difference is that the Buddha was only 36 when he became enlightened, Scrooge is probably more than twice that age when he has his conversion. Scrooge’s life story loosely follows the pattern of the classic Hindu varnashrama system of the stages of life, in which you become a forest dweller and possibly an enlightened sage only in old age, after you have fulfilled the requirements of the householder stage of life (raising a family, doing your caste duty, etc.). The Buddha departed from this model, offering the possibility that one might experience enlightenment and non-attachment earlier in one’s life and so live the second half of life in a more compassionate manner (see “Life as a Spiritual Journey” on the web site).

There are two ways to go through life, says C.G. Jung; You can walk through or you can be dragged through. You can move from one stage of life to another (childhood to adolescence, or adolescence to adulthood, for example) willingly, seeing life as a journey of cumulative insight, in which you are headed toward a destiny that is somehow a completion that transcends death. Or you can see it as a story of loss – you lose your adolescence in adulthood, and your adulthood in old age, and your life at death. In the first case, life seems like a meaningful journey ending in a homecoming. In the second case it can seem like (as Shakespeare put it) a “tale told by an idiot, filled with sound and fury, signifying nothing.” The story of the Buddha is the story of one who learned non-attachment and the way of insight at mid-life. The story of Scrooge is the story of one clings to the past and refuses to deal with his aging and impending death until Jacob Marley shows up as the first of four apparitions that force him into the transforming encounter with death in his old age.

If the first half of life tends to be dominated by the task of building up a strong ego so that one can go out and conquer the world, the price we pay for that is alienation and separation from others. That is Scrooge’s condition. The task of the second half of life, too long put off by Scrooge, is to dissolve the hard edges of the ego and reconnect with others and with the cosmos as a whole. It is those connections which dissolve alienation and give life a sense of meaning. Scrooge needs to experience himself as an unique but interdependent part of a larger whole and a larger drama. 

What the ghosts of Scrooge’s past, present and future do for Scrooge is take him on a journey through his life in which he is allowed to see himself through the eyes of others who were affected by his actions. So the ghosts function much the way Nathan’s story told to David did, to bring about an ethical transformation of consciousness. After his conversion, a giddy and compassionate Scrooge not only values relationships of family and friends and seeks to aid the poor, he also vows not to shut out the past, the present and the future and the lessons they teach. Like Augustine who poured over the events of his past life to learn from his sins and find the “footsteps of God” in his memory, or like the Buddha whose enlightenment followed upon his remembering his past lives and the laws of karma that governed his rebirths, Scrooge too is finally liberated from the isolation of his ego-centered self into an awareness of his interdependence with all others and universal compassion.
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A Christmas Carol

1984, Running Time 100 Min

Directed by Clive Donnor

Written by Charles Dickens, film adaptation by Roger Hirson

20th Century Fox (tv)

In this classic Dickens’ tale, it is exactly seven years to the day that Jacob Marley died. Marley was the business partner of Ebenezer Scrooge, a miserly man, who is growing old and will soon face his own death. Unwilling to do so, he buries himself in his business and scorns those who would interrupt it to make merry at Christmas. Scrooge is visited by the Ghost of Marley and the ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future. Through these encounters Scrooge is lead to see the errors of his past that led him to be an uncaring and unfeeling man. And he is brought face to face with his own death. This leads to a conversion and total transformation of his personality so that he is filled with compassion for the poor and love for his family.

Ebenezer Scrooge (George C. Scott)

Miserly business man



Jacob Marley 




Scrooge’s dead business partner



Ghost of Christmas Past 




Ghost of Christmas Present 




Ghost of Christmas Future


Fannie





Scrooge’s sister, who died young


Fred Holywell




Scrooge’s sister’s son

Janet Holywell



Fred’s wife

Bell 





Scrooge’s lost love, who married another


Bob Crachit (Bob Warner)


Scrooge’s oppressed employee



Mrs. Crachit  (Susannah York)

Bob’s wife

Tiny Tim 




Bob’s sickly son

Discussion: (1) How does the film, Christmas Carol, illustrate the power of the myth of history (especially as Augustine understood it) to transform consciousness into conscience. (2) What similarities and differences are there between the story of Scrooge and the stories of Gilgamesh and (3) the Buddha (and (4) Augustine if included)?

Question: How does the film Christmas Carol illustrate the power of the myth of history (especially as Augustine understood it) to transform consciousness into conscience. 

Alternative: What similarities and differences are there between the story of Scrooge and the story of the Buddha?

Day 12: Discussion


Have the students break into their small groups. Ask different groups to tackle different parts of the question as formulated under the “Discussion” heading in the syllabus and handout. Have one compare the story of Scrooge to Augustine’s story (if assigned), have another compare it to the story of Gilgamesh and a third to the story of the Buddha. You can have two or more groups working on each topic, the differences they come up with will be enlightening. Then, after about thirty minutes reconvene as a class of the whole and have someone report from each group. Put the highlights on the board, inviting contributions from others in the class. Show one or two scenes from the film if you wish. I like to show the scene where Scrooge is confronted by the ghost of Jacob Marley near the beginning of the story and then the scene that transitions from his encounter with his own grave to his awakening on Christmas morning, giddy with enlightenment. I like to end with a short mini-lecture on the life cycle in relationship to enlightenment and conversion (see “Life as a Spiritual Journey” on the web site as well as the comments on the film above.) I end by preparing them for the next segment of the course which is about the testing of one’s conscience in the light of the challenges presented by Auschwitz and Hiroshima. [Other Strategies: Use dyads first, then small groups.] 


At this point in the course students are given their first assignment: 

Essay Assignment # 1

Compare and contrast the religious narratives implicit in Ground Hog Day and Christmas Carol, drawing analogies with the stories of Gilgamesh, the Buddha and Augustine of Hippo (See handout of guidelines). Due in one week.

I give the students both the guidelines below and a grading form that I use to grade the papers. This helps students to know what is expected of them and provides them with a checklist of items that must be included in the paper. It also makes the grading process easier for me. It allows me to compare essays point for point and evaluate each point on a scale from 1 to 10, with ten as the highest. Next to each point I note points subtracted and note in the “comments: section, areas of weakness. I subtract the total negative points from 100 to get the grade for the essay.
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Paper on Ground Hog Day and A Christmas Carol
How is the question of conscience raised in Crimes and Misdemeanors and how is it addressed in Ground Hog Day and Dickens' Christmas Carol. In answering this question, compare and contrast the religious and ethical worldviews expressed in Ground Hog Day and in Dickens' Christmas Carol. In doing this, be sure to compare and contrast Scrooge's and Phil’s experiences with other stories of the quest for conversion and enlightenment which we have read and discussed, especially  "The Epic of Gilgamesh," "The Legend of the Buddha" and "Augustine's Life Story" (if included). You may also include reflections on the other stories you have read, such as "Jacob and Esau" but this is not required.

The following are the questions you should answer in this essay: I recommend that you number each portion of your essay and address the following issues: (1)How does Crimes and Misdemeanors raise the problem of conscience? (i.e., what issue does it raise?) (2) What role do strangers (and wrestling with strangers) play in the transformation of each (i.e., the awakening of conscience and compassion) – Gilgamesh, the Buddha, Augustine, Phil, Scrooge? (3)What role does death play in the transformation of each of them? (4) What role does remembering the past play  in their transformation? (5) In what sense is each story one of religious conversion? In what sense is each a story of ethical conversion? (Is there any difference between religious and ethical conversion? Reread Comparative Religious Ethics, Chapter One, before answering this question. (6) What do these stories share in common and what is unique to each? 

Your essay must be eight pages in length, typed, double spaced with one inch margins and fastened with a staple. No covers or paper clips or loose pages will be accepted. 

In writing your essay you must compare both Ground Hog Day and A Christmas Carol with the stories of Gilgamesh, the Buddha (and Augustine if included – comparisons with the story of Jacob and Esau are optional). Be sure to answer all the questions raised. Your task is to demonstrate your ability to integrate the readings and lectures with the films. The more specific you are in citing the films and readings the better your grade (assuming that the citations are correct, appropriate and insightful).
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 Name:
Student #:
Evaluation Form for First Paper –

Ethical Analysis Films Ground Hog Day and A Christmas Carol
(Areas in which points are subtracted on this form need improvement.)

Form of Essay (20%) 

_____1. Spelling

_____2. Grammar

_____3. Organization of ideas

_____4. Clarity of expression and appropriate choice of words

_____5. Citation of sources for quotations and original insights of others.

Comments:
Content of Essay (80%) 




_____1. Related question of conscience in Crimes and Misdemeanors to Ground Hog Day and A Christmas Carol.
_____2.  Addressed  the theme of wrestling with the stranger for each.

_____3. Addressed the theme of confronting one’s mortality for each.

_____4. Address the theme of remembering the past and its role for each.

_____ 5. Addressed the question of religious vs ethical conversion for each.

_____ 6. Noted important similarities among the films and stories. 

_____ 7. Noted important differences among the films and stories.

_____ 8. Conceptual integration of themes and ideas.

Comments:      

IV: Stories of the Testing of Conscience in War and Peace

Week 7 :  A Question of Conscience: Obedience or Audacity?

· Read: Chapter 6, Jewish Stories (read carefully the stories of Abraham & Job, pp. 171–174 & 179–185)

· Objectives: To understand the ethical implications of the seemingly contradictory stories of Abraham’s unquestioning obedience in being willing to sacrifice his son, Isaac at God’s command and Abraham’s audacity to challenge the justice of God who intends to destroy the city of Sodom because of its wickedness. To appreciate the ethical power of the biblical tradition of chutzpah or challenging God in the name of justice. Also to explore the difference between conversion to the sacred and conversion to the holy.

