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Teaching Comparative Religious Ethics through Story and Film

By Darrell J. Fasching and Dell deChant

For James Eison

who loves teaching as much as we do 

and taught us how to think about

teaching in new ways

Part One:

Organizing a Comparative Religious Ethics

Course around Story and Film
Introduction

by Darrell J. Fasching

Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach had its beginning in a course for undergraduates on Religion, Ethics and Society through Film that I  created and have been teaching for more than a decade in conjunction with the development of my scholarly work on narrative ethics after Auschwitz and Hiroshima. That work resulted in the publication of two books: Narrative Theology After Auschwitz: From Alienation to Ethics (Fortress, 1992) and The Ethical Challenge of Auschwitz and Hiroshima (SUNY, 1993). These books, addressed to professional colleagues and graduate students, were too difficult for most undergraduates, so I began developing course materials on storytelling and ethics that would be more suitable for undergraduates and tried them out on my students. The textbook Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach (Blackwell, 2001) grew out of these materials. As the scope of the textbook project grew, I enlisted the help of my colleague and co-author, Dell deChant, whose contribution has been invaluable.

The course began as a lecture course and gradually evolved into a film oriented discussion course. This shift in structure and orientation was born out of a desire to make the course less abstract and more interesting and engaging for students. Much of the restructuring was inspired by a workshop on active learning offered by The Center for Teaching Enhancement at the University of South Florida in 1990, under the direction of  Dr. James Eison. At that time, the center had just opened and I was a member of the first two-week workshop that was offered. I came away with a host of new ideas and strategies that I began to experiment with in my teaching. This teacher’s manual basically shares the structure and strategies that I have used in teaching Religion, Ethics and Society through Film, with some additional suggestions for teaching strategies from my co-author, Dell deChant. Both Dell and I are the recipients of undergraduate outstanding  teaching awards for the utilization of the kind of teaching strategies suggested in this manual. For that, as we note in our dedication, we largely have James Eison to thank.

In Part One of this teacher’s manual we talk about how our book Comparative Religious Ethics and its possible uses. Also Dell and I each suggest some general teaching strategies we have used to successfully engage students in the learning process. Finally,  a model of the syllabus I use is presented. Then in Part Two I explain how I use Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach to teach  “Religion, Ethics and Society through Film.” However, at several points in the text, noted under the heading “Other Strategies” Dell will insert additional comments on techniques for active learning that he has had success with in his own courses. In addition, we both highly recommend (1) Active Learning: Creating Excitement in the Classroom by Charles C. Bonwell and James A. Eison (George Washington University Press, 1991) (2) Mastering the Techniques of Teaching by Joseph Lowman (Jossey-Bass Publishers, San Francisco & Oxford, 1990) and (3) Small Group Teaching: A Trouble-Shooting Guide by Richard G. Tiberius (OISE Press, the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, Monograph Series/22, © 1990).

Why a Narrative Approach to Religious Ethics?

Why a narrative approach to comparative religious ethics? For a long time we have felt that the dominance of religious ethics by philosophical approaches has tended to marginalize the religious element and emphasize the philosophical element. Ethics tends to get reduced to good reasons – reasons that could often be offered quite apart from the religious elements of the tradition studied. When this happens religion tends to get reduced to a motivational influence that can help people do what they already know is good. Consequently, religion tends to be seen as a secondary (and one might even say “optional”) aid to ethics.  

We are convinced, however, that religion plays a direct and primary role in the ethical life of the approximately 80% of the world’s population that claims to be religious. Moreover, story-telling is the natural medium of religious experience and reflection through which religious communities both achieve ethical insight and pass it on from one generation to the next. For those who live life religiously, it is stories and spiritual practices (or spiritualities) that play a decisive role in shaping their ethical character. Yet it is precisely these aspects, which are so much a part of the their everyday experience, that tend to be ignored or down-played by philosophical approaches. Our narrative approach intends to redress this imbalance and offer students an opportunity to understand the ethical power of religion as it is experienced through story and spirituality.

There is another alternative we could have explored. Religions have typically generated a juridical casuistry used to provide guidance to religious communities and their members. While such studies of religious law are important, to identify religious ethics with this casuistry can be just as misleading as to identify it with philosophy. Both types of ethics are the products of technical specialists. The work of both the philosophers and the legal scholars is important but to the degree that either genuinely reflects the religious tradition from which it arises, each presupposes a more fundamental level of everyday lived ethical experience that is expressed in the stories and spiritualities of their respective religious traditions. 

Moreover, to reduce the ethical life to an area of “expertise” is to make it both irrelevant and impossible for the majority of human beings. The ethical life of persons and communities has its own dynamic, quite apart from the reflections of experts –  a dynamic upon which the experts themselves are dependent in so far as they are “religious” experts. For these reasons we thought it important to create a textbook on comparative religious ethics that takes the religious elements of story and spirituality in ethics seriously. 

The main chapters of our textbook are organized around four types of stories: (1) a cosmic story that provides the dramatic backdrop for human existence (for example, the karmic wheel of death and rebirth or the vision of cosmic history as culminating in a resurrection and final judgment), (2) a formative story that has profoundly shaped the tradition (for example, the Bhagavad Gita or the Gospel of Matthew), (3) a contemporary life story or biography (such as that of Gandhi or King). Interwoven with these is (4) a fourth, very modern type of story – the narratives of history.  

Most of our chapters end with a contemporary life story or biography for two reasons. First, these stories (for example the stories of Gandhi and King) show both the power of ancient stories to affect contemporary lives and the power of contemporary lives to give new life to the ancient stories so as to inspire others. Such lives and their stories give new directions not only to their tradition but to society (and often the tradition and society of others as well). Second, we believe that in a post/modern world it is the example of  real life stories that gives the ethical life its authority. 

In the premodern world, ethics received its authority from cosmology. The sacred order of the cosmos dictated the right order of society and the normative virtues for individuals. Each society thought its way of life reflected the universal and sacred natural order of things. With the emergence of the comparative study of cultures, through modern historiography and the social sciences in the nineteenth century, the cosmic worldviews of all cultures were relativized. At the same time philosophy, which had already declared its independence from religion, attempted to find a new authoritative ground for ethics in the Enlightenment ideal of a universal rationality independent of any given culture. We now live in a time when this modern attempt is widely viewed as having failed. Indeed, Francois Lyotard suggests, in The Postmodern Condition (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1979/1984), that a key indicator of the emergence of our post-modern situation is the collapse of all metanarratives, whether the ancient cosmic religious stories or modern cosmic stories of universal rationality and scientific progress. 

