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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1College of Arts and Letters

Department of Humanities, Arts, and Religion
REL 421C:Seminar in Christianity

AUGUSTINE’S CONVERSIONS

Spring, 2009

M 3 - 5:30
3 credit hours

Professor: Jason BeDuhn, Ph.D.
Phone: 523-8892

Office: Riles 107 
e-mail: jason.beduhn@nau.edu

Office hours: MW 3:30-4:30


Course Description
Augustine of Hippo, “the second founder of the faith,” is one of the most pivotal figures in Christian history, essential to both the Catholic and Protestant traditions of Western Christianity.  This course is designed to trace his evolution as a thinker, a leader, and as a self over the course of half a century.  Our guide for much of this exploration will be his own autobiographical Confessions. Through its narrative, we will trace Augustine’s north African origins, his early education and life, and his first “conversion,” to the intellectual pursuit of truth, at the age of 19.  We will then follow him into the religious community where he thought the pursuit of truth could best be pursued: the Manichaean Church.  We will examine its appeal for and influence on Augustine, and seek to understand why he ultimately abandoned the Manichaean faith.  We will then chart his second “conversion,” to Platonism and Catholicism, in his early thirties.  We will grapple with the discrepancies between the account he gives in the Confessions and the evidence of his writings from the time of his conversion.  We will consider the character of “conversion,” and the process of self-reconstruction that follows such a decision.  Through the first two decades of his own writings, he will watch the development of his thought, his response to the ever-present Manichaean alternative, and his emerging role as a leader of African Catholicism.  This path will finally lead us back to the Confessions to see it as it really is: not an account of Augustine’s self as it was in the times described in the narrative, but a constructed past fitted to his self as it finally shaped itself at the time of writing the Confessions.  Augustine described himself as someone who evolves in the act of writing, and we will explore how that can be seen in his case, and what it means for the fluidity and constructedness of human selfhood.  In the process of this exploration, the course offers a thorough examination of key issues in religious thought: the nature of God, the problem of evil, the issue of free will and grace, ethical foundations, the status and interpretation of sacred scripture, the respective roles of belief and practice, and the character of conversion.

Course Objectives
In the process of participating in this course, students will have an opportunity to develop, and to demonstrate ability in, critical reading and critical thinking in response to some of the foundational theological literature of the Western Christian tradition.  By approaching the writings of Augustine in the context of alternatives to his positions, the student will be able to assess strengths and weaknesses in those positions, and consider the consequences of Augustine’s intellectual choices for Christian belief and practice.  As outcomes of active participation in this course,  students will

(1) be able to identify major themes and core issues in Christian theology (critical reading), to reflect sufficiently on their own distance from the world of the text to formulate questions of understanding (critical thinking), and to communicate their insights and questions in a clear and concise manner (effective writing and effective oral communication);

(2) be able to express their own reactions to ideas and arguments of early Christian leaders, and reflect upon the factors of distance (in time, circumstance, culture, social norms, even physics) that produce varying degrees of comfort or discomfort with the material (basic to cultural understanding);

(3) be able to demonstrate a grasp of basic concepts, and facility with basic tools, in religious studies (knowledge of the field);

(4) be able to identify issues in the academic field of religious studies (critical reading), compare and assess proposals and arguments of interpretation (critical thinking), and effectively communicate the process and conclusions of their own investigations (effective writing);

Course Format
The course will be conducted in a seminar format, requiring in-depth preparation and full, active participation in every class session.  In a seminar, the professor and students are partners in an intellectual investigation where new insights are to be expected from the confluence of their different perspectives on the course material.

Required Texts
Augustine, The Confessions (Penguin, 1961).

Augustine, Earlier Writings (Westminster/John Knox, 1979).

Augustine, Writings against the Manichaeans and Donatists (NPNF 1.4) (Eerdmans).

E. Stump & N. Kretzmann, Cambridge Companion to Augustine (Cambridge, 2001).

Phillip Cary, Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self (Oxford, 2000)

A. D. Nock, Conversion (Johns Hopkins, 1998)

[ON RESERVE: Augustine, Against the Academics (Paulist, 1978)]

Class Calendar
UNIT 1: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF AUGUSTINE’S CONVERSIONS
Week One -- Jan 18


Wednesday
Introduction to the course

Week Two -- Jan 23

Conversion in the Ancient World: Nock, 1-271
Week Three -- Jan 30

Coexistence and Competition among the Religions of North Africa; the Circumstances of the Confessions

Augustine – Growing Up: Confessions 1-2; Companion, 8-25

UNIT 2: AUGUSTINE THE MANICHAEAN
Week Four -- Feb 6

The First Conversion and the Attractions of Manichaeism: Confessions 3

Augustine’s Manichaeism: Confessions 4; Morals of the Manichaeans 10-20

Week Five -- Feb 13

Faustus: Confessions 5; Against Faustus (selections)

Scepticism and Spiritual Exile: Confessions 6

Week Six -- Feb 20

Milan: Platonism & Catholicism: Confessions 7; Cary 9-44
essay 1 due; discussion

Week Seven -- Feb 27

Overcoming Scepticism: Against the Academics; Companion, 159-170 
Conversion: Confessions 8; Morals of the Catholic Church 31-35, Companion 171-185
UNIT 4: AUGUSTINE – PHILOSOPHER AND MISSIONARY
Week Eight -- Mar 6

A New God – A New Man?: The Good Life, Confessions 9; Companion 71-90; Cary 45-60

Mapping the Soul:  Soliloquies; Cary 63-104

Week Nine -- Mar 13

Explaining Evil: On Free Will (books 1 & 2); On the Morals of the Manichaeans 1-9; Companion 40-48, 124-147; Cary 105-114 
What makes a religion work?: On True Religion; On the Morals of the Catholic Church 1-30

SPRING BREAK:  Mar 20-24

Week Ten -- Mar 27

The place of faith: The Usefulness of Belief; Companion, 26-39
essay 2 due; discussion

Week Eleven -- Apr 3

Self-unity & self-responsibility: On the Two Souls; Companion 116-123 
The unexpected challenge: Against Fortunatus
UNIT 5: INVENTING THE INNER SELF
Week Twelve -- Apr 10

Exegesis: Against the Fundamental Epistle; Confessions 11-13; Against Faustus (selections); Companion, 59-70, 103-115

The Plot Thickens: On Free Will (Book 3); Cary 115-124;  To Simplician 
Week Thirteen -- Apr 17

How One Becomes What One Is: The Constructedness of the Confessions

The Remembered Self: Confessions 10, Companion 148-158; Cary 125-139
Week Fourteen -- Apr 24

The Divided Self: Companion 205-233; Cary 140-145
The Consequences of Augustinianism

Week Fifteen -- May 1

Research Presentations

Wednesday, May 10: Research Papers Due

Evaluation of Student Performance
1. An “empathy-experiment”essay assessing the strengths and weaknesses of Manichaeism as a religious system in the ancient world, showing facility with religious studies concepts, categories, and modes of analysis: 200 points.

2. A “critical analysis” essay on the question of Augustine’s conversion – from what, to what? – showing close reading and avoidance of anachronism and teleological constructs of history: 200 points.

3. A research paper on a topic chosen by the student in consultation with the professor: 400 points.

4. Discussion leadership, assessed for preparation, organization, clarity, and facilitation of discussion: 200 points.

Your final grade in the course will be determined according to the following point scale:
900-1000
= A

800-899 
= B

700-799
= C

600-699
= D

599 and below = F
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