· Resources: Film, The Rapture, Questionnaire on Ethics and Obedience– also scenes from the Rapture used to stimulate discussion. 

· Focus: The danger of a spiritualities of selflessness and unquestioning obedience predicated on the myth of life through death. How religious conversion can lead to either unquestioning obedience or ethical audacity, depending on the kind of conversion involved.

· Strategy: Show film, Casualties of War, followed by discussion of Questionnaire and its relation to the film.

· Discussion: (1) How does this story reflect the ethical tension between the sacred and the holy? (2) In what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, and in what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s challenge to God at Sodom? (3) Can these two stories of Abraham be reconciled? (4) In what way can Sharon’s story be compared to Job’s.

· Question:  In what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, and in what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s challenge to God at Sodom? Can these two stories be reconciled?

Day 13: Give questionnaire on ethics and obedience, then distribute handout on The Rapture and show the film.

Take fifteen minutes to have student’s fill out the questionnaire on ethics and obedience (below), then distribute the handout on The Rapture,  and show the film (92 minutes). Ask them to think about the questionnaire in relation to the film and be prepared to discuss both at the next class meeting. I also ask them to read three passages from the New Testament that are related to the film – 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 (taken by some as a description of the rapture), Matthew 13:44–46 (the pearl of great price) and Romans 5:5–11 (God loves his enemies). I briefly explain the concept of the rapture and the saying about the pearl of great price. (A word of caution needs to be expressed to the students that there are brief scenes of nudity and group sex in the first fifteen minutes of the film. They portray Sharon’s lifestyle before her conversion.)


Sharon is a telephone operator who is leading a life of sexual hedonism that she progressively finds meaningless and unsatisfying. She hears some of her co-workers talking about “the pearl” and “the boy.” Dreams about a pearl, it turns out, are taken as a sign from God that you are among the elect by a Christian sectarian movement whose leader is a young black boy who has visions of the impending end of time and prophecies in the name of the Lord. The allusion of the pearl is to Matthew 13:44–46 – the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant who finds a pearl of great price, and sells all to buy it. It is used in the film to suggest that “you can’t meet God half way” but must be prepared to sacrifice everything in obedience to him.


Sharon is approached by missionaries to this movement and after some initial resistance converts. After a failed suicidal attempt she has a dream about a pearl and her life seems transformed. She then converts one of her former boyfriends (who confessed he had once murdered another man), Randy, they marry, have a little girl, Mary, and work together as leaders in the religious movement until Randy is killed one day by a disturbed member of the group. Shortly after this, Sharon sees signs she believes are from God, calling her to take her daughter to the desert and await the rapture of the faithful that will precede the end of time and the final judgment. In the desert they wait and wait, but God does not come. There, a sheriff’s deputy, Foster, befriends Sharon and looks in on her from time to time. 

Sharon’s daughter has dreams and visions that Gabriel is coming and tells Sharon that she can’t meet God half way. Her daughter persuades Sharon that God wants them to die now and go to be with God, Jesus and “daddy” rather than wait. Sharon ends up shooting her daughter. Her intention was to also kill herself also but she then realizes that would be suicide and she would not be allowed to join her daughter in heaven. So instead, in her emotional agony,  she fires her gun into the sky as if to shoot at God. 

Soon after this Sharon is arrested and put in jail. But then, surprisingly, the horses of the apocalypse start appearing, the trumpets start blowing and the jail cell’s bars fall out and the earth trembles. The apocalypse is beginning. Her daughter appears to her and tells her that if she loves God she can soon enter heaven. But she must declare her love because “God only loves those who love him.” Then Foster comes for Sharon and they ride off into the desert on his motor cycle. Soon they are stopped by one of the horsemen and then they are raptured (that is, they begin rising from the earth through the clouds) until they are standing in front of Sharon’s daughter at a river bank just across from the gates of heaven. Sharon’s daughter, Mary, demands that Sharon declare her love of God so that she can enter the kingdom. She also asks Foster (who has never been a religious man) if he loves God. He says yes and disappears, presumably into the kingdom. But Sharon refuses. She declares she cannot love a God who allowed her to kill her own daughter and she chooses to spend eternity, on this desolate river bank, all alone. 

Day 14: Discuss The Rapture and the questionnaire on ethics and obedience.


Break the students up into their discussion groups and ask them to compare their answers to their assigned question for the day (on the two stories of Abraham) and to identify specific scenes in the film that exemplify the two stories (the binding of Isaac and Abraham’s challenge to God at Sodom). [Other Strategies: start with dyads first, then small groups.] After about thirty minutes call the class to order for a discussion. Ask each group to identify one scene that paralleled each of the stories of Abraham and list them on the board. Show some of these scenes if you wish. Then ask if stories of obedience and audacity can be reconciled and encourage them to share their responses to part two of the questionnaire as they address this question. 

I usually like the point that it is far more important to keep these two aspects of religious life in tension (obedience and audacity) than to reconcile them. Obedience plays an important role in religious life but it should never be to the exclusion of the audacity to question authority. The biblical tradition of chutzpah does not authorize defiance of God as an assertion of personal autonomy but it does permit the challenging God in the name of justice. A God who is not on the side of justice is not the true God. As they share these responses and differences emerge among the students, you can ask them how they responded to Part One of the questionnaire, which identifies some of the major philosophical theories that have influenced Western ethical thinking.


The Rapture provides and excellent study of religious conversion to the sacred that led Sharon to kill her daughter, assuming that if she were willing to make this sacrifice for God with unquestioning obedience, God would stop her at the last minute as he did Abraham. But God did not stop her and as a result Sharon responds in the tradition of the ethics of the holy – in the fashion of Abraham at Sodom: Shall not the judge of all also be just? There are two scenes I especially like to review, both near the end of the film. The first is when Sharon is arrested by Foster and the Second is the rapture of Sharon and Foster. In these scenes Sharon reveals her disillusionment with God, and like Job puts God on trial and finds him guilty. As a result she refuses to love God and is told by her daughter that she cannot enter heaven because God only loves those who love him. At this point I draw the students’ attention to Romans 5:6–11 (and also the Sermon on the Mount) that affirms just the opposite, the God loves and saves his enemies, suggesting that the apocalyptic group that Sharon has affiliated with, may have gotten the message backwards.
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The Rapture

1990, Run Time 92 minutes

Written and directed by Michael Tolkin

Columbia Pictures


Sharon is a young woman who works as a telephone operator by day and participates in a dissolute life of group sex by night, until she has a profound religious conversion and joins a Christian sectarian movment that expects the end of the world any day. Sharon converts her former boyfriend. They get married and have a little girl named Mary. One day her husband is shot and killed. Soon after, Sharon believes she has been called by God to take her daughter and flee to the desert to await the rapture that will mark the beginning of the end of time and God’s final judgment. In the desert a tragedy unfolds that leads her to turn against God. The details of Sharon’s desert experience and her challenge to God raise profound religious and ethical questions about faith, obedience and audacity.

Sharon (Mimi Rogers)
Young woman who undergoes a profound conversion

Vic 



Sharon’s first boyfriend

Randy
(David Duchovny)
Sharon’s second boyfriend whom she marries

Mary



Sharon and Randy’s daughter

Maggie


Sharon’s friend

Foster



The police officer who befriends Sharon

Discussion: (1) How does this story reflect the ethical tension between the sacred and the holy? (2) In what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, and in what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s challenge to God at Sodom? (3) Can these two stories of Abraham be reconciled? (4) In what way can Sharon’s story be compared to Job’s.

Question:  In what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, and in what way do Sharon’s actions reflect the story of Abraham’s challenge to God at Sodom? Can these two stories be reconciled?
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Questionnaire: Ethics and Obedience

Part I

1. What makes an act ethically wrong is that it needlessly harms other beings.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

2. What makes an act ethically wrong is that it causes more people more pain than pleasure.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

3. What makes an act ethically wrong is that it violates an imperative (for instance, to always tell the truth) that we know to be a universal obligation through rational reflection.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

4. What makes an act ethically wrong is that it violates a divine commandment.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

5. What makes an act ethically wrong is that it violates the moral law embodied in nature (for example, it is sometimes argued that homosexuality and /or birth control are wrong because they go against the law of nature that the natural purpose of sex is procreation.)

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

6. Being ethical is less a matter of either obeying the rules (whether of reason, God or nature) or judging consequences than it is a matter of character, that is, the moral person is one who habitually strives to be loving and compassionate even though they are not always successful. 

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

Part II

7. An act is wrong because God (or the Bible) says so.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

8. It is morally permissible for the biblical figure, Abraham, to intend to kill his son, Isaac, as a sacrifice because God ordered him to do it.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

9. It is morally permissible for me to intend to take the life of another if God commands it.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

10. An act that deliberately and needlessly harms another is wrong even if God should tell me it is permissible.

    Agree _____  Disagree_____  Comment: 

Week 8:  Conscience as a Casualty of War – Obedience or Audacity? 

· Read: Chapter 4, Hindu Stories, remaining sections, pp.110–134. 

· Objectives: To understand the ethical implications of the narratives of audacity found in Judaism and Gandhi’s interpretation of the Gita. To understand the difference between the ethics of obedience and the ethics of audacity .

· Resources: Film, Casualties of War, story on women and obedience from the introduction to James Clavell’s translation of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War (see web site), scenes from film Gandhi and scenes from Casualties of War used to stimulate discussion.

· Focus: How stories of war tend to invert our ethical norms. The danger of a spiritualities of selflessness predicated on the myth of life through death – namely, unquestioning obedience. How a sacred morality of unquestioning obedience required by bureaucratic institutions, especially military institutions, undermines the capacity for ethical action and how an ethic of audacity can respond. 