According to the metanarrative of the Enlightenment, in the ancient childhood of the human race people lived by stories (myths), then in the medieval adolescence of the human race, humans embraced rationality (logic and speculative metaphysics) and finally in the modern adulthood of the human race, humans learned to think for themselves, threw off their childish and adolescent ways and embraced empirical scientific rationality and technological progress. “Man” had come of age and no longer needed story – or so the story goes. Contemporary narrative theorists like Stanley Hauerwas  (Truthfulness and Tragedy. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1977) and Alasdair MacIntyre (After Virtue. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984) have pointed out that even the modern claim of the narrative independence of rationality is dependent on a narrative – the story of the three ages of the human race. They have rightly argued that all rationality is narrative dependent. If this is the case then our post/modern situation is that, on the one hand, our metanarratives have been relativized and, on the other hand, we cannot escape narrative. So what are we left with? 

Lyotard argues, and we agree, that what we are left with is our “little stories.” Indeed, paradoxically, what happens to metanarratives within the pluralism of a global village shaped by socio-historical consciousness is that even these big narratives become relativized and transformed into little narratives. This, however, does not have to lead to a vicious ethical  relativism. In such a situation, we argue, we find our ethical bearings, as John Dunne (The Way of All the Earth. Notre Dame: University of  Notre Dame Press, 1972) has suggested, by passing over from one narrative to another, one culture to another, one religion to another, one life to another, in order to come back with new insight into our own. That is our post/modern task. And what stories will attract us? Not stories of cosmological truth, not stories of universal rational truth but stories of saints and heroes who have demonstrated that it is possible to nurture the ethical life in a world of narrative diversity and technological barbarity (symbolized by Auschwitz and Hiroshima). These are the stories of individuals whose lives have demonstrated that it is possible to be compassionate, courageous and human in a world that threatens to dehumanize us with it relativism and its technological barbarism. So our chapters end with a focus on possible post/modern saints, heroes and heroines – individuals like Gandhi, King, Heschel, Thich Nhat Hanh, Malcolm X, Rosemary Ruether and Joanna Macy – who have engaged in passing over and coming back and demonstrated that cultural and religious diversity can open up a third way, beyond total ethical relativism and total ethical absolutism. We call it, taking our cue from John Dunne, “the way of all the earth.”

Stories of Good and Evil

Religious ethics, we have argued, is rooted in the stories and spiritualities that inspire transformations in the lives of communities and individuals. The problem of course is that religions can inspire transformations for both good and evil. Our text tries to account for both these possibilities with its proposal to distinguish between a narrative imagination that is shaped by experiences of the sacred and one that is shaped by experiences of the holy. Indeed, we argue that the same story can have opposite effects depending on whether it is understood and interpreted through one type of imagination or the other. 

To help student understand the ethical power of stories I usually begin by having students read and discuss the story of David and Nathan from 2 Samuel 11:1–12:7 in the Hebrew bible. It demonstrates the power of story to bring us to ethical judgments of our own actions. It’s a story that tells how, in ancient Israel, King David had the husband of the woman he desired sent off to battle on the front lines so that he would be killed and David could have the man’s wife for himself. Then God sends the prophet Nathan to him to tell him a story about a rich man who had large flocks of sheep but when company came he took the only sheep possessed by a poor man (who loved it as if it were a daughter) slaughtered it and served it to his guests. Upon hearing the story, David becomes angry and insists that the rich man should be punished. Then Nathan tells him: that man is you. That is – this is your story. The story seduced David into identifying empathically with the victim of his own actions. It forced him to see his own actions through the eyes of the victim and he immediately saw the injustice he had done. Throughout this teacher’s manual we will assume that the reader is already familiar with our textbook and this story. (A fuller discussion of this story is found in Chapter One of the textbook)

To demonstrate to students the power of stories to make evil actions seem to be good, I contrast the David and Nathan story with the documentary Faces of the Enemy, created by Sam Keen, as a cross-cultural study of the way in which people demonize their enemies.  In one portion of the documentary, Keen interviews David Rice, a person who, in the mid nineteen-eighties was on death row in Washington state for killing an innocent family in their home. Why did he do this? Rice explains that he did it because he believed they were Communists, that he was a soldier (even though he was not in the armed forces) and we (Americans) were at war. This interview illustrates perfectly the core theme of Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach: 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. David Rice insisted he was not an evil person. Rather, his story was that he was a solder at war and sometimes a soldier has to kill some in order to save others. This kind of reasoning falls under the narrative theme of “killing in order to heal” in our textbook.

The difference between the first story of David and Nathan and this second story recounted by David Rice is the difference between an ethical story and an unethical story. The first leads to an empathic identification with the humanity of the stranger. The second stereotypes the stranger as a demon to be destroyed. As “Communists” the family were less than human and beyond the pale of moral obligation. What comes across in Sam Keen’s interview with David Rice is Rice’s inability to feel emotion and in any way identify with the humanity of his victims. The difference between these two kinds of stories is one way of identifying the difference outlined in Comparative Religious Ethics between the morality of the sacred (David Rice’s story) and the ethics of the holy (Nathan’s story). It is the difference between a sacred story that defines all who are different as profane (and less than human) and a story that expresses the experience of the holy through hospitality to, and identification with, the humanity of the stranger.

Comparative Religious Ethics through Story and Film

Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach is designed to be used in courses on comparative religious ethics, or courses on religion and society, especially religion, ethics and society and other similar courses (for instance, it could be also be used in courses on Introduction to Religion or as a supplementary text in World Religions) and also as the text for film courses on comparative religious ethics. 

I use the book in two different kinds of comparative religious ethics and society courses. It is used in an intro level film course designed for freshman and sophomores. In this kind of course I put the emphasis on the cosmic and formative stories (e.g., Gilgamesh, the life of the Buddha, etc) and use the films as case studies in contemporary ethical issues.  In this context the contemporary life stories (Gandhi, King, etc.) function primarily as inspirational examples. 

I also use the text in an advanced comparative religious ethics course for juniors and seniors where I focus more on the contemporary life stories (e.g., Gandhi, ML King, Jr., Malcolm X, Abraham, Joshua Heschel, Thich Nhat Hanh, Rosemary Ruether, Joanna Macy etc.) and how these individuals have both utilized and transformed the ancient cosmic and formative stories. Here the focus is on the more technical ethical issues raised by areas of agreement and disagreement between these individuals. These are raised by the comparative reflections section at the end of most chapters and the questions for discussion at the end of each chapter. The questions might be assigned for short answer (one or two pages) essays to prepare students for discussion, or they could be used as exam questions. For more ambitious courses, reading assignments in primary sources from Gandhi, King, etc. could also be assigned.


