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Undergraduate 
Upper-Level Theology 
Course Descriptions 

Fall 2020 
 
 
TOP: The Bible as Literature Dr. Ruth Anolik 
THL 2490-001 TR 8:30 – 9:45 am 
  

  The Bible represents many things to its many readers:  moral guidance, history, science, spirituality, 
religion, ritual. The Bible is also a great work of literature, presenting powerful and complex figures, 
and unfolding narratives filled with love and hate, despair and exaltation. In this course we will explore 
the Bible as a literary text, embarking upon the approach outlined in Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical 
Narrative, and applying the approach to selected biblical readings. Additionally, we will consider literary 
texts that situate themselves within the canon of biblical literature, texts that retell some of the most 
profound stories in the Bible.  We will begin with the biblical stories of the first human family: Adam, 
Eve, Cain and Abel, and then read Mark Twain’s whimsical Diaries of Adam and Eve. The theme of 
family tensions – and of social tensions – between the young and the old reappears in the biblical story 
of Abraham and Isaac, and in the retelling by the Israeli poet Yehudah Amichai: “The Real Hero.”  
Turning to the book of Exodus, we will read a number of responses to the story of the Hebrews’ escape 
from Egypt:  the Gospel songs, “Go Down Moses” and “Wade into the Water”; Laura Range’s poem, 
“Horse and Rider.”  Before leaving the Hebrew Bible, we will read the complicated story of David the 
king and Jonathan the prince, considering a queer-theory approach to this story. We will also read the 
shocking biblical account of the scandalous dynasty of king Ahab.  Turning to the Christian Bible we 
will read the story of Susannah (Apocrypha; Catholic Bible – Daniel 13), a surprisingly contemporary 
tale. Next, we will consider literary approaches to the story of Jesus: T.S. Eliot’s poem, “Journey of the 
Magi”; Sylvia Plath’s “Mary’s Song”;  A.S. Byatt’s short story “Christ in the House of Martha and 
Mary.”  We will also consider the complications and challenges of Jesus’s parables , following the 
argument of Levine’s Short Stories by Jesus. We will end the semester with an African American text 
that powerfully invokes myriad biblical allusions and themes: Gloria Naylor’s novel Mama Day.  Most 
biblical readings will be accompanied by the writings of scholars, most notably Robert Alter, Richard 
Friedman, and Harold Bloom.  As we read the literary and scholarly responses to the Bible, we will 
consider how they rework, challenge and illuminate the literature of the original biblical narratives.   
     
THM: Catholics as Cultural & Political 
Insiders 

Dr. Massimo Faggioli 

THL 2900-001 MW 1:30 – 2:45 pm 

  This course will examine the growth of the Catholic Church in the history of the United States. After 
a brief introduction on the diversity of roots in American Catholicism, the course will focus on the history 
of this community from the minority, immigrant Church of the 18th and 19th century to the Catholic 
Church in the USA as the single, largest Church in the country today. The social and political views of 
Catholics will be the primary focus. In the semester during the 2020 presidential campaign and election 
and with close attention to current developments, students will develop an understanding of the different 
ethnic experiences and the development of the role of Catholicism in the changing social landscape of 
United States, with a particular emphasis on the social and political engagement of Catholics in the USA 
in the period between the Civil War, the 20th century, and today . 
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Pastoral Care of the Sick Dr. Timothy Brunk 
THL 3450-001 TR  4:00 – 5:15 pm 

 
  In its mission statement, Villanova University commits itself to “concern for the common good” 
and a “vigorous and respectful pursuit of truth and wisdom in every area of humanity.”  The mission 
statement further emphasizes the importance of “service experiences” and “compassion for the 
suffering.”  The Department of Theology and Religious Studies in turn commits itself to the pursuit of 
“a distinctively Augustinian way of knowing and loving God and neighbor that is holistic, integrative, 
and transformational.” 
  “Pastoral Care of the Sick” is a course being offered in response to these ideals.  The course will 
begin with a treatment of the theological understanding of the sacrament of the anointing of the sick, 
including reading of primary texts on pastoral care from the Roman Catholic Church.  The course will 
continue with a pastoral-theological exploration of the entire range of care provided to the ill and 
dying.  The course will conclude with an examination of the spirituality of caregivers, specifically     
Christian nurses and other Christian medical professionals.  The course thus seeks not only to ground 
students in the Catholic pastoral / theological tradition of care for those who are ill but also seeks in a 
special way to prepare pre-med and nursing students at Villanova for the gifts and challenges that 
await them in their chosen careers. 
 