· Strategy: Show film, Casualties of War, followed by discussion of Clavell’s story and its relation to the film.

· Discussion: 1) What parallels can be drawn between the story cited by Clavell and this film story concerning the male attitude toward women in war?  (2) How is the conflict between a morality of obedience and an ethic of audacity illustrated in this film? (3) How does this illustrate the tension between the sacred and the holy. (4) What parallels can be drawn between the formative stories of Hinduism and Judaism (The Gita and Abraham/Job) as appropriated by Gandhi and Heschel, and Eriksson’s behavior in Casualties of War? (5) How did Gandhi transform the Gita from a story of war into a story of peace and non-violent resistance?

· Question: What parallels can be drawn between the formative stories of Hinduism and Judaism (The Gita and Job) as appropriated by Gandhi and Heschel and Eriksson’s behavior in Casualties of War ?

Day 15: Distribute the handout for Casualties of War and show the film

Casualties of War is based on a real life incident that occurred during the Vietnam war in which a young soldier just arrived in Vietnam, Eriksson, is assigned to a platoon led by Sargent Meserve. The sergeant decides that when they go on reconnaissance they will kidnap a Vietnamese girl for a little “R&R.” At first the members of the platoon think he is kidding, but they go through with it the next day and rape the girl and finally kill her, for fear she will give them away if they do not. All the members of the Platoon seem eager to go along with the rape except two: Diaz and Eriksson. They agree to support each other in refusing to participate but Diaz succumbs to peer pressure and participates while Eriksson does not, instead protesting this behavior while looking for ways to help the girl. Afterward Eriksson risks his life to report the incident and bring the perpetrators to justice.

This film is the first of two films chosen to explore the testing of conscience after Auschwitz and Hiroshima. It is chosen to deal with several key issues raised by the first two chapters of Comparative Religious Ethics. The attitude of the American soldiers toward the Vietnamese illustrates the lessons of Faces of the Enemy about demonizing the enemy and expresses a sacred world view in which the stranger is seen as less than human. The platoon is, furthermore, a kind of microcosm of a sacred society in which unquestioning obedience to higher authority is expected, while Eriksson’s response approximates the orientation of an ethic rooted in a holy community, reflecting hospitality and audacity on behalf of the stranger. This is especially interesting because Eriksson identifies himself as a “Lutheran” (which the real life Eriksson really was) and yet his behavior clearly breaks with Luther’s ethic of doubling, which we have accused the Nazi doctors of emulating. 

The reading assignments on Judaism introduced the idea of chutzpah or the audacity to challenge all sacred authority, even God if necessary, in the name of justice and hospitality to the stranger. The stories of Abraham and Job were presented as narrative models of this audacity. In that chapter Abraham Joshua Heschel was offered as a contemporary model of audacity and in this chapter Gandhi is offered as another.  Each engaged in civil disobedience in order to call into question the sacred order of his society on behalf of those who were treated as strangers. 
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Casualties of War

1989, Running Time 120 Min

Directed by Brian dePalma

Written by Daniel Lang (article) and David Rabe based on article and book written by Daniel Lang, about events told to him by a returning veteran of the Vietnam war.

Columbia Pictures

War tends to invert ethical values (so that killing becomes good and not killing becomes evil) but should it? During the Vietnam War members of Eriksson’s squad kidnap a Vietnamese girl and Eriksson is faced with a choice between obedience and audacity. 

Oahn




Kidnapped Vietnamese girl

Sargeant Meserve (Sean Penn)
The leader of the platoon that kidnaps 

  and rapes Oahn

Hatcher 



Platoon member who eagerly follows Sarge

Clark




Platoon member who stabs Oahn



Diaz 




Platoon member who loses courage and goes along

Eriksson (Michael J. Fox)

Platoon member who refuses to participate

Brown 




Platoon member who was killed 

Lt. Reilly (Ving Rhames)

Officer to whom Eriksson first reports the rape

Captain Hill 



Eriksson’s commanding officer



Chaplin Kirk 



Chaplain who finally helps Eriksson

Discussion: 1) What parallels can be drawn between the story cited by Clavell and this film story concerning the male attitude toward women in war?  (2) How is the conflict between a morality of obedience and an ethic of audacity illustrated in this film? (3) How does this illustrate the tension between the sacred and the holy. (4) What parallels can be drawn between the formative stories of Hinduism and Judaism (The Gita and Abraham/Job) as appropriated by Gandhi and Heschel, and Eriksson’s behavior in Casualties of War? (5) How did Gandhi transform the Gita from a story of war into a story of peace and non-violent resistance?

Question: What parallels can be drawn between the formative stories of Hinduism and Judaism (The Gita and Job) as appropriated by Gandhi and Heschel and Eriksson’s behavior in Casualties of War ?
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The Teachings of Sun Tzu on The Art of War
From The Art of War by Sun Tzu (edited by James Clavell, ©1983, Dell Publishing)

The teachings of Sun Tzu are cited in the film Wallstreet as a guide for doing business. Sun Tzu wrote The Art of War in China sometime between 500 and 300 BCE. The following is excerpted from Chapter One of the version edited by James Clavell. Sun Tzu said:

Tu Mu alludes to the remarkable story of Ts'ao Ts'ao (A.D. 155–220), who was such a strict disciplinarian that once, in accordance with his own severe regulations against injury to standing crops, he condemned himself to death for having allowed his horse to stray into a field of corn! However, in lieu of losing his head, he was persuaded to satisfy his sense of justice by cutting off his hair. `When you lay down a law, see that it is not disobeyed; if it is disobeyed, the offender must be put to death'  (p. 10).

....


All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near. Hold out baits to entice the enemy. Feign disorder, and crush him. If he is secure at all points, be prepared for him. If he is in superior strength, evade him. If your opponent is of choleric temper, seek to irritate him. Pretend to be weak, that he may grow arrogant. If he is taking his ease, give him no rest. If his forces are united, separate them. Attack him where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.

The general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple before the battle is fought. The general who loses a battle makes but few calculations beforehand. Thus do many calculations lead to victory, and few calculations to defeat: how much more no calculation at all! It is by attention to this point that I can foresee who is likely to win or lose (p. 11).

A Retelling of a Story War and Obedience from a Biography of Sun Tzu

by Su-ma Ch'ien:

(Found in the foreword of James Clavell's edition of Sun Tzu's The Art of War, pp. 3–6.)

Sun Tzu appeared before the king of Wu. The king, who had studied Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, expressed a desire to put Sun Tzu’s theories to the test. Sun Tzu agreed.

The king then suggested that a good test of Sun Tzu’s theories would be to see if they would work on women.  So 180 women were brought from the palace and Sun Tzu formed them into two companies, each headed by one of the king’s favorite mistresses. 

Sun Tzu proceeded to instruct the women on how to obey rudimentary marching orders such as “right turn” “left turn” and “about face.” However when Sun Tzu gave the commend “right turn” the women burst into laughter. Thinking his commands were not clear, he tried again, more forcefully – this time commanding “left turn.” But again the women burst into laughter. This time he was sure the fault was not in his commands but in the women who did not take obedience to military orders seriously. So he ordered the two women leaders beheaded. The king protested, for he did not want to lose his favorite mistresses. But Sun Tzu insisted that he could not be the king’s commander in chief if his orders were not to be obeyed. And so he had the two women beheaded.

Sun Tzu then replaced the two women with two others from the ranks, making them the leaders. Now when Sun Tzu gave a command –– “right turn right.” “left turn,” or “about face”— it was obeyed instantly, with discipline, precision and accuracy. Now Sun Tzu turned to the king and declared the women troops ready for the King’s inspection, assuring him that these women were ready for any test and will obey all orders without question. But the king, filled with sadness over the death of his mistresses, declined to inspect the troops. At with point Sun Tzu declared: "The king is only fond of words and cannot translate them into deeds." Then the king relented and appointed Sun Tzu his commander in chief.
Day 16: Scenes from film Gandhi (30 minutes) followed by discussion of Casualties of War
On this day, I usually begin by showing the first 30 minutes of the feature film Gandhi, directed by Richard Attenborough and starring Ben Kingsley (Columbia Pictures, 1990). It shows what Gandhi described as a the key life-changing event of his journey life – being thrown off the train in South Africa for refusing to sit in the “colored” section. The film then goes on to show the scenes of Gandhi’s developing strategy of civil disobedience including his speech to Hindus and Muslims who were protesting new laws that Afrikaners had created to restrict their rights of travel and to remove the standing of legal legitimacy from Muslim and Hindu marriages. In this speech Gandhi urges non-violent resistance even if they are to be imprisoned, concluding that “they may have my body but they will not have my obedience.” 

I make a couple of brief comments identifying Gandhi with the ethics of audacity and then I break the students up into their discussion groups to answer the questions listed in the “Discussion” category above. Assign some groups  question 1 and others questions 2 & 3 together, still others question 3 and yet others question 4. Ask each group to come up with one or two scenes that illustrate their answers. [Other Strategies: you may want to use dyads within the small groups, as a first step.] After about 30 minutes call them to order for class discussion. Choose one group that answered question 1 and ask them for their scenes and how they illustrate their answer. Engage the whole class in discussion, encouraging alternative explanations and additional scenes and insights. Do the same with the remaining groups. 