The use of this text for advanced courses does not require much comment. One can proceed through the text from beginning to end, chapter by chapter, lecturing on the chapters and discussing the comparative reflections and questions for discussion. We prefer to minimize lectures and emphasize student presentations and small group activities. To accomplish this one can use many of the same active learning techniques outlined in this teaching manual for use in the film course. 

The task we have set ourselves in this teacher’s manual, is to suggest ways to use this book in a film course on comparative religious ethics. Here the use of a narrative approach to ethics serves to compare and contrast ancient religious stories, contemporary life stories (Gandhi, King, etc) and stories of war and peace (Auschwitz, Hiroshima and the Gandhian tradition) with film stories (such as The Long Walk Home and Wall Street) used as complex case studies that raise important ethical issues. 

Film courses are very popular with students raised in a mass media society. In my course I use a combination of both feature films and documentaries. I know from experience that it is possible to teach courses using film that are rigorously challenging and offer opportunities for insight that simply would not occur when discussing abstract ethical concepts alone. Films can offer concrete examples of the ethical complexity of everyday life that would be hard to introduce into discussion in any other way.


Moreover, given the approach of our textbook – comparative religious ethics through narrative –  the use of film is a natural. Indeed, we think it has merits that two similar narrative approaches do not. One is the use of short narrative case studies and the other is the use of novels. (1) The problem with the first is two-fold: (a) inevitably the short case study is too sketchy. Such sketches tend to focus on a dilemma requiring a decision with only a minimum of information about the life histories and relationships of the people involved. (b) The case study also leads the student to think of ethical decisions as decisions they will make in isolation from others. It does not encourage them to realize that most ethical decisions are deeply shaped by relationships to others. (2) The other possibility, the use of novels, solves these problems by giving one rich details about the life histories and relationships of the people involved in a particular situation. Novels can show how people develop virtues and character through their life experiences, and also how their decisions are deeply influenced by their on-going relationships to others. The problem of with novels, of course, is that they require considerable time to read. Thus a course that is going to cover a considerable range of ethical issues might require reading a half-dozen or more novels. And if more theoretical readings are required as well, the reading load for students can become unmanageable.


The use of films, however, offers a happy medium between the extremes of the case study and the novel. Films offer a richness of detail that approaches that of a novel. Films (at least good ones) provide enough detail to make it possible to learn about the life and character of various persons and to observe how a person’s decisions are often deeply influenced by the web of relationships in which they live. At the same time, the amount of time required to view a film and get this information, while longer than it takes to read a case study is still short enough that one can reasonably use six to ten films in a semester and so cover a much wider range of issues. Also, since the narrative detail does not come through reading, one can still assign and reasonably expect that a significant body of theoretical readings be read and applied to the films by students. Finally, given the media orientation of contemporary students, films more readily draw them in and involve them in significant and complex issues than do either traditional case studies or novels. Consequently, we believe that if films are integrated with a body of readings structured in such a way as to require students to apply the readings to the films in order to prepare for discussions with the instructor and their classmates, they will certainly get more out of the course than if they just hear the professor lecture on the book and/or discuss the textbook in the abstract.

The Key Narrative Themes

Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach presents material on comparative religious ethics at two levels: At the historical level (a) details drawn from the narrative histories of five of the world’s major religious traditions are presented for ethical comparison and (b) details from the historical trauma’s of Auschwitz and Hiroshima are presented as case studies of the ethical challenges we face in a post/modern world where diversity seems to suggest cultural and ethical relativism and opens the door that links tribalism with techno-bureaucracy. As we have noted, Lyotard suggests one important way to define “postmodern” is in terms of the collapse of the dominance of metanarratives. We have suggested that the lives of Gandhi and King offer models for a post/modern response – passing over into the religion and culture of the stranger and coming back with new insight into one’s own. Based on this proposal we offer in Comparative Religious Ethics (at the conceptual level) an integrating theory about narrative ethics drawn from these histories. This theory attempts to show how the challenges of our post/modern world, symbolized by the events of Auschwitz and Hiroshima, can be met by drawing on the resources from the histories of these religious traditions the way Gandhi, King and others did. A major goal of the text is to show that multiculturalism does not have to lead to ethical relativism.

What allows the chapters to converge in a comparative framework is that all the stories are viewed against the background story of the ethical traumas raised by mass death in the twentieth century as symbolized in the stories of Auschwitz and Hiroshima. And starting with Chapter Four, each chapter culminates in a contemporary life story (Gandhi, King, etc.) of someone whose life work speaks to the ethical challenges presented by these traumas. In each of these cases we show how an individual not only has drawn upon and transformed the ethical significance of the ancient stories of his or her own tradition, but also how the life of each (with the exception of Gandhi, their spiritual mentor) intersected with the others in the struggle over civil rights and over the Vietnam war. Thus the convergence of their life stories is itself a powerful story, one that shows that persons of different religions and cultures can share common ethical commitments despite dramatic religious and cultural differences. 


In the advanced course, I focus on the historical differences and theoretical issues raised by the convergence of these life stories. However, in the film course I focus primarily on our (Fasching and deChant’s) conceptual theory about narrative and ethics as a way of appropriating and integrating insights from diverse religious stories, ancient and post/modern (after Auschwitz and Hiroshima), and apply these insights to the ethical issues raised by the stories presented in the films. 


The key themes of this conceptual theory are:

· In Chapter One we learn 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.

· We also learn that ethical stories foster empathy and identification with the humanity of the stranger. While unethical stories use stereotypes to block empathy and identification with the humanity of the stranger. Consequently, how the stranger is to be treated is the ethical test of every narrative.

· In the Introduction (and throughout) we learn that three narrative themes of ethical significance appear in many different religious traditions:

1. The quest for an answer to the problems of mortality, morality, and meaning. For example: The Epic of Gilgamesh and the life of the Buddha. I often cite the Confessions of Augustine here also (an essay on Augustine is available on our Website). 

2. Wrestling with the stranger as the key to ethical self–knowledge.

3. Hospitality to the stranger as the key to an ethic of human dignity in a pluralistic world.

· Also in Chapter One we learn that the experiences of the sacred and the holy shape the ethical imagination so that our stories express either (the sacred) mistrust and hostility toward the stranger or (the holy) hospitality to the stranger and audacious boldness (chutzpah) in defense of the stranger’s dignity.

· These experiences are reflected in two different types of social organization: (1) the sacred society in which all who are the same are viewed as human and all who are different less (than) human, and (2) the holy community that finds the human reflected in the stranger. To welcome the stranger is to welcome one whose presence defies all the categories defining human identity that are provided by one’s society. In a sacred society human identity can be defined and confined to the definitions provided by a sacred narrative. In a holy community our humanity is indefinable – that dignity we all share despite our differences.