THM: Mary, Mother of God & the Saints Dr. Jessica Murdoch 
THL 3790-001 TR 10:00 – 11:15 am 

 
 Exploration of issues of theological nature.  
 
THM: Theology, Capital, & Injustice Professor Gregory Grimes 
THL 3790-002 TR 11:30-12:45 pm 
   Diversity 1; Peace and Justice  

 
In the present course, we will explore what theology has to offer by way of a critique of capitalism, 

as manifested historically and in the present, with a focus on recognizing, understanding, and undoing 
the structural injustices endemic to its logic and systems. Christianity’s ‘preferential option for the poor’ 
and vision of the ‘reign of God’, based upon Jesus of Nazareth’s life and ministry, as well as 
Catholicism’s holistic worldview, offer a fundamental reproach to the flawed anthropological 
assumptions of capitalism, as a political and economic system; while offering alternative ordering 
principles, orientation, and living witness to a truly just vision of society, marked by love of God, 
neighbor, and all creation. We will engage thinkers who offer fundamental insights as to the violence, 
exploitation, and systemic abuse of power, essential to capitalism; linking these insights to real-world 
examples of how this affects all people, but especially the oppressed and marginalized; while envisioning 
and experimenting with socially just models and understandings that can bring about authentic societal 
transformation.  
 
THM: Church Architecture & Worship Dr. Bernard Prusak 
THL 3790-003 MW 1:30 – 2:45 pm 

 
The earliest Christians celebrated the Lord’s Supper or breaking of bread in homes. During the 

fourth century, in the West, they began to build churches in the Roman style called basilica. In Rome, 
some basilicas were erected over the site of the house in which the community had earlier assembled. 
Later centuries saw the rise of Romanesque and then Gothic architecture. After the Reformation, 
Baroque architecture emerged. The nineteenth century gave rise to the Gothic revival, exemplified by 
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the Villanova University church. In exploring church architecture, art, and music, this course will 
reflect on the theology and the historical and cultural contexts that shaped the liturgical celebration of 
each age. The ever-changing contexts will lead to asking how contemporary Christian worship should 
be embodied in architecture, art, and music. 
 
Ethics of Life & Death  Professor John Groch 
THL 4200-100 T 6:10 – 8:50 pm 

 
  Students will examine contemporary medical-moral issues, especially as they impact both the 
student's life and society at large.  Through critical reflection and informed discussion about these 
issues on both a theoretical and practical level, the student will develop a personal stance toward each 
issue.  In addition to shaping informed and responsible personal conclusions, social policies will also 
be evaluated.  Early in the course, students will acquire an understanding of key concepts necessary for 
analyzing issues clearly and comprehensively.  Issues treated include abortion, treatment of 
handicapped infants, death and the dying process (including physician-assisted suicide), organ 
transplants, genetic engineering/reproductive technologies, and human experimentation.  Special 
attention will be directed to  
holistic health care and the internal, natural capacity for self-healing. 

   In addition to attending class lectures, course work includes readings, class discussion, written 
examinations (2), paper(s), weekly discussion board entries, guest lecturers and video presentations. 
 
Required Reading:    Panicola, Michael, et al..  An Introduction to Health Care Ethics.  Winona, 

MN: St. Mary’s Press, 2007. 
Tolstoy, Leo.  The Death of Ivan Ilyich.  New York: Bantam Books, any 
edition. 
Albom, Mitch.  Tuesdays with Morrie.  New York:  Doubleday, any edition. 
Cousins, Norman.  Anatomy of an Illness.  New York: Bantam Books, any ed. 

 
THM: Stewardship of Creation Fr. Arthur Purcaro, O.S.A. 
THL 4490-001 TR 8:30 – 9:45 am 
Peace and Justice 
 

 

This course presents Catholic Social Teaching on the environment, centering on Pope Francis’ 
Encyclical Laudato Si, “On Care for our Common Home”.   We will treat the Sustainable 
Development Goals identified by the community of nations and how achieving them depends highly 
on an ethos of sustainable living. We will consider the particularly Augustinian contribution to this 
topic.  The course follows the methodology employed in the Encyclical: See-Judge-Act; and 
encourages involvement in sustainability activity by students. 
 
THM: Wisdom of Sufism Dr. Yasemin Akis 
THL 4990-002 TR 10:00 – 11:15 am 
Arab and Islamic Studies  

 
“Come, come, whoever you are, wanderer, worshiper, lover of leaving, it doesn't matter.” 