Show some of these scenes as they come up for discussion if you wish. (I usually have a couple preselected and ready to view when they come up for discussion.) Some of the key scenes are: Scene 1: At the beginning of the film Eriksson is shown as helping a farmer plow a rice paddy with his oxen and playing with the Vietnamese children. He is clearly fascinated with the lives of these strangers and open to their way of life. Scene 2: After Brown is killed by snipers, the members of the Platoon are shown taking showers and cursing at the Vietnamese whom they describe as “slugs and roaches” that ought to be squashed. Scene 3: Shortly after they kidnap the girl, Sarge confronts Eriksson because he seems to be resistant to Sarge’s intentions. Sarge grabs the girl and says she is Viet Cong (the enemy), Eriksson says no, she is Vietnamese but not a member of the Viet Cong. Sarge says he knows a VC when he sees one. She is VC, the other members of the platoon obviously are not, except for Eriksson who he is not too sure about. 

Scene 4: Erkisson refuses to go along with the gang rape. Sarge accuses him of being homosexual, then grabs his own crotch and says “this is my weapon” then raises his rifle in the air and says “this is my gun” and goes on: “One is for fighting (grabs his crotch again),  the other is for fun (waiving his weapon).” Scene 5: Eriksson reports the rape and murder to Lt. Reilly, who tells him a story of how his wife was refused admittance to a hospital when she was about to give birth because she was black. He tells of his rage and how he got it under control when he realized “what happens is the way things are.” Scene 6: Near the end of the film, when Captain Hill castigates Eriksson for forcing a public inquiry, Eriksson responds “Go to hell – Sir.”

Conclude the session with a brief mini-lecture summarizing the main points to come out of the discussion, if needed to pull things together. This is also an opportunity to focus on points overlooked or underemphasized. 

At the beginning or end of this session I hand out the guidelines (see below) for the next essay – an autobiographical sketch: 

Essay Assignment # 2

Write an autobiographical sketch modeled on the story of Scrooge in Dickens' Christmas Carol. In this tell the story of how the ghosts of your past, present and future visited you and what your learned about yourself from their visits (see handout of guidelines). Due in one week. 

I certainly don’t want students to feel that I am grading their life, so this assignment is graded either “S” for satisfactory or “U” for unsatisfactory. Unless somebody obviously has made no effort to take the assignment seriously I give every student an “S” evaluation. This assignment is really for their own benefit. Its purpose is to encourage students to gain some insight into their own life stories within the narrative frames of reference offered by this course. 
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Autobiographical Sketch Assignment

I would like you to write an autobiographical sketch of four to five pages double spaced. For this assignment I want you to tell me a story. Imagine that like Scrooge you are visited by the ghosts of your past, your present and your future. Tell me a story of how they appeared to you, what they said, where they took you and what you learned from them about your own life. 

Through these ghostly visits Scrooge gained ethical insight into his own life. These visits caused Scrooge to turn inward (in a manner similar to Augustine or the Buddha) and recall the past events of his life, gain insight into those events and use those insights as the basis for changing the way he approached his future. In a similar matter I want you to share with me the ethical wisdom and personal insight into your own life which comes to you through the ghosts of your own past, present and future.

A hint about procedure. A helpful way to begin this assignment is to make a list of the turning points in your life – the important events, persons, books, dreams or other experiences, etc. which have happened to you after which your life was somehow different.


For example someone’s  list might  include the following:

1. Age 9 – Moving to a new town and a new school

2. Age 12 – An important friendship

3. Age 17 – Starting a rock band 

4. Age 19 – Death of a parent

5. Age 20 – Beginning College and being fascinated by the study of philosophy and religion

There is no magic number of turning points you need to have. You might have three or four, or you might have six or eight. Once you have a list of titles for the turning points of your life, write a paragraph or two on each describing what led up to the change you underwent, describe the event itself and then its influence or consequences. If you do this with each title you will have a rough draft for an autobiographical sketch. Then take this material and adapt it to the narrative structure of a visit by your three ghosts who (as they did for Scrooge) lead you through the turning points of your life (past, present and future) and bring you insights into the story of your own life. Your conclusion should summarize what you have learned about yourself from each of the three ghosts.

Your paper must be typed double spaced and stapled – no paper clips or covers please. 

Week 9: Conscience as a Casualty of Business Warfare – Exploring the Logic of Doubling

· Read: review Chapter Two on doubling and “killing in order to heal”

· Objective: To understand the process of doubling and how it can be reversed.

· Resources: Film, Wall Street, selections from The Art of War by Sun Tzu

· Focus: How stories of war, when taken out of the battlefield can be used metaphorically in an area such as business to justify the inversion of normal ethical obligations. Explores how the psychological process of demonic doubling that made Auschwitz possible works in everyday life. Also explores conscience as the outgrowth of social relationships that enable us to see our own actions through the eyes of those who will be affected by them, reversing the process of demonic doubling.

· Strategy:  Show the film, Wall Street, followed by small group discussion followed by class discussion with reports from each group.

· Discussion: (1) How is demonic doubling illustrated in this film? (2) How is the doubling process presented here, both similar to and different than that encountered in the Nazi doctors? (3) What factors bring about Bud’s reversal of the doubling process? 

· Question: How is demonic doubling and its reversal illustrated in this film? 

Day 17: Distribute the handout for Wall Street and show the film


Please note that this film has a run time of just over two hours. But this includes screen credits at the beginning and end of the film. If you start the film after most of the opening screen credits, when Bud Fox (Charlie Sheen) enters the elevator, the run time can be reduced to less than two hours.


Wall Street, like the previous film, Casualties of War, is loosely based on real life incidents – in this case, the insider trading scandals of 1986 associated with the name of Ivan Boesky. It is the story of a young stockbroker who wants to make it big. The way to do that, he believes, is to get the attention of one of the most successful brokers on Wall Street, Gordon Gekko. Gekko is a man who makes most of his money by buying firms, breaking them up and selling the pieces. And, as we soon learn, he also makes his money by using illegal insider information.

Bud succeeds in getting in to see Gekko through persistence, calling Gekko’s secretary every day for two months, and then showing up unannounced on Gekko’s birthday with a box of cigars. Bud’s meeting with Gekko is not going well. Every recommendation for a stock buy that he makes Gekko dismisses as “a dog.” Desperate to impress Gekko, Bud blurts out the name of  “Blue Star Airlines,” telling Gekko that a lawsuit has just been settled in its favor and the news is not yet public, so a stock buy now will be advantageous. Bud knows this because his father works for Blue Star and has told him. But when Gekko asks how he knows, he responds “I just know.” 

When Bud gets back to his firm he gets a call from Gekko who tells him to buy Blue Star and gives him a check for a million dollars to open an account. Bud is jubilant. He has just “bagged” the big one. The remainder of the film is about the transformation of Bud’s personality and morality as he is seduced by wealth, fame, power and pleasure. The underlying theme of the film that is of special interest for this course is the doubling process, whereby Bud begins to form a second “Gekko” identity that is at odds with his identity as a son of Carl Fox, an airline employee and union leader – a man of compassion, common sense and impeccable moral integrity. 

Robert Jay Lifton argued in his work on The Nazi Doctors, that doubling occurs when a person is removed from a familiar social environment and placed in a new one whose requirements are at odds with the identity formed in the prior environment. For the Nazi doctors, this meant creating a second “professional” self as a “killing self” balanced in juxtaposition to their previous “healing self.” The killing self was made easier to justify by the fact that they were in the military in a time of war. 

Bud Fox differs in that he is someone who enters a new environment not because he was ordered to but because of the seductiveness of its rewards. It is his ambition that leads him to flirt with doubling. Gordon Gekko offers to make him wealthy enough to afford his own jet but only if he is willing to engage in the discovery and use of illegal insider information in making stock deals for Gekko. Gekko tells Bud that business is like war, to succeed you have to be ruthless and do whatever it takes to win. He frequently quotes the writings of an ancient Chinese General, Sun Tzu who wrote the classic, The Art of War. This book, which we encountered in relation to our last film, was actually being used in some prominent business schools in the 1980s. Here, unlike in the case of the Nazi doctors, or even in the case of Sargent Meserve’s platoon in Casualties of War, the war narrative has become a metaphor to justify warlike behavior in a time of peace. And, as we have seen, it is the narrative of war the encourages human beings to invert ethical norms – calling killing “good” and not killing “evil.” By adopting the war narrative, Bud is able to justify the formation of his new double so that he can be just like Gordon Gekko. 

Bud thinks he can maintain both his prior and his new identity. When Lou Mannheim, the wise old man of his firm, tells him to be careful because his job is to use other people’s money to create jobs and “there are no shortcuts,” Bud replys: “first you got to get to the big time, then you can do good things.” The ends, it seems, justify the means. Just at the point in the film where it seems as if Bud’s doubling is complete, Bud does a reversal. This occurs when he discovers that Gekko has purchased Blue Star not to let Bud run it, as he had thought, but to break it up and sell it behind his back. As with Eriksson in Casualties of War, Bud is pulled back from doubling by his prior relationships and the feelings of obligation they engender in him. For Eriksson, it was being a father with a daughter and so seeing the Vietnamese girl as someone’s daughter rather than a sexual object or a conquest of war. For Bud is was being the son of Carl Fox and growing up to know the people who worked at Blue Star and caring about them. 

There are a few key scenes that highlight Bud’s flirtation with doubling that I like to help students to identify in their discussion of this film.

Scene 1:  Bud’s first meeting with Gekko, when he desperately and impulsively decides to reveal information about his father’s company, Blue Star.  Scene 2: Bud riding in the back seat of a limo with Gekko who tells him that if they are to continue to work together, he is going to have to spy on other company’s and pass him insider information. Bud objects that its illegal and immoral. Gekko responds – you mean like using information from a company your father works for? Bud seems hesitant to agree. After he gets out of the limo, he knocks on the window. Gekko rolls it down, and Bud says: “All right Mr. Gekko, you got me.”  Scene 3: Bud has just found out that Gekko is breaking up Blue Star and selling it in pieces for a profit.  His girl friend, Darien, tells him that there is no point crossing Gekko on this, because if Gekko doesn’t do it someone else will. Bud responds, maybe “but I don’t have to be the one to pull the trigger.” 