· These two types of social organization reflect two different ethical/moral orientations: the ethics of unquestioning obedience to sacred authority and sacred order, and the ethic of audacity, which questions all sacred authority and all sacred order in the name of justice (especially justice for the stranger). 

· In Chapter Two we learn (by studying Auschwitz and Hiroshima) that the techno-bureaucracy and the psychological process of doubling, and also the narrative theme of “killing in order to heal,” are essential to understanding the human capacity for mass killing in unquestioning obedience to higher authority. 

· We also learn that sacred stories of war are narratives that invert ethical norms. In time of war we say killing is good and not killing is evil (the act of a coward and/or a traitor). In times of war killing comes to be understood as an act of healing – making things better. 

· We also learn that the counter-trend to the emergence of mass death in the twentieth century has been the emergence of the tradition of non-violent civil disobedience which teaches audacity (chutzpah) on behalf of the stranger – a tradition forged through the lives of Tolstoy, Gandhi and King.

· In Chapter Three we learn that wrestling with the stranger (Enkidu) was for Gilgamesh an ethically transforming encounter. And we learn that the compulsion to doubt and to question was for Socrates a religious imperative that led him to transform the prevalent view of ethics as the “sacred customs” of the people into a questioning of the sacred customs in the name of justice.

· In the intervening chapters, and culminating in Chapters Nine and Ten, we learn that the social ecology of conscience provides an ethical model derived from the Ghandian and feminist traditions to explain how we can transform doubling from a demonic into an ethically enabling process by integrating our various selves (roles or doubles) into an interdependent web of life sustaining relationships.

· In Chapter Four and the following chapters we learn that narrative ethics is the art of transforming stories of war into stories of peace through narratives and forms of spirituality (such as Gandhian non-violent civil disobedience) that foster a sense of the holy – especially hospitality to the stranger and audacity in defense of the dignity of the stranger.

· Throughout but especially in Chapter Ten we learn that “Passing over” and “coming back” offers a model for a post-modern spirituality and ethics (a form of hospitality to the stranger) that de-centers one in relation to all metanarratives in order to discover ethical insights through the stories of the stranger – insights that enrich one’s own narrative tradition and one’s own ethical life. 

The main task of the film course is to enable students to encounter, identify and master these conceptual and narrative components through a carefully organized sequence of films, lectures, discussions, and individual/small group activities with a strong emphasis on active learning (to be discussed shortly). 

The Course Outline

The film course is developed in five segments and follows the order of chapters in the book with some exceptions (noted in the outline below):

1. Narrative and Ethics: Sacred vs Holy 

   (Chapter 1, Religion Ethics and Storytelling)

Uses stories, one documentary and one film short, to introduce the idea that stories shape human behavior and to develop the typology of the sacred and the holy to account for why religions seem able to foster both hatred and violence as well as peace and reconciliation.

Story: David and Nathan

Documentary: Faces of the Enemy
2. Stories of War and Peace – the Ethical Challenge of Auschwitz and Hiroshima  

    (Chapter 2, Stories of War and Peace: Modern and Post/Modern)

Uses documentaries on Auschwitz and Hiroshima as background for a discussion of bureaucratic unquestioning obedience, doubling, and narratives of “killing in order to heal” as factors in the emergence of mass death. Also explores the emergence of a counter-trend of audacity and non-violent resistance through the lives of Tolstoy, Gandhi and King.

Documentaries: The Longest Hatred (Part One) and/or The Music of Auschwitz, also Hiroshima, August 1945, and/or Why They Dropped the Bomb (Peter Jennings, ABC TV documentary)
3. Stories of the Awakening of Conscience 

    (Chapter 3 on Religious Quest and the Birth of Ethics, Chapter 4, Hindus Stories section on “Cosmic Story” and Chapter 5, Buddhist Stories)

Uses three films to raise the question of whether or not conscience is real or just an internalization of societal values and provide examples of Eastern and Western paths to the awakening of consciences through conversion and enlightenment.

Crimes and Misdemeanors – Is conscience real or the product of society?

Ground Hog Day – Eastern Paths: Karma, reincarnation and the awakening of conscience 

Dicken’s Christmas Carol – Western Paths: Providence, final judgment and the awakening of conscience

4. Stories of the Testing of Conscience in War and Peace

    (Chapter 4, remaining sections & Chapter 6, Jewish Stories)

Explores the link between lessons of Auschwitz and Hiroshima (concerning bureaucracy, doubling, narrative themes of  “killing to heal” and mass death, and the ethical challenges of everyday life in times of war and of peace. 
Casualties of War: Obedience or audacity ?

Wall Street: Doubling and business as warfare

(News at 11: Professional ethics and the ratings war) – optional

5. Stories of War and Peace: Violence, Non-violence and Pursuit of Justice  

    (Chapter 7, Christian Stories, Chapter 8;, Islamic Stories, Chapter 9, 

    Feminist Audacity and the Ethics of Interdependence and Chapter 10, 

    The Way of All the Earth)

Uses two films, one documentary and one film short to explore all the previous concepts in relation to the issues of racism and sexism. Explores the argument between Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X concerning the use of violence in achieving racial justice and the contribution of feminist ethics to this argument, expanding the focus to include issues of gender, culminating in the web of life as model for the ecology of conscience and for the “way of all the earth.”
Do the Right Thing – Martin or Malcolm? (Chps 7 & 8)

The Long Walk Home – Justice: race, gender and the feminist ethic of care  

   (Chps 9 & 10)

Documentary: Weapons of the Spirit  – on the rescue of 5000 Jewish lives during the Holocaust, using non-violent strategies.

Film short: Tolstoy’s Martin the Cobbler
Tolstoy’s story (presented in a clay animation film short about hospitality to the stranger) offers a summary conclusion to the course.

Pedagogical Strategies

Course Formats and the Use of Films


Creating a film course on comparative religious ethics requires some decisions based on the constraints within which the course is to be offered. Two major constraints are the length of your class time and the number of weeks or sessions in your semester. The sample syllabus in the next section is based on a 4 credit course model that meets for an hour and fifty minutes twice a week for fourteen weeks. I find this an ideal format for a film course since many films run under two hours and can be shown in a single class period. Even films that run a full two hours are often shorter when you eliminate the credits shown at the beginning and/or end of a film. With this format you can show the film in one class session and discuss it in the next class. If you are able to create your own course format, I recommend this one.


