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Rationale

In the west there is a long and rich tradition of rational reflection upon the nature and value of
religious belief, and within the Christian tradition the creative tension between faith and rationality,
religion and philosophy, has been particularly productive. Over the last century and a half,
philosophical reflection on the meaning, structure and epistemological status of religious faith claims
has been particularly intense, so much so that no intellectually credible contemporary theology can
afford to avoid such debates. These units give students of theology the opportunity to familiarise
themselves with both traditional problems in the philosophy of religion, as well as some of the latest
debates in the field. In this context, students are invited to consider three types of philosophical issues:
(a) those which are raised within and during the unit of theological reflection; (b) those which are
raised by discipline of theology itself; as well as more generally (c) those which are raised concerning
the phenomenon of religious experience per se.

Relation to Program

This unit plays a valuable role within the programs of the BCT in helping undergraduate students to
understand, and postgraduate students to explore at some depth, the philosophical underpinnings of
theological reflection as pursued elsewhere in their program, and to reflect upon the phenomena of
religious experience and faith. This is particularly valuable given the increasingly hermeneutical
approach taken by recent theological discourse, and the sustained dialogue that this has opened
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between theology and philosophy. The unit therefore provides a useful companion to a range of units
in other fields, including: B74054 Feminist Studies in Theology, C74043 Introduction to Moral
Theology, C74240 Doctrine and Truth after Modernity, and C74080 Contemporary Christian
Spirituality.

Aims

The unit aims to give students of theology the opportunity to confront some major issues within
traditional and contemporary philosophy of religion, and thereby to provide useful philosophical
background for an insightful and intellectually credible theology and spirituality. Undergraduate
students are encouraged to recognise and reflect upon traditional and some current debates in the
philosophy of religion, through engaging with a range of secondary works and key primary texts.
Postgraduate students are further enabled to recognise the distinctive voices of major figures in the
history of philosophical reflection on theology, through sustained direct encounter with key primary
texts and with a focus on two issues in particular. In this way, the unit seeks to enrich students’ studies
in theology, and to prepare them for further work in philosophy and philosophical theology, that they
may wish to pursue.

Learning Outcomes

On the successful completion of this unit, the student will be able to:

1. | Demonstrate a developed understanding and appreciation of the significance of two major issues
in the philosophy of religion.

2. | Critically discuss and evaluate the differing arguments of philosophers concerning such issues,
and in this way demonstrate a developed understanding and appreciation of the distinctive
responses to these issues developed by key figures and schools of thought in recent philosophy of
religion.

3. | Demonstrate a proficiency in dealing with both the primary texts themselves, as well as major
secondary works dealing with these authors.

4. | Apply a range of independent research skills.

Content

The unit is divided into five sections, as outlined below. The following list gives a sample of topics
addressed. While undergraduates and postgraduates are introduced to the same basic topics, the latter
are required to delve into each topic at greater depth (see below).

1. Arguments for and against the ® Design arguments

existence of God e Cosmological arguments

® Ontological argument(s)

® Value arguments

2. Models of God e Traditional theism

Deism

Pantheism

Panentheism

Process theology

3. Religious discourses Three theological discourses: katophatic, apophatic,

hyperontic

Medieval analogy approach

Language game approach (Wittgenstein et al)

Evocation approach (Ramsey, de Pater)

4. God and the problem of evil Defining evil and suffering

Epicurus’ statement of the problem
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¢ Five traditions of theodicy: Classical, Neoplatonic,
Augustinian, Irenaean and Process

5. Religious experience ® Defining religious experience

® Varieties of religious experience

e The problem of interpretation

e The value of religious experiences for others

Organisation and Teaching Strategies

Each week a 2 hour (2x 50 min) lecture is given to the postgraduate and undergraduate students
concurrently. These lectures introduce the major themes of the unit and flesh out some of the more
important debates involved. While these lectures are fairly introductory in nature, frequent asides (of a
content and bibliographical nature) are made for the benefit of postgraduate students which indicate
directions for possible further research. Lecture notes, distributed each week, contain sections dealing
specifically with postgraduate content concerns.

During the third hour, postgraduates meet separately for the tutorial in which set readings that deal
with the previous week’s topic, are discussed. In addition to tutorial readings shared with
undergraduates, postgraduate students typically have 4-6 additional readings, compiled in a separate
“book of readings”, and which are discussed in conjunction with the shared material. These additional
readings are generally primary texts that deal with either a current scholarly debate and/or with
primary historical texts in the philosophy of religion (in translation where applicable). Three times a
semester, postgraduate students also participate in a postgraduate colloquium in which students
discuss current research, and are given guidance on suitable further reading.

In addition to the 3 hour face-to-face mode, all students are encouraged to make use of electronic
means of communication with the lecturer and with other enrolled students. From 2005, it is envisaged
that the unit webpage will incorporate a link to either a closed list serve facility or a weekly chat room
facility for students wishing to discuss the readings or current research.

Assessment
Type of assessment No of | Weighting | Due Learning
words %0 date | Outcomes
covered
1. | Commentary on Scholarly Debate: 3000 40% TBA 1,2 and 3

The commentary essay is designed to stretch the
postgraduate student’s grasp of one major issue
in contemporary philosophy of religion with
reference to two scholarly articles (or book
chapters) which engage the same issue while
coming to contrasting conclusions. Excepting
lecturer approval, one of the articles should be
taken from the postgraduate book of readings.
The issue chosen should be clearly distinct from
the major essay. The essay should: (a) provide
an outline of the problem being wrestled with by
the authors, and why it is considered an
important issue; (b) introduce the two articles,
broadly outlining the contrasting arguments of
each; (c) highlight and critically analyse the
main steps in the case being put by the
respective authors, and the main conclusions
they respectively reach; and (d) state where the
student currently sits in terms of the issues
raised by the articles. The essay is written in the
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Type of assessment No of | Weighting Due Learning

words % date | Outcomes
covered
student’s own time during the semester, and is to
be submitted before or on the final night of
lectures.
2. Major essay: 4500 60 1,2, 3,
The student is to research more deeply and then and 4

critically discuss one clearly defined
philosophical problem at issue in contemporary
philosophy of religion, and present his/her work
in a well-structured and coherent essay. The
issue chosen must be clearly distinct from that
considered in the comparative essay. While an
extensive list of research topics is provided,
students are encouraged to frame a research
question of their own which emerges out of their
reading. The higher standards of scholarship
expected of postgraduate students are indicated
in the wording of the objectives (above). The
essay is written in the student’s own time, and is
submitted during or before the exam block.

Generic Attributes

e The ability to apply critical reasoning to issues through independent thought and informed
judgement.

e Willingness to deal with ambiguity and to initiate and participate in change as appropriate.

e The ability to collect, analyse and organise information and ideas and to convey those ideas
clearly and fluently, in both written and spoken forms.

e The ability to collect, analyse and organise information and ideas and to convey those ideas
clearly and fluently, in both written and spoken forms.

¢ Consolidation and adaptation of academic skills and knowledge acquired in previous
undergraduate and postgraduate studies.

e The ability to work and learn independently.

e Development of skills underpinning scholarly discourse in philosophy and theology.

e Development of skills needed to undertake significant graduate-level research in philosophy and
theology.

Bibliography

Textbooks
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Academic & General Resource Requirements
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