Scene 4: Bud has just succeeded in forcing Gekko to sell his Blue Star stock at a loss with the cooperation of Gekko’s rival, Larry Wildman. He has been arrested for insider trading and agrees to help the authorities by wearing a hidden tape recorder when he meets Gekko in the park. Gekko is angry and tells Bud that he taught him everything and he could have been one of the great one’s. “I look at you and I see myself” he says. He demands to know why Bud turned against him. Bud replys that as much as he wanted to be Gordon Gekko he realized he would always be Bud Fox.

There is a process of near doubling and reversal revealed in these scenes. In 1&2 Bud is being seduced into embracing a new identity and a new morality. In scene 3 Bud’s emotional ties of relationship and obligation to his father and father’s co-workers are at work, forcing him to see him own actions through their eyes. Like the Nazi doctors who said there was no point disobeying orders because if they didn’t send the Jews to their death someone else would, Darien tries to convince Bud of the same logic concerning Blue Star. But unlike the Nazi doctors, Bud refuses to be the one to pull the trigger. He takes responsibility for himself and his actions and refuses to engage in demonic doubling. Had Bud gone along with Gekko he would have (as the nominal CEO of Blue Star) been independently wealthy from the sale of Blue Star and would have been able to take care of not only himself but his father. However, Bud feels responsible not only to his father but to the employees of Blue Star. He realizes (scene 4) that he can never be Gordon Gekko and will always be Bud Fox.

There are two other scenes I like two show, back to back, if time permits. Scene 5: Gekko’s speech to the stockholders of Teldar Paper, where he tells them that he deals in reality and the reality is  “greed is good.” Greed creates wealth and it makes everybody richer. This can be contrasted with the scene in which Gekko is confronted by Bud, after Bud finds out he is breaking up Blue Star. There, in the privacy of his office, Gekko tells Bud that he sells illusions (the dream of wealth) not reality. The reality, however, is that it is a “zero-sum” game, somebody gets richer, somebody else gets poorer. One percent of the population owns fifty percent of the wealth. In these contrasting scenes, Gekko, like the lizard for which he is named, shows himself capable of changing his identity at a moment’s notice in order to fool those around him. These scenes recall an important theme from Crimes and Misdemeanors, where Judah says that ethics is an illusion and he has to live in the real world. Here, however, reality is shown to be an illusion rooted in greed that causes suffering for those taken in by the illusions. This opens up interesting tie-ins to Hindu and Buddhist teachings on greed, illusion and suffering.
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Wall Street

1987 Running Time 124 Min

Written and Directed by Oliver Stone

CBS/Fox

Bud Fox is young stockbroker who aspires to be like his hero in the world of stock trading, Gordon Gekko. Through a bold strategy he gets Gekko to be his mentor. Gekko’s bible of business wisdom is Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Working with Gekko, Bud discovers that his wealth is based on cutting ethical corners, using illegal insider information. This puts him at odds with the kind of person his father taught him to be. Bud juggles two identities – one mirroring his father the other, Gekko.


Gordon Gekko (Michael Douglas)
Ruthless mega-wealthy stockbroker


Bud Fox (Charlie Sheen)

Eager young stockbroker who seeks to be

like Gekko


Carl Fox (Martin Sheen)

Bud’s wise father

Lou Mannheim (Hal Holbrook)
An older and wiser broker colleague of Bud’s

Darien Taylor (Daryl Hannah
)
Bud’s girl friend

Roger Barnes (James Spader)

Bud’s old school buddy/lawyer friend

Larry Wildman (Terence Stamp)
Gekko’s  major competitor


Discussion: (1) How is demonic doubling illustrated in this film? (2) How is the doubling process presented here, both similar to and different than that encountered in the Nazi doctors? (3) What factors bring about Bud’s reversal of the doubling process? 

Question: How is the demonic doubling process and its reversal illustrated in this film?

Day 18: Discussion of Wall Street


Break students up into dyads within their assigned discussion groups and ask them to compare their answers to the three questions. Then have the dyads rejoin their small group for further comparison. Assign at least one group to each of the three questions. Ask them to illustrate their answers with specific scenes from the film. Proceed as with previous discussions, picking one group for each question, soliciting other responses and noting important ideas and relevant scenes on the board. Show one or more of the scenes as part of the discussion, if you wish. 

Usually students will hit on all the major insights to be taken from the film on their own, but be prepared to interject a few guiding questions if needed and/or make any additional points that are needed in a concluding mini-lecture. End by preparing them for the next segment of the course in which they will be asked to consider violence and non-violence as alternatives for achieving social justice.

V: Stories of War and Peace – Violence, Non-violence and the Pursuit of Justice

Week 10: The Race War and Social Justice: Violence or Non-Violence ?

· Read: Chapter 7, Christian Stories – review sections on the formative and cosmic stories, and read the section on the life story of King and comparative reflections (pp. 211–225) and all of Chapter 8, Islamic Stories

· Objectives: To explore the relation between violence, non-violence and justice in the formative stories and histories of Christianity and Islam and evaluate violence and non-violence as alternative means for achieving racial justice. To understand the just war tradition in ethics and the alternative it proposes to non-violence.

· Resources: Scenes from the film Malcolm X and a documentary on Malcolm X, also the documentary Martin Luther King, Jr.,: From Montgomery to Memphis and a brief scene from Martin Luther King, Jr,.: Man of  Peace, commenting on his admiration for Gandhi. Film, Do the Right Thing, also quotes from King and Malcolm X cited at the end of the film (See film handout below).

· Focus: Comparison of M.L. King, Jr., and Malcolm X’s contrasting positions on the use of violence to establish social justice.

· Strategy: Show documentaries on King and Malcolm X. Show Do the Right Thing on the destructiveness of racial and ethnic conflicts to neighborhood life followed by discussion that utilizes role playing of characters in the film by students.

· Question: Compare the quotations at the end of the film from Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X on the use of violence to achieve justice (see class handout for this film.), then indicate who you agree with and make a case for your agreement by drawing on the readings and using events from the film to defend your position. 

Day 19: Documentary: Martin Luther King, Jr.: From Montgomery to Memphis, and also interview with King on Gandhi. Also documentary on Malcolm X and selections from film, Malcolm X. 


Today we are providing documentary background information in preparation for the next two films which deal with violence and non-violence in race and gender relations. The Biography television series episode on Malcolm X is very good and can be shown (50 minutes). A shorter bio is available from the ABC  television show, 60 Minutes (20 minutes). Alternatively or in addition, one can show selected scenes from the Spike Lee movie, Malcolm X. The Biography series episode on Martin Luther King, Jr., is not very good for purposes of this course. I prefer the documentary, Martin Luther King, Jr.,: From Montgomery to Memphis, which covers King’s leadership of the civil rights movement in about thirty minutes. There is also about a ten minutes sequence in Martin Luther King, Jr.,: Man of Peace, where he discusses his indebtedness to Gandhi that can be useful. These materials take up the full class period with only minimal comments to introduce them.

At about this point in the film I give students the guidelines for their final paper.

Essay Assignment #3: Final Paper

Do an analysis of the ethical issues raised by one of the films of your choice that we have seen in this course, making comparisons to other films and relating the issues involved to the stories and life stories of different traditions as you deem relevant. (See class handout of the guidelines and grading form below.)
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Final Paper Assignment
Write a six to eight page ethical analysis of one of the following films: 1) Crimes and Misdemeanors, 2) Casualties of War, 3) Wall Street, 4) Do The Right Thing, 5) The Long Walk Home. Your analysis should:

1. Identify the ethical issues raised by the film

2. Respond to the issues in terms of the narratives we have studied 

e.g., the story of Socrates, of Gilgamesh, of the Buddha, the Bhagavad Gita, of Job, of Jesus, of Augustine, etc.

3. Draw upon the readings and relate relevant themes from your readings on ethics after Auschwitz and Hiroshima to your analysis of the films: 

e.g., the sacred vs the holy, audacity vs obedience, doubling, killing in order to heal, the social ecology of conscience, human dignity, human rights and human liberation, etc.

4. Make creative comparisons between the film you are analyzing and other films we have seen in this course.

This paper is your chance to show how well you have integrated insights from the different components of this course, so the more you are able to do that the better your grade will be. An “A” paper will be well organized and extraordinarily well written and will be rich in examples and insights from all aspects of the course (lectures, films, documentaries, Comparative Religious Ethics text and other assigned readings). It will be distinguished by creative integrating insights. All quotations will be properly cited (MLA style).  A “B” paper will be well organized and well written, with some examples and insights from all aspects of the course (lectures, films, documentaries, Comparative Religious Ethics and other assigned readings). It will have good integrating insights and all quotations will be properly cited.  A “C” paper will apply concepts of the course as covered in class but show little evidence of familiarity with the readings beyond this, show some ability to integrate the various concepts of the course, be modestly well written and cite some relevant examples from the films and provide appropriate references for quotations. A “D” paper or less will be poorly organized, have awkward sentences with inappropriate choices of words, be missing some components requested above, and illustrate a lack of integrating insights. 

Your paper should be typed, double spaced with one inch margins. Please staple your paper, do not use paper clips or covers. Be sure to provide end notes with full citations for all quotations from the readings and any other source you may choose to cite. Your paper is due the last day of class.
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Name:
Student #:
Evaluation Form for Essays –

Final Paper: Ethical Analysis of a Film
(Areas with points deducted on this form need improvement.)