However, if you have to work within an existing three credit/three hour per week format there are other possibilities. Typically three hour courses meet a little less than one and a half hours, twice a week. Most documentaries can be shown in this time frame but many feature films will be too long. However, many institutions allow three credit courses to be offered two hours one day and one hour the next class meeting. In this format you can show a film in one session but you only have fifty minutes for discussion. Another possibility is to meet in a seminar type schedule, three hours once a week. In this format you can either show and discuss the film in one session, or you can use the first hour to discuss the film from the last session and the remainder to show another film. The latter is more desirable since it gives students time to think about the film and prepare for discussion. Another alternative is to show fewer films (every other week, for example) and allow an extra session for discussion. A final alternative is to have the students view films outside class time, either on their own or by scheduling showings with your audio-visual department or media center, if you have one that will provide this service. The problems here are with all students either having access to video equipment and films for private viewing or creating a schedule for viewing outside class time that all are able to attend. Many students are likely to have class schedules and work schedules that make this difficult if not impossible. This is probably the least workable alternative.


The other scheduling issue is how many films to show. This will depend on whether you are on a quarter or a semester system and also on your pedagogical goals. In my course on Religion, Ethics and Society through Film I typically show six to eight feature films and several documentaries. The sample syllabus presented in Part Two and covered in detail in Part Three will be based on this course. It is meant only as a model. Each teacher will have to develop his or her own based on their own circumstances and pedagogical goals. 

The Syllabus and Active Learning


The film course is oriented around active learning rather than a lecture model. The key to an active learning orientation is a properly constructed syllabus. This is a syllabus that is structured to guide students in actively integrating the readings and the films through written exercises and small and large group activities so as to master the key insights of the course in a sequential fashion in which each moment of the course builds on its predecessors. In segment one, students are helped to understand of the role of narrative in relation to experiences of the sacred and the holy. In segment two, they are helped to understand the two major ethical trends of the twentieth century: techno-bureaucratic mass death symbolized by Auschwitz and Hiroshima, and the tradition of non-violent civil disobedience symbolized by Tolstoy, Gandhi and King. In segment three they wrestle with the nature of conscience and relate the question of conscience to conversion/enlightenment. In segment four they encounter films that serve as case studies of the issues raised by Auschwitz and Hiroshima  (obedience vs audacity, doubling and killing to heal). Finally, in segment five, students focus on violence and non-violence and the social ecology of conscience as the culminating themes of the course. 


While many of the films illustrate more than one of the core concepts and/or issues, I have found it pedagogically wise to focus one per film (for example, Casualties of War as a study in obedience vs audacity and Wall Street as a study in doubling) until the end of the course when student’s are asked, in their final project, to do a comprehensive analysis of one film to demonstrate their grasp of this narrative approach to ethics. However, having said this, I would point out that if you need to reduce the number of films you use, one way to do this is to use one film to illustrate more than one conceptual component of the course.

The underlying strategy of the course is to get students to relate three levels of narrative from the textbook to ethical issues presented in the feature films. The three levels are: (1) ancient formative stories from diverse religions (for example the life of the Buddha or the story of Job), (2) the stories of Auschwitz and Hiroshima as case studies in the mass death produced by modern techno-bureaucratic societies and (3) stories of contemporary religious ethical activists like Gandhi and King. The goal is to show through the films that the ethical failures of Auschwitz and Hiroshima are rooted in choices and decisions that appear in a less exaggerated form in everyday life and that the ancient stories have the potential to inspire ethical responses to these failures. The lives of twentieth century saints and heroes such as Gandhi and King are used as examples of such responses.

So, for example, the film Casualties of War is used to illustrate the conflict between obedience and audacity and this is related to the role of unquestioning obedience on the part of the Nazi Doctors in the death camps, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to the book of Job, in which Job has the audacity to put God on trial in the name of justice and the life story of Abraham Joshua Heschel who challenged President Johnston’s Vietnam policy, saying that if God was not beyond question when it comes to issues of justice neither is the president of the United States. In this kind of analysis, the narrative patterns of the sacred and the holy are related to these opposing strategies of obedience and audacity.

One concern a teacher is likely to have is using so much class time to view films. This is a legitimate concern but the answer lies in structuring the course (through the syllabus) so that watching the film becomes an act of studying and learning. The concern here is similar to the concern teachers often have about class discussion – namely, that it will deteriorate into students merely venting and expressing opinions without really having mastered the material and grasped the issues.


A properly structured syllabus can solve both these problems at once. The syllabus must structure each class session so that students are asked to read the relevant portion of the text and relate it to the ethical issues raised by the film in such a way as to be prepared to actively contribute to the discussion of the film in the next class session. I have found that this can be accomplished if the syllabus provides a question that forces the student to relate the readings to the film. Students must answer this question in a one page (double spaced) essay that must be brought to class and turned in for grading. I make it clear that no papers will be accepted outside of  the class session (whether turned in early or late) as the purpose of the assignment is to get them thinking about the issues so they are prepared for discussion. 

When students come to class, they are typically broken up into dyads and/or small groups of four or five students where they are asked to discuss their answers. They may also be given additional questions or activities at the time of discussion. Then after twenty or thirty minutes the class will be called back into a session of the whole to share what has come up in the small groups and to discuss contrasting views. Often issues raised in these discussions will generate short mini-lectures (anywhere from five to twenty minutes but preferably no more than ten or fifteen) from the teacher in order to clarify the material they have been reading and how it relates to the film and to other parts of the course. Such short mini-lectures are also given strategically to introduce a new topic area and relate it to previous areas and areas yet to come. While this pattern is typical, I also depart from it  to vary the rhythm of the course.


The important thing about the structure provided by the syllabus is that it sequentially unfolds and integrates the issues of the course so that for all practical purposes students teach themselves and each other. The teacher serves mainly as an orchestrator and resident expert. Indeed, I find that when I do lecture in this context students are far more attentive because they are actively engaged in the issues raised by the course. When the course is structured correctly by a well designed syllabus it allows the teacher to engage in a kind of Taoist art of  doing by not-doing  (wu wei) or teaching by not-teaching. The teacher becomes invisible. The course teaches itself. I exaggerate of course, but only a little. It is very satisfying to see students claim the course as their own.

What follows is a brief description of some of the active learning techniques we have found work well in the classroom, especially in the small group formats:

Fasching’s Suggestions

Individual Activities – writing and reflecting


If you want to generate discussion that is thoughtful and substantive, pose an issue or a question and ask students to write a short response (two or three sentences). You can then ask students to share their written responses with the whole class. Discussion effortlessly tends to flow from such sharing.