Rumi 
 

Sufism is a mystical belief and practice in which murids (committed one) seek to find the truth of 
divine love and knowledge through direct personal experience of God. This course offers an introduction 
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to the Sufi thought and culture through the lives and teachings of Sufi thinkers such as Rumi, Yunus 
Emre, Haci Bektas-i Veli, and Ibn Arabi. Sufi literature’s most influential works will be considered 
through sample materials and the lives of their writers. During the course we will examine the central 
concepts of Sufism such as tasawwuf, murid, dervish, pir and sama. The class considers the Sufism’s 
conceptualization about the development of the self in its philosophical roots. 
 
THM: Religious Traditions of the Middle East Dr. Yasemin Akis  
THL 4990-003  TR  1:00 – 2:15 pm 
Arab and Islamic Studies 

 
    Understanding the modern Middle East is almost impossible without first developing an 

appreciation for the importance of its diverse religious traditions, and the role that religionhas played in 
the development of the region since antiquity. This course examines the many ways that religion has 
functioned in Middle Eastern societies, beginning with ancient, pre-Islamic practices, such as the 
Zoroastrian religion of the Persian Empire, the development of Judaism among the ancient Israelites, 
and the spread of Christianity in the eastern Roman Empire. Of special interest will be the rise of Islam 
in the seventh century, and the development of unique and localized Islamic traditions in the rapidly 
expanding Arab empires of the medieval period. The class will focus on such themes as the differences 
between Sunni and Shia Islam, the position of non-Muslim minorities in Islamic history. The class will 
conclude by looking closely at the many ways religion is practiced in the Middle East today, from the 
official secularism of states like Turkey, to the post-revolutionary religious politics of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran. 
 
THM: Sports and Spirituality Dr. Edward Hastings 
THL 4990-004 TR  4:00 – 5:15 pm 

 
Fr. Thomas Keating states, “Everything in the universe is meant to be a reminder of God’s 

presence.” This course would like to take Fr. Keating at his word and attempt to look to the world of 
sports as a locus for discovering the presence of God in our midst. Sports are a significant aspect of the 
American culture, extremely popular and always revelatory. This course will explore and evaluate the 
various aspects of the sports experience (participants, coaches, fans, officials) as vehicles to help us 
connect more deeply with God. 
 
THM: Contemplate, Create, Repeat Dr. Margaret Mell 
THL 4990-100 M  6:10 – 8:50 pm 

 
Most of us have heard about contemplative (or meditative) spiritual practices. Creative spiritual 

practices are becoming more common as people begin to experience the real presence of the Spirit in 
their everyday lives. They inspire (Latin root: inspirare, breathe in) every element of our lives. 

Both contemplative and creative practices bring our awareness and attention to Beauty that lies 
underneath the surface of all aspects of our everyday lives—including our academic studies. 
Contemplative and creative practices enliven qualities of our being and doing that bring life and new 
energy into all our “usual” activities—they can become acts of prayer that help our attention and 
awareness deepen, broaden, and become more integrated into everything that matters to us and the 
world around us as our paths of life continue to unfold—during and after our study programs here, at 
Villanova. 
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Course Segment Descriptors 
1. In-class meetings for this course will be retreat-like in nature.  
2. Required reading comments and conversations, and, contemplative practice session sharings will 

take place online (BlackBoard) for the duration of our course.  
3. Reflection papers will be uploaded to BlackBoard at regular intervals.  
4. A final creative project using the expressive arts will be presented at the close of the course.  
Learning Goals 

Students will  
1. learn contemplative practices that can be adapted and incorporated into their daily lives.  
2. learn, work, and play with various creative practices.  
3. learn and practice reflective and lectio divina styles of reading, writing, gazing, listening.  
4. create a particular expressive arts project that she/he will present to the class at the close of the 

semester.  
Class Meeting Requirements 
1. This course is an intensive seminar.  
2. There are no excused absences for in-class meetings—no exceptions.  
3. Check the in-class course day/date/time parameters to be absolutely certain you can attend all in-

class meetings before registering for this class. 
Examples of the Expressive Arts: music, dance, poetry, some genre of prose, painting, 
drawing/sketching, pastels, collaging, photography, videography… the instructor is open to receive, 
discuss with you, and approve your creative suggestions.      
 
THM: Black Theology and Black Power  Dr. Timmy Lucky  
THL 5000-001 MW  4:30 – 5:45 pm 
   Peace & Justice; Diversity 1; Africana Studies  

 
Even as a Christian Nation, The United States engages in a long-standing practice of the production 

and consumption of “Racist Ideas.”  In this course, we will explore the implications of “Racist Ideas” 
historically imbedded within the American legal system and government policies.  We will juxtapose those 
ideas and practices against the backdrop of American/African-American History.  We will examine how 
Christianity and the United States Justice System have been used as a means to justify slavery and the recurring 
discriminatory practices that are still seen today.  As we study together, we will engage the Bible, historical 
literature, visual art and films to explore key topics from a Theological perspective (to include: racism, antiracism 
and humanity).   
 