Form of Essay (20%) 

____1. Spelling

____2. Grammar

_____3. Organization of ideas

_____4. Clarity of Expression and appropriate choice of words

_____5. Citation of sources for quotations and original insights of others.

Comments:
Content of Essay (80%) 




_____1. Identification of ethical issues raised by the film

_____2. Skillful application of insights from the formative narratives of the world’s religions

_____3. Skillful application of basic concepts from lectures and readings

_____4. Selection of relevant detail from the plot and dialogue of films to illustrate your points

_____5. Creative comparisons to other films

_____ 6. Skillful integration of the above themes into a coherent analysis 

_____7. Utilization of the text in your analysis.

_____8.  Skillful application of advanced concepts from the readings.

Comments:   

Day 20: Distribute handout (H-15) on Do the Right Thing and show the film.


Do the Right Thing is another film that is loosely based on actual events, in this case concerning racial conflict in the community of Bedford–Stuyvesant in Brooklyn. Ostensibly it is the story of an Italian Pizzeria owner and his two sons who sell to a largely African-American clientele and the racial tensions between blacks and whites. But the larger story is about the variety of forms of racial and ethnic prejudice (including Hispanic and Korean) that infect all groups and the struggle to find peace and justice in the midst of them. The film begins and ends by reminding us of the argument between Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X concerning the use of violence to achieve racial justice. At the opening of the film, a street character by the name of Smiley wanders the streets with pictures of Martin and Malcolm, showing them and stuttering their names to anyone who will look and listen. At the end of the film, we are shown two quotes with opposing views on violence; one from Martin and one from Malcolm.


The story in between these two scenes focuses on Sal and his two sons who operate a Pizzeria in a racially and ethnically diverse local community in Brooklyn. Sal has a great fondness for his customers whom he describes as having grown up on his pizza. Sal’s delivery man is a young black man, Mookie, whom he lectures about his work habits but seems to have a genuine affection for. Sal also has an innocent crush on Mookie’s sister, Jade. The key tension of the film emerges because, as a proud Italian, Sal has photos of famous Italians plastered all over his walls – famous actors, ball players, etc. Some of his customers, Buggin Out and Radio Raheem in particular (but also Mookie), argue with him that he ought to have famous blacks on the wall as well, since so most of his customers are black. Sal’s view is that it is his store and he is Italian. If  blacks and others open their own stores, they can put pictures of their famous people on the walls. 

Buggin Out and Radio Raheem try to organize a boycott against Sal’s Pizzeria but while they get some sympathy for their request for pictures on the wall they get no takers for a boycott. People basically like Sal and love his pizza and see no point in getting hostile. One evening Sal is just closing up when some black teenagers come in looking for Pizza. In a gesture of affection he delays closing so they can have some of his famous Pizza. Then Radio Raheem walks in, his radio playing so loud that it drowns out everything else, and demands some pizza. Sal tells him to turn his radio off and he will be happy to serve him. Radio Raheem refuses and turns up the volume. Sal gets angry and demolishes the radio with a baseball bat. In turn Radio Raheem attacks Sal and soon a riot breaks out and the police are called. One policeman puts Radio Raheem in a choke hold with his night stick and ends up killing him. An ugly crowd gathers around the Pizzeria and moves menacingly toward Sal and his two boys, who are standing in front of it. Just then Mookie steps forward with a trash can and throws it through the window of Sal’s Pizzeria and the crowd storms into the restaurant, destroying it and setting it on fire. The next day all that is left is ashes. Mookie shows up and asks Sal sympathetically what he will do now (reminding Sal he can rebuild with the insurance money) and then asking for the week’s pay ($250.00) Sal owes him. Sal wads up the five one hundred dollar bills and throws them at Mookie, seemingly angry. However, he gives Mookie twice the amount he asks for. Mookie doesn’t want to take the extra money but Sal insists. The film ends with the local Radio D.J. – Love Doctor – telling everyone to “chill.”
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Do The Right Thing

1989, Running Time 120 Min

Written and Directed by Spike Lee

40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks

During one the hottest days of the year in Brooklyn, racial and ethnic conflict breaks out at Sal’s Famous Pizzeria. The largest clientele of the pizzeria is African American but Sal has pictures only of famous white Italian Americans on the wall of his establishment. Some African Americans who come into Sal’s have a problem with this. At the end of the day all the tension created by this situation comes to a climax and violence erupts. 

Sal (Danny Aiello)

The owner of Sal’s Pizzeria




Mookie  (Spike Lee) 

Sal’s delivery boy

Pino (John Turturro)

Sal’s racist oldest son


Vito 



Sal’s younger son and Mookie’s friend


Jade 



Mookie’s sister

Tina (Rosie Perez)

Mookie’s girl friend and mother of his son

Mr. Mayor (Ossie Davis)
A wise, gentle man who drinks too much



Mother Sister (Ruby Dee)
A wise woman of the neighborhood



Buggin’ Out 


Young black man protesting Sal’s “all white” photo gallery


Radio Raheem 

A radio-playing co-protestor




Smiley Roger 


A stutterer who walks around carrying pictures 

of Martin Luther King, Jr., and MalcolmX




Question: Compare the quotations at the end of the film (see below) from Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X on the use of violence to achieve racial justice. Indicate who you agree with and make a case for your agreement by drawing on the readings and using events from the film to defend your position. 

Malcolm X

I think there are plenty of good people in America but there are also plenty of bad people in America and the bad ones are the ones who seem to have all the power and be in these positions to block things that you and I need. Because this is the situation, you and I have to preserve the right to do what is necessary to bring an end to that situation, and it doesn’t mean that I advocate violence, but at the same time I am not against using violence in self-defense. I don’t even call it violence when its self-defense, I call it intelligence. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.

Violence as a way of achieving racial justice is both impractical and immoral. It is impractical because it is a descending spiral ending in destruction for all. The old law of an eye for an eye leaves everybody blind. It is immoral because it seeks to humiliate the opponent rather than win his understanding; it seeks to annihilate rather than convert. Violence is immoral because it thrives on hatred rather than love. It destroys community and makes brotherhood impossible. It leaves society in monologue rather than dialogue. Violence ends by defeating itself. It creates bitterness in the survivors and brutality in the destroyers. 

Week 11: Continuation: Violence or Non-violence
Day 21: Discussion of Do the Right Thing
There are four key scenes I like to be sure get discussed. Scene 1: Sal with his two sons and Mookie in the Pizzeria where Sal tells Mookie that there will always be a place for him as an employee in his Pizzeria. Sal seems to think of him affectionately, almost as a son. Scene 2: Sal’s conversation with his oldest son, Pino, in which Pino says they ought to get out of this black neighborhood and stay with their own and Sal responds that he has affection for the neighborhood and its people who have grown up on his pizza. Scene 3: Radio Raheem’s confrontation with Sal that leads to the violence. Scene 4: Mookie throwing the garbage can through the window of the Pizzeria and the riot that follows. Scene 4: Sal meeting Mookie at the remnants of  the store the next day, and throwing money at him. 

For this film discussion I do not break the students down into small groups. Before the class starts I write the names of all the characters from the film on the blackboard. Then I have the students form their chairs in a circle so that everybody can see each other when they speak and then tell them that instead of discussing the film we are going to engage in a role playing exercise. I then explain the premise and the procedure. Our situation is that it is the day after the riot at Sal’s Pizzeria and we are holding a block meeting of all the citizens on the street. Our task is to figure out what happened, why and what we can do to prevent something like this from happening in the future. The rules are: (1) you may speak only as one of the characters in the film. The names are on the blackboard in order to jog people’s memories. (2) Before you begin to speak you must identify which character you are speaking as. (3)  You may change characters as often as you wish, so long as you identify yourself each time you speak.

When students evaluate the course they usually identify this session as their favorite. It is a narrative strategy that puts the students directly into the story and allows them to assume the identity of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. It helps them see the world through diverse eyes. After some initial awkwardness, many students get into mimicking the attitudes and linguistic expressions of the characters. I start the meeting off by identifying myself as Buggin-Out – speaking to Sal. I say: 

“ None of this had to happen Sal. Your restaurant could still be standing and Radio Raheem could still be alive if you had just put some pictures of famous blacks on the wall next to your white Italian heroes. Why did you have to be such a racist pig?”

Usually this is greeted with an awkward silence. It is important not to be intimidated by these silences, which will occur occasionally, especially at the beginning when students are still feeling shy and unsure of how to begin. I usually wait a bit for a response and if none is forthcoming, I will ask if there are any Sal's in the room who would like to answer me. This usually brings a response, sometimes several. It is not uncommon for more than one person to want to speak as Sal, Mookie, or some other character and there is no reason to limit this. It reveals the diversity of ways students imagine such characters would respond. 


Generally, once students start to speak the meeting takes on its own dynamic and all the instructor has to do is moderate the meeting. Students will sometimes attempt to speak as themselves. When they do, I stop them and insist that they identify which character they are before allowing them to continue. Occasionally there may be a lull in the conversation. If you are willing to wait, someone will feel uncomfortable enough with the silence to get things moving again. However, I usually have four or five comments from different persons prepared as a backup, so that if the class really gets stuck, I can start them off in a different direction. Also, the instructor need not be restricted to the role of moderator. I judiciously insert myself into the dialogue as different characters if I think student’s have missed an opportunity for an insight that would be relevant to the conversation. 