From Dyads to Small groups – comparing and completing


A further development of the above strategy that can be used to explore complex issues that can be itemized into a list of relevant responses is to ask students to answer a question or give an example in writing concerning the subject. Then, after they finish writing, ask them to pair up and come up with a second answer or example. If their answers are different they can copy from each other, if the same, they can brainstorm to come up with the second. Then ask each pair to join another pair and come up with one or two more points. Then solicit one point from each group and write it on the board. (This avoids one group giving all the relevant points and the other’s having nothing left to say.) Finally ask for additional points not already listed. As the points are made you can solicit responses and alternatives and the discussion grows out of this process. This exercise works well for comparing two things – for example the story of Gilgamesh and the story of the Buddha. You can ask for similarities first and then ask for differences.

Small Group Discussions – focused questions

Formulate questions that are placed in the syllabus related to the readings and activities for a specific day and have students either write short responses, answering the question for that day or else be prepared for a short quiz on the question. I generally like these to be broad questions that get them thinking about relationships between diverse elements of their reading assignments (and other materials, like films, when appropriate). Then in class have students break into small groups and share their responses. 

Class Discussions 


I generally prefer students to begin with some kind of writing activity, or a dyad or small group discussion that then ends in a common discussion of the class as a whole. The reasons for this are: (1) it insures that everyone will have to participate, (2) it encourages students to learn from each other, (3) it primes students and gives them self confidence so that they are willing to share their thoughts with the class as a whole when asked to do so.

Role Playing


This is a very useful strategy in ethics, provided it is not overused. It is especially useful in a narrative approach to ethics where you can ask students to play the roles of the characters in the stories and films, then give them a situation in which they have to improvise in relation to each other in their roles. Roles can either be assigned or chosen by the students. I like to give them the option of choosing and even changing roles in the middle of the improvisation.

Use of Film Clips


Sometimes I find it useful to begin a film discussion by giving a short lecture that raises some of the relevant issues regarding the film and then play a series of film clips, showing pivotal scenes from the film, and pausing after each to invite responses to the scenes or to questions that are evoked by the scenes. There are a couple of ways to do this. For a single scene have the video tape positioned at that scene, ready to play. For multiple scenes, use the VCR counter to locate the position of each scene and fast forward to each as needed. Another possibility for multiple scenes is to create a separate tape of selected scenes if you have the equipment for editing such a tape available to you. Care must be taken to remain within the educational fair use guidelines that protect copyrighted material.

deChant’s Suggestions

Response Cards
Always have students bring 3x5 cards to class.  These can be used for short quizzes and written responses.

The Dialogue Decalogue

Require the reading of a short written response to “The Dialogue Decalogue” by Leonard Swidler (in the Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 20:1, Winter 1983). This should be followed by a full class discussion. “The Dialogue Decalogue” can be ordered from the Journal of Ecumenical Studies, Temple University (022-38), Philadelphia, PA 19122) at a very nominal cost.  I devote an entire class period to this.  It harmonizes with the approach we take in the book and supplies what I deem to be necessary ground rules for discussions in religious studies courses that use active learning, especially those that bring students and groups into active dialogue on sensitive (religious and ethical) issues on which there may be strongly opposing views.  Using “The Dialogue Decalogue” in this way helps to maintain order and focus in classes, especially at times (which are rare, if  it is introduced at the beginning of the term) when students shift from the sympathetic study of religious differences into ideological arguments for their personal convictions. 

Assigned Discussion Groups

Establish discussion groups at start of term (use circle, arranged beginning with majors, followed in order by seniors, juniors, freshpersons, sophomores, auditors).  4–5 groups.  Count off 1–4 or 1–5, with groups being formed on basis of common numbers (all 1s all 2s, etc., together).  Maintain groups throughout the term.  Be sure to have exercises that require groups to reach collective decisions and be sure to have discussions and perhaps even debates between groups.  I always have groups elect a leader, a spokesperson, and a scribe.  The leader facilitates the discussion and decisions in the group.  Spokesperson speaks for the group to other groups or to the instructor.  The scribe records written responses of the group when required.  

Bonus Point Strategies: Debate and Competition

It is extremely exciting and a dynamic stimulus to learning to work out strategies that award bonus points (or participation points as part of formal grade) for group success.  This method is not for everyone and requires thoughtful planning and careful (but not too intrusive) classroom management  This can be done by instructor evaluating written responses submitted by groups; groups evaluating others on basis of responses (e.g.: two groups discuss an issue for a very short time, then a third group is called upon to decided which group made the best point; but be sure to rotate the debating groups and evaluating groups, so that e.g. 1 & 3 are not always in debate and 4 is not always evaluating); giving short “objective” quizzes based on the reading or the films, which are taken first individually and then repeated by the group. It is important occasionally (but fairly routinely) to have two groups work together on topics during the term, but be sure to alternate the pairing–e.g. 1&3 work together and 2&4 work together on one project; then, two weeks later, 1& 4 work together and 2&3 work together on a new project or question.  

This strategy does two things: (a) it causes the students to focus on the questions you are asking with incredible intensity, and (b) it causes students to actually talk with one another about questions you deem relevant to the course.  A byproduct of this approach is that it also quite directly exemplifies concepts discussed in the text;  such as passing over and  coming back and hospitality to the stranger. When using this method, I routinely ask students to write short responses to exercises in which groups have to work together, work with other groups, or compete with other groups.   

Dyads

I like to use dyads but be sure to have students change their partner with each dyad event. First I pose a question for individual response, then follow up by dyad or group discussions of the same question.

How To Get Started – Quizzes

I start most class sessions with a question or a short objective quiz based on the readings or the films.  If I use the quiz it is usually 5 (and no more than 10) questions.  Students answer on 3x5 cards. The majority of the questions on any quiz are very easy (most are T/F and multiple choice). Typical questions might be: 

· The life story in this chapter presented the life of _______ (with multiple choice).   

· The hatred referred to in the documentary The Longest Hatred  was the hatred of _______ by ___________ (names of religions with multiple choice options).  

· Reincarnation is part of the ethical system of Islam (w/ T/F).  

· Gandhi was a _______(name of religion).  

I always include at least one or two questions that require the student to have read the chapter carefully; for example: 

· The Brahmanic understanding of the caste system in Hinduism reveals a _____ (with multiple choice, including “sacred society” as one option).

Students who keep up with the reading do quite well but those who do not miss even the easy questions. And those who do not come to class on the film days or do not do the reading at all score very low.  Using this method results in high levels of preparation for every class.  Also, I have noticed a remarkable phenomenon when the routine quiz method is used: not only does attendance increase dramatically but nearly all the students are reading the text and talking about it and the film before class begins (rather than reading the newspaper, studying for a quiz in another course, or dozing).   

After the individual quiz I have  students take the same quiz again in their study group (as noted above).  I then average each student¹s individual grade with their group¹s grade.  Again, what this strategy leads to is active and enthusiastic discussion of the questions and issues that I want them to be thinking about, and moreover, it is a self-teaching strategy, because by the end of the group quiz, nearly every student knows her or his errors and nearly all know the correct answers!  All I did was ask the question.  Kind of Socratic, isn’t it? 

Whether I start off with a quiz or not, I typically pose a general question to focus the attention of the whole class on a special issue or concern. The question (to be answered on the 3x5 card) sets up a variety of learning situations. The questions are to be answered  in only a few words, a couple of sentences at most; yet as you can see, many could generate sizable papers.  So be sure to instruct students that these are to be short answers.

 Here are some sample questions: 

1. General/generic questions:

 a.) In a few words, what was the most important new understanding you 

gained from the reading/film?

 b.) In a few words, how did the reading/film on which you wrote help  you better understand ethical issues faced by you, your community, the contemporary world, etc.?

 c.) How do the characters/events in a film reveal elements (themes, concepts, issues) covered in the reading?

 d.) How does this film relate to elements from another film viewed in the course (similarities, differences, common themes running through the  course, etc.)

2.) More specific questions geared to specific assignments:  

 a.) Give one or two recent examples from current events that reveal people engaging in “newsworthy” actions based on the kind of story they think they are in?

b.) How does the myth of history (discussed in your paper on Dicken’s Christmas Carol) and the myth of liberation (as depicted in Ground Hog Day)  reveal the ways in which different stories can produce similar ethical outcomes (give one or two examples)?

 c.) Note one or two situations based on your current life experience or your understanding of the profession you are planning to enter upon graduation that reveal the social ecology of conscience?

 d.) Give one or two examples in which characters in Do the Right Thing  revealed hospitality to the stranger and one or two where a sacred morality was particularly evident.

 *  And so on:  Be creative, the possibilities are endless (see questions at end of chaps for inspiration and/or build off the essay of the day).

How to build off an opening question
a.) Give students about 5 (no more than 10 minutes) to write responses. You can have students keep the cards when finished or collect them, and thus require that they actually remember what they wrote.  Remember, the answers are to be short.  They are, after all, prompts for the active learning.   At this point a variety of active learning events can transpire (with some questions being better than others depending on the unique qualities of instructors, individual classes, and specific exercises). For example (and note, the options given can be mixed and matched in a variety of ways): 

 a.) call on students to present their responses to the class (as a whole), but only if several students will be called upon in the exercise. Avoid focusing on a single student’s response even if you don’t like it. The key here is to get a lot of responses on the table.  After each presents, call on another student for a comment; then ask the 2nd student for her/his response; and so on.  Move around the class quickly. Call on several students, then do a mini-lecture on the issues and points or pose general question based on the various responses or go to dyadic and/or small group discussions.

 
b.) Dyad immediately and have students discuss their responses (for about 5 minutes), then go around the class and ask one student in the dyad to present the other¹s response to the question or ask students if they have changed their mind’s about their response as result of their discussion, why or why not (you can then follow up by calling on students to explain why or why not or have them write [on 3x5 card] why or why not); or have students write down (on a 3x5 card) the other’s response below their own and then dyad with a new partner, and present both responses to the new partner. After dyadic discussion go to a small group discussion or follow up with mini-lecture.  In dyads it is great to have students introduce themselves to each other (and learn each other’s names); rotate partners with each new dyad event; and circulate during the discussions (listening, adding your ideas, keeping the discussion going if necessary, etc.).  Get involved in the groups but keep your role “low key.”

 
c.) Form small groups for discussion immediately and have students discuss and compare their responses.  Set stage for this with a group assignment, such as: (a) come up with the best response and why (put on 3x5 for group);  (b) come up with at least one other good response besides those offered by individuals in the group; (c) find passages in the textbook that support/enhance/refer to the response and choose the best response. Then have each group leader/spokes person present findings to class as a whole.  Be sure to get each group’s positions on the table before the next step.  The next step can be (a) discussion within each group, (b) debate between groups or (c) a mini-lecture.

Structuring the Syllabus
The syllabus that follows shows how to use Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach in conjunction with contemporary feature films and documentaries in order to create a course in applied comparative religious ethics. The films function as case studies of the ethical issues raised for contemporary society by a study of Auschwitz and Hiroshima – issues of (a) bureaucracy and unquestioning obedience, (b) doubling and (c) narratives of “killing in order to heal,” and parallel ethical responses of (a) audacity, (b) the ecology of conscience and (c) narratives of “hospitality to the stranger.” The films help students to understand how the compromises of everyday life can take them down paths, which, at the extreme, can lead to an Auschwitz or Hiroshima and how such an outcome can be subverted by spiritual paths that nurture an ethic of the holy. 

This manual offers a format that allows students to find a bridge between ancient religious stories and contemporary ethical challenges in the life stories of saints and heroes such as Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., In this section we offer a detailed course syllabus as a model of how comparative religious ethics can be taught using story and film. What follows provides an illustration of how a film course can be organized using our textbook. The level of detail included here is provided for you as instructor. You may wish to reduce the detail in versions prepared for students. We hope you will use this syllabus as a working model to be adapted to your own educational context and that you will modify this syllabus and invent additional options to suite your own needs.


Please Note: In addition to this manual being available on the Blackwell website (http://www.blackwellpublishers.co.uk/fasching) you will find references to additional resources we have placed on the website for possible use in your classes. Also we invite teachers to submit materials and lessons plans for posting on the website for the use of other films and teaching strategies that they find work well in a course such as this. Lastly, you will find on the website instructions on how to contact the authors with questions and suggestions.

New Resources:  As this teacher’s manual was being prepared two new resources appeared that might well be used in the type of course we propose: (1) a book, Nonviolence for the Third Millennium, edited by G. Simon Harak, S.J. (Mercer University Press, 2000) and (2) a Public Broadcasting System three hour documentary series, A Force More Powerful: A Century of Nonviolent Conflict, narrated by Ben Kingsley, written and produced by Steve York ©2000, York Zimmerman, Inc. & WETA, Washington D.C. Both a book and the video series by this title are available by calling 1-800-343-4747) or writing: A Force More Powerful, VideoFinders, 4401 Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90027. 