Inevitably, at one point, I will play the role of Mookie and be a “devil’s advocate” on his behalf, if no one else does so. This emerges when someone in the room gets around to questioning why Mookie threw the trash can through Sal’s window and whether it was right to do so. Mookie’s actions are usually interpreted as reflecting Malcolm X’s argument for the just use of violence. I try to suggest that in fact Mookie’s actions reflect Martin Luther King, Jr.’s philosophy of non-violence. I identify myself as Mookie and say that I feel very misunderstood. Then I go on to explain that after Radio Raheem was killed I saw the mob moving menacingly toward Sal and his two sons, so, in order to prevent them from being attacked and physically harmed, I threw the trash can through the window of the Pizzeria to distract the mob and channel their aggression away from people and toward things. I did it, I say, to save the lives of Sal and his sons. While this argument does not convince everyone, it serves to provoke further conversation and get the students thinking about an alternative they usually have not considered.

After a while students will have covered the relevant issues and explored the views of most of the characters. At that point, usually in the last half hour of the class, I ask the students to step back from their characters and see the story through the eyes of the director, Spike Lee. I ask them what message is Lee trying to communicate by the film as a whole. Usually the discussion brings out that the point of view of the film is not neither pro-black nor pro-white. On the contrary he seems to be making a statement about the propensity of all racial and ethnic groups to stereotype the stranger in ways that generate prejudice and violence. Finally, I press them on the issue of whether Spike Lee takes sides with the views of either Martin or Malcolm that are quoted at the end of the film. The film, I think, is deliberately ambiguous on this and this question usually generates good discussion making a case for each and also for a neutral possibility.

 I end this session by suggesting that while the racial and ethnic issues are well explored in this film, the role of women in relation to these issues is not. That I suggest, is our next concern as we turn to the last two chapters of the book which focus on feminist ethics as does the film, The Long Walk Home.

Week 11: Justice and a Feminist Ethic of Care

· Read: Read Chapter 9


· Objective: To enable students to understand and apply the conceptual distinctions between the sacred and the holy as the religious and ethical foundations of the narrative imagination in relation to issues of both race and gender. Also to understand conscience as the outgrowth of an ecology of social relationships that promotes what feminists call an “ethic of care” which enable us to see our own actions through the eyes of those who will be affected by them, reversing the process of demonic doubling.

· Resources: Film, The Long Walk Home
· Focus: Racism and Sexism: The way in which both African-Americans (men and women) and (white) women were, in similar ways, dehumanized by the morality expressed in the “sacred order” of society in the era of segregation. Also, how  Odessa (the black maid) inspired Miriam (the white employer) and awakened her conscience, enabling her to act with audacity to demand justice both for African-Americans and for women. 

· Strategy: Show film, The Long Walk Home, set against the background of the Montgomery bus boycott led by Martin Luther King, Jr., and engage students in small group followed by class discussion.
· Discussion: (1) How does The Long Walk Home illustrate the difference between the morality of the sacred and the ethics of the holy? (2) “How does the film illustrate the elements of audacity and relationality embodied in a feminist ethic of care?. (3) How does this ethic provide a bridge between Eastern and Western traditions of religious ethics? 
· Question: How does The Long Walk Home illustrate the elements of audacity and relationality embodied in a feminist ethic of care?
Day 22: Distribute handout on  The Long Walk Home(H-16) and show the film.


The Long Walk Home is a story set against the backdrop of the Montgomery Bus Boycott led Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1955. The story focuses on two women and their families. Miriam Thompson, a white middle class homemaker and Odessa Cotter, her maid. One of the earliest scenes in the film shows Odessa taking Miriam’s children to the park for a picnic. A policeman shows up and tells Odessa that no “niggers” are allowed in the park. While Odessa tries to explain that she is supervising white children, it is to no avail and she is forced to pack up and leave. When Miriam finds out she is outraged, gets on the phone and calls the chief of police and has him send the patrolman over to apologize to her, her maid and her children. Since Odessa was taking care of white children she insists that she had every right to be there. 


From this incident we learn two things. First, that in 1955 the South was a highly structured sacred society. Odessa’s crime was to have violated sacred space. The park was open only to those who were fully human, sharing the white identity that stood at the center of that society. Those who were less (than) human were forbidden entry. Second, Miriam is a woman of considerable chutzpah. She has the audacity to challenge higher authority when she feels her rights have been violated. We already get the message that if she were ever to come to the defense of Odessa and the black community in its own right, she would be a formidable voice.


As the story unfolds, the relationship between Miriam and Odessa changes. For Odessa shows herself to be a courageous woman who would rather walk several miles to work than ride the bus. The problem of course is that such a walk makes Odessa late, and makes her so tired that she can’t do her job the way she used to. Miriam offers to pick her up the two days a week that she drives to the market. With this modest beginning, the relationship between the two women develops until Miriam is thoroughly won over by Odessa’s integrity and the rightness of  the boycott and the civil rights movement. 


However, as Miriam becomes more involved in supporting Odessa, tensions grow between her and her husband, who expects his wife to know her place and be obedient. One soon gets the impression that part of the reason Miriam can identify with the plight of Odessa and the black community is that she can see some parallel between the way blacks are treated by whites and women are treated by men. 


There are seven scenes that are especially worthy of attention in the discussion of this film. Scene 1: At Christmas dinner, the Thompson family, including grandparents, get involved in a discussion of the boycott. Tunker (Miriam’s brother in law) tells Norman Thompson (Miriam’s husband) that maybe his maid (Odessa) isn’t “uppity” like some “niggers” but she is still part of the problem and white people have got to hold the line (one can infer that this is the sacred line separating white from black) and not give in to the bus boycott. The grandmother then chimes in that the problem with “these niggers” is that “they want too much and are not willing to work for it.” As she is saying these words Odessa walks in and distributes a plate of rolls. There is an awkward silence broken only by the grandmother’s defiant assertion that that is her view and she doesn’t care who hears it. 

Scene 2: Shortly after Martin Luther King, Jr’s., home is bombed, Miriam comes home and pulls a photo album down from a shelf and leafs through it. She is looking at pictures of herself as a child with her nanny, a black women. In this scene, and others, we get the sense that Miriam has a deep sense of gratitude to this woman who raised her and a deep appreciation for her humanity. Scene 3: Norman has just discovered that Miriam has been driving Odessa to work twice a week. He is furious but he tries to talk calmly to her. He sits her down on the bed, stands over her and says “I know you don’t keep up on things” and then lectures her on race relations, telling her that she does not know Odessa and can never know her because blacks and whites are like dogs and cats – different species.


Scene 4: Odessa has had to walk to work in the rain and is wet and tired. Miriam makes her some tea and they talk. Miriam tells Odessa that her husband is a good man but sometimes if you have never seen another way of life, you don’t question it. Then she relates how, as a teenager, she took a class bus trip north, where they experienced black and white children sharing the same public swimming pool without anyone seeming to be troubled by it. It started her thinking about the practice of segregation in the South. Miriam also suggests that she worries she is not as good a mother as Norman is a father. Odessa says Norman is no substitute for her as a mother, and Miriam responds that Odessa does the mothering. She recalls how Odessa took care of her daughter when she had chicken pox even though she had not had the disease herself and could have caught it. Miriam wonders if she would have done that for Odessa’s child. Both women agree that they are scared and that they don’t want their children to grow up scared of each other. Then Odessa comments: “What’s scaring you Mrs. Thompson – who you are or who Mr. Thompson wants you to be?”


Scene 5: Norman comes home from the office with a bad cold only to be confronted by Miriam Thompson who tells him she has decided its his job to go to work and her job to run the house. She doesn’t tell him how to do his job and she doesn’t want him telling her how to do hers. She is going to drive Odessa to work and if need be she will go out and get her own job and use the money to help support Dr. King and bus boycott.  Scene 6: Miriam and Odessa are in Miriam’s car, parked across the street from the car pool that is providing rides to blacks who refuse to use the bus. When Miriam wants to start helping, Odessa tries to offer her a way out by suggesting maybe she should just write a check. Miriam insists she needs to do something. Odessa tells her that its not just about buses but also the vote and integrated classrooms and that once she crosses the line there is not turning back – people are going to say she was part of it. Miriam tells her – “Let them say what they want.” Scene 7: Miriam and her daughter are caught in the middle of potential violence when a gang of white men (including her husband and brother in law) invade the parking lot. The black women form a line and begin to sing Negro spirituals, Miriam and her daughter join them in defiance of the white men’s threats. She has crossed the line and become “one of them.” She has become the other.

H-16

The Long Walk Home
1990 Running time 98 Min

Directed by Richard Pearce

Written by John Cork


This story is set in 1955 at the beginning of the Bus Boycott in Montgomery, Alabama and tells of the relationship between a white middle class woman, Miriam Thompson, and her black maid, Odessa Cotter. Odessa, joins the boycott and inspires Miriam to become a woman of conscience, challenging not only the authority of white racism but also male chauvinism. 

Miriam Thompson (Sissy Space)  

White middle class women whose 

  conscience is awakened


Norman Thompson 



Miriam’s husband

Mary Catherine Thompson


The Thompson’s younger daughter

Sara Thompson



The Thompson’s older daughter

Tunker Thompson



Norman’s brother

Odessa Cotter (Whoopi Goldberg)      
Black maid whose courage awakens 

  Miriam’s conscience

Herbert Cotter (Ving Rhames)

Odessa’s husband


Selma Cotter 




The Cotter’s daughter

Theodore Cotter



The Cotter’s son

Discussion: 1) How does The Long Walk Home illustrate the difference between the morality of the sacred and the ethics of the holy? (2) “How does the film illustrate the elements of audacity and relationality embodied in a feminist ethic of care?. (3) How does this ethic provide a bridge between Eastern and Western traditions of religious ethics? 