Sample Syllabus

Comparative Religious Ethics through Story and Film

In this course you will be asked to analyze contemporary ethical issues as portrayed in films such as Casualties of War, Crimes and Misdemeanors and Wallstreet. In analyzing these films we shall attempt to apply both (1) the wisdom of religious traditions (East and West) as presented through certain great religious stories as well as (2) ethical insights learned from an analysis of modern history and society in the light of the tragic events of Auschwitz and Hiroshima. We will explore contemporary ethical issues in cross-cultural perspective, analyzing the role that religious experiences, narratives and communal life play in either promoting or inhibiting the ethical transformation of consciousness and behavior. In this context we will analyze and evaluate the appearance of a contemporary cross-cultural ethic associated with the names of Tolstoy, Gandhi and King – a non-violent ethic of human dignity, human rights and human liberation which has emerged largely in response to the two greatest horrors of twentieth century — Auschwitz and Hiroshima.

Required Reading

Comparative Religious Ethics: A Narrative Approach by Darrell J. Fasching & Dell deChant  

Requirements and Grading

1. Eight page paper on Ground Hog Day and Dicken’s Christmas Carol, 100 points

2. Eight page paper on film of your choice, 100 points.

3. Three to five page autobiographical sketch, graded S/U

4. One page responses to “Questions” in the syllabus, 100 points.

5. Class attendance and participation, 100 points.

1&2: 
This course meets the University writing requirement. You will have to write two ethical evaluations of films:  (1) comparing Ground Hog Day and Dicken’s Christmas Carol and (2) one other film of your choice (a dramatic film of your choice, not a documentary) from among those viewed in the course. Each essay will count for 100 points. All essays must be eight pages long, typed (10 or 12 point type), double spaced with one inch margins all around. These essays must be stapled. No loose pages or covers will be accepted. 

Each essay will be an ethical analysis that will require that you apply what you have learned in the lectures, readings, other films we have seen, and from our class discussions (as well as the wisdom you have acquired in your own life), to the ethical analysis of particular films. You will be given a set of guidelines for writing these papers and a set of criteria by which they will be graded.

3: Finally, you will have to write a three to five page autobiographical sketch, which will be graded S/U. However, you will receive an incomplete for the course if it is not handed in. Instructions will be given in class. 

4&5: Your grades will be based on evidence of preparation for class, class participation and on written assignments. All assignments must be read before the date they appear in the syllabus. All students will be expected to write a one page essay answering the specific question designated for each class period as found in the syllabus. The question follows the word “Question” in your syllabus. Whenever this appears, you must be prepared to turn in your essay for that class period. These questions will help you prepare for class discussion. Your essays will be worth a total of one hundred points toward your final grade. Assignments must be handed in during class. Neither early or late assignments will be accepted.

A variety of approaches will be used in dealing with the materials in this course. We will seek to have a balanced mixture of films, lectures and discussions, debates, storytelling, role playing, etc. This course is about understanding your own ethical traditions and learning from those of others. 
There will be no exams in this course. I am not interested in what you can memorize but rather in your critical reactions to the readings and issues as they develop in conversation with your peers in the classroom. This means that it is especially important to come to class and to come prepared for discussion. To do that you will have to keep up with the assigned readings. And since the classroom experience is essential to this course all students are expected to attend all class sessions. Students are allowed to miss three classes without penalty (except those noted as “mandatory”). If you miss more than three classes your final grade will be affected. Class attendance and participation will count for a total of 100 points toward your grade. Every day missed beyond the allowed three will mean a loss of four points. You do not need to request permission to be absent for religious holidays or medical reasons unless your absences exceed the three allowed to everyone.

The total possible points for the course will be 400. Total points of 360 and above = A, 320 and above = B, 280 and above = C, 240 and above = D, and less than 240=F. 

Course Outline & Assignments
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.

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 by the same title.

· 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? 

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 lectures and class discussions in relation to the readings. Also documentary on Hiroshima, followed by lecture and discussion. 
Day 3: Documentaries: The Longest Hatred (on anti-Semitism) and The Music of Auschwitz (on the gas chambers of Auschwitz) followed by lecture and discussion of the history of Christian anti-Judaism as an example of a “sacred story” and its role in creating the anti-Semitism that led to the Holocaust. 
Day 4: Documentary on Hiroshima and the decision to drop the first atomic bomb and a discussion of the ethical challenges raised by both Auschwitz and Hiroshima.

· Question: What are the ethical challenges posed to contemporary society by a study of Auschwitz and Hiroshima? (The questions assigned are to be answered in a one page essay meant to prepare you to engage in class discussion.)

III. 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 3.

· 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.” 

Day 5: Woody Allen’s film, Crimes and Misdemeanors 

Day 6: Discussion of the film in relation to the story of Jacob wrestling with the stranger

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

Week 4: Wrestling with One’s Conscience and the Stranger 

· Read: Chapter Three, 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?  

Day 7: Discussion of wrestling with the stranger, using the stories of Gilgamesh and also the Jacob-Esau. 
· Question: 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 8: Show documentary on The Trial of Socrates and discuss Socratic ethics as the way of surrender to the God who compels doubt and questioning. 

· Discussion: (1)How does 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?

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 4, 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.

Day 9: Film: Groundhog Day
Day 10: Discussion of Groundhog Day.
· 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? 

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, 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 Dicken’s 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)?

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, Dicken’s Christmas Carol
Day 12: Discussion of Christmas Carol

· 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.

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, if included) (See handout of guidelines. See web site for reading on Augustine). Due in one week.

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.

Day 13: Questionnaire on ethics and obedience and film The Rapture.

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

· 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?

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 and also selected sayings (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?

Day 15: Film: Casualties of War
Day 16: Scenes from film Gandhi followed by discussion of Casualties of War in relation to the story cited by Clavell

· 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 ?

Essay Assignment # 2

Write an autobiographical sketch modeled on the story of Scrooge in Dicken’s Christmas Carol. In this sketch relate 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. 

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? 

Day 17:  Film: Wall Street
Day 18: Discussion

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

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

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

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

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

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

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 for guidelines)

Day 20: Film, Do the Right Thing

Week 11:

Day 21: Discussion of  Do the Right Thing
· 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 explain 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. 

Week 11: Justice and a Feminist Ethics 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 an ethic of care that enables 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 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? 
Day 22: Film: The Long Walk Home
Week 12:

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

· Question: How does The Long Walk Home illustrate the elements of audacity and relationality embodied in a feminist ethic of care?
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: Show the documentary Weapons of the Spirit, then show Bill Moyer’s interview with the director, Pierre Sauvage and then engage the students in discussion. 

Day 24: Documentary, Weapons of the Spirit
Week 13:

Day 25: Discussion of Weapons of the Spirit

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

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” (an adaptation of a short story by Tolstoy), followed by class discussion.

· 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: Tolstoy’s Story of Martin the Cobbler


A story about hospitality to the stranger.

 
Also, final comments and course evaluation
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