Question: How does The Long Walk Home illustrate the elements of audacity and relationality embodied in a feminist ethic of care?
Week 12:

Read: Chapter 10

Day 23: Discussion of The Long Walk Home in relation to Chapters 9 & 10. 

Break the class up into their assigned discussion groups. Have some groups discuss question 1, some discuss question 2 and some question 3. Then call class together and have each group report on the outcome of its discussion, soliciting responses from throughout the class. [Other Strategies: Use deChant’s strategy of starting with a quiz, first for individuals and then having each group repeat the quiz.] Focus on questions 1 & 2, save 3 for the last part of the class. List high points and scenes on the board. Discuss the scenes in relation to the readings and show some of the scenes if  you wish.  Encourage students to identify examples of sacred morality embodied in scenes of racism and sexism (scenes 1&3) and of the ethic of the holy embodied in the Cotter family (e.g., Miriam praying for Odessa) and the civil rights movement ( King’s I have a dream speech, etc). 

Also ask students to identify the factors leading up to Miriam’s ethical conversion and relate them to the feminist ethic of care (e.g., scenes 2, 4, 5 & 6), which combines the web of relationships with an ethic of audacity. Miriam’s ethical consciousness is nurtured by her relationship to her own nanny, her experiences that led her to see her own community through the eyes of  the stranger, and her friendship with Odessa, who cares for Miriam’s own daughter the way her nanny cared for her. Miriam’s relationships, like those of Eriksson in Casualties of War and Bud Fox in Wall Street, lead her to see her own actions through the eyes of those affected by them and to identify with the victim rather than to double. This in turn gives rise to an ethical audacity of behalf of the stranger. Finally, turn to the chart on the social ecology of conscience in Chapter 10 and discuss the chart in relation to these films and to student’s own life experiences.


At the conclusion of the class, prepare students for the next film by suggesting that while we have explored this idea of the ecology of conscience and the web of relationality through fictional stories, next time we will see a documentary about a French village that provides a real life model of a holy community that integrated audacity and relationality in an ethic of non-violence which was successful in saving some 5000 Jewish lives during the Holocaust.

Week 12: Weapons of the Spirit: Transforming Stories 

of War into Stories of Peace

· Read: no assignment

· Objective: To demonstrate that non-violence can be an effective strategy in response to violence.

· Resources: Documentary, Weapons of the Spirit, and Bill Moyer’s Interview with the Director.

· Focus: How the village of Le Chambon, which saved over 5000 Jewish lives through non-violent strategies during WWII,  can serve as a model of a holy community and the ethics of audacity on behalf of the stranger as embodied in a feminist ethic of care.

· Strategy: To show the documentary, Weapons of the Spirit, then show Bill Moyer’s interview with the director, Pierre Sauvage and finally engage the students in discussion. 

· Question: In what ways does Weapons of the Spirit illustrate a feminist ethic of audacity and relationality?

Day 24: Show the documentary Weapons of the Spirit.
On this day I show the documentary Weapons of the Spirit (90 minutes). 

Weapons of the Spirit [Film].  Pierre Sauvage, director. Los Angeles: Pierre Sauvage Productions and Friends of le Chambon Inc., 1988.

This documentary is directed by Pierre Sauvage, who was born to a Jewish family hidden in the French village of le Chambon during the Holocaust. This village of French Protestant peasant farmers and shop keepers, under the leadership of the pacifist Protestant Pastor, André Trocme, succeeded in saving over 5000 Jewish lives and did so through non-violent resistance. The story of their courage and ingenuity, and the key role that women played in the rescue work, makes it an ideal real life case study of the ethic of a holy community committed to hospitality to the stranger and audacity on behalf of the stranger, and of the feminist ethic of care. I show this film as the culmination of the course to show that the utopianism of the ethical life can some times overcome the realism of everyday life and renew our hope that the ethical life is really possible. 

Week 13:

Day 25: Discussion of Weapons of the Spirit

I begin the discussion class by showing a thirty minute interview that Bill Moyers conducted with Pierre Sauvage for public broadcasting. 

Bill Moyers Interviews filmmaker Pierre Sauvage. Los Angeles: Friends of le Chambon Inc., 1990.

In the interview Sauvage emphasizes that it is important to study the rescuers even though they were a small minority because without the rescuers we would all have the excuse that nothing better can be realistically expected from human beings. Without the heroic acts of the rescuers, the behavior of those who sent Jews to the death camps and those who looked the other way would become normative by default. If the Holocaust shows that ordinary people are capable of extraordinarily demonic acts of evil, the lesson of le Chambon is that ordinary people are also capable of extraordinary acts of goodness and of creating a conspiracy of goodness. Sauvage also asserts that he learned that in real life “people who act don’t agonize and people who agonize don’t act.” He also notes, the women played an extraordinary leadership role in le Chambon. 

 
After showing the film interview I use one of two techniques for discussion. (1) Form a circle and ask each student in turn to share what impressed them most about the film. (2) Ask students to take out a sheet of paper and write one parallel they see between the documentary and the characteristics of a holy community. Then have them pair up and come up with two. Then have each dyad pair up with another to form a group of four and have them come up with four parallels. Then open up discussion for the class as a whole by asking each group of four for one parallel to be put on the board. Then ask if there are any others not listed. Discussion will emerge spontaneously from this exercise.

Week 13: The Ethics of Hospitality to the Stranger

· Read: no assignment

· Objective: To bring the course to a conclusion by returning to the theme of hospitality to the stranger.

· Strategy: Show half-hour clay animation film Martin the Cobbler” which is an adaptation of a short story by Tolstoy .

· Resources: Film, Martin the Cobbler
· Focus: Returning to the theme of narrative as a “veil of ignorance” as it functions in various religious traditions.

Day 26:
Film: Martin the Cobbler
Martin the Cobbler, ©1977

Gateway Films/Vision Video

Runtime: 27 minutes

This is a clay animation film that tells Tolstoy’s short story about a cobbler who has lost his wife and child to death and lost enthusiasm for living. He has a dream in which God tells him he is coming to visit him the next day. As a result, the next day he is constantly looking out the window and so notices and ends up helping a variety of people in need. At the end of the day he falls asleep wondering why the Lord has not appeared as promised. Then in the dream God reveals to him that he came to him several times – every time he did something for even “the least of these” (Matt: 25:45). Thus when one welcomes the stranger one ends up welcoming God. 

The production values of this short film are excellent and the story is delightful. I find it a wonderful way to bring the course to conclusion. After a whole semester on the subject, it scarcely needs comment or discussion. After the film I usually collect final papers, have students fill out a course evaluation and then dismiss them.

Postscript: Other Possible Films

The above schedule, using the four credit hour format, requires 13 weeks. I do not use exams in this course, however if you are on a fourteen week semester, this schedule allows time for you to give in-class exams if you choose. If not you might consider adding one more film. Two that I have used on occasion are News at 11 and Torch Song Trilogy. 

News at Eleven

1986 (tv)   Running Time 95 Min

Written and Directed by Mike Robe

After a teacher at his daughter’s school is arrested for rape, Frank, a television news anchor man, is torn between doing his job as an employee of a public corporation the way his boss wants him to do it, and the way he thinks that he should be doing it as a professional journalist. At the same time he is trying to live up to his responsibilities as a father.  He is pulled in different directions by his daughter, his boss and his profession.

Frank Kenley (Martin Sheen)

News Anchor 




Christine Arnold


Co-Anchor 
 

Eric Ross (Peter Riegert) 

News Director 



Joanna Steckler


D.A


Melissa Kenley


Frank’s daughter 


April Gibbs 



Melissa’s friend 


Gene Silas 



The Accused Teacher




News at 11 looks at the tension between personal, corporate and professional responsibility. This story is about a television anchor man, Frank Kenley, who is expected to sensationalize the news in order to win the “ratings war” and make the corporation  profitable. While Frank recognizes the corporation needs to make a profit if people are going to have jobs, both Frank’s professional identity and his identity as a father force him to raise questions about the conduct of television news teams who victimize the innocent in order to win the ratings war. 

Torch Song Trilogy

1988 Running, Time 120 Min

Directed by Paul Bogart

Written by Harvey Fierstein

New Line Cinema

This story centers on Arnold, who is a entertainer, and his homosexual relationships with other men.  There is a lot of tension between Arnold and his Jewish mother, who does not approve of Arnold’s  life choices. This tension is particular strong after Arnold’s partner is killed by a homophobic street gang and he and his mother go to the graveyard to pray for their loved ones – Arnold’s deceased partner and his Mother’s husband (Arnolds deceased father).

Arnold (Harvey Fierstein)

An entertainer who is a female impersonator

Alan  (Matthew Broderick)

Young man who comes to New York and 

  Falls in love with Arnold & is eventually murdered


Arnolds Mother (Anne Bancroft)
Arnolds Jewish mother whose husband 

  recently died


Ed 




An apparent bi-sexual who struggles to accept 

  his homosexuality

David 




A sixteen year old homosexual boy adopted

  by Arnold



Murray




Arnold’s show business friend




Torch Song Trilogy looks at homosexuality and religion and the way religion too often transforms homosexuals into strangers to be rejected as less than human. When Arnold seeks to say Kaddish (Jewish prayers of mourning) for his dead lover who was killed by a homophobic street gang, his mother considers it an act that denigrates her marriage to his father and violates the laws of God. Her son is a stranger who needs to be welcomed and she struggles with whether this is possible for her.


I will not outline lesson plans for these two films. The one’s I have done can be used as models. Indeed, you may have in mind still other films that you think could be adapted to the purposes of this course. 
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