THM: Do Black Lives Matter to G-d? Dr. Naomi Washington Leapheart 
THL 5000-100 W  6:10 – 8:50 pm 
   Peace & Justice; Diversity 1; Africana Studies  

 
Has God sanctioned #BlackLivesMatter? Would Jesus protest the killings of Michael Brown, 

Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, Eric Garner, Rekia Boyd, or Aiyana Stanley-Jones? How should people of 
Christian faith respond to Black protest? In this course, we will attempt to construct a Divine argument 
for resistance to racialized violence and oppression. To do this, we will engage the biblical text and the 
texts of historical narrative, literature, poetry, music, visual art, and film to explore key theological 
topics, including sin, suffering, and salvation. As we center the perspectives of Black, womanist, 
mujerista, queer, and Native theologians, scholars, organizers, artists, and activists, we will seek to 
discover a theological framework for the contemporary Movement for Black Lives. Ultimately, we will 
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seek to be empowered by this framework, integrating it with our own faith and practice in order to live 
into the prophetic call to do justice. 
 
 
THM: Religion, Aliens, & Monsters Dr. Jose Irizarry 
THL 5000-101 M 6:10 – 8:50 pm 

 
One of the most salient features of contemporary globalized culture is the opportunity offered to 

people, either by vast migratory movements or by exposure to social media, to encounter the promises 
and challenges of human diversity.  This cultural phenomenon has produced a crisis of identity that 
unsettles our ideas of the familiar and confront us with the mystery of “others.”  Religion plays a 
central role in the ways we respond to human diversity as well as the evasion strategies we use to 
address the presence of the stranger among us. In this course we will explore the role that “alien 
beings” and “monsters” have played in religious tradition as it seeks to respond to the strangeness of 
the other and to individual fears.  We will also explore how the current fascination with the monstrous 
(vampires, zombies, witches, terror, violence) in popular culture may reflect the permanence and 
revitalization of that aspect of our religious imagination as we face issues of immigration, cultural 
pluralism, and global competition and consumption. 
 
THM: Sexuality & World Religions Dr. Mark Levand 
THL 5000-102 W 6:10 – 8:50 pm 

 
 In this course, students will study the intersection of sexuality and various faith traditions.  Most 
religious belief systems have views or teachings on various aspects of human sexuality including 
sexual behavior, orientation, gender, relationship structures, love, and intimacy.  Throughout the 
semester, students will study various religions in relation to culture and what they teach about sex and 
sexuality. Through readings, critical analysis, and personal reflection, students will understand more 
thoroughly the diversity of religion, culture, and sexuality. 

 
 
Islam: History, Thought and Culture Dr. Shams Inati 
THL 5150-001 TR  10:00 – 11:15 am 
   Arab & Islamic Studies; Africana Studies 

 
 History and development, beliefs and rituals, sects and intellectual movements: Pre-Islamic Arabia, 

emergence of Islam, Muhammad as prophet and statesman, territorial expansion, religio-political 
factions, intellectual development, rituals and beliefs, sharia and its sources, legal schools, religious 
sects, philosophical trends, mystical orders, art, reasons for the decline, Islam today. Films and visits to 
mosques. This course fulfills requirement for diversity, Africana Studies, and concentration or minor in 
Arab/Islamic Studies. 

 
Islamic Political Thought Dr. Shams Inati 
THL 5180-001 TR  11:30 – 12:45 pm 
   Arab & Islamic Studies 

 
  Integration of Islamic Philosophy, religion, political science and history; the state in pre-Islamic 

Arabia, the Qur’anic concept of the state, the crisis of succession, Muslim theorists, revival and reform. 
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Theology & Film Dr. Jonathan Yates 
THL 5410-001 MW 3:00 – 4:15 pm 

 
 
            Film has always been used as a means for both raising and answering questions that are central to the 
Western intellectual tradition: Who (or what) is God? Is God really at work in the world? Is there a point to our 
existence? Why do we suffer and how should we respond to it? What is belief and how should one’s convictions 
be lived out? What does it mean to pursue justice and love in an obviously imperfect world?  
             This course will explore the connections between (mostly) Christian theology and film and will sample 
some of the ways that filmmakers “do” theology. Following an orientation to film analysis and critique via 
reading and discussing recent literature on these subjects, this course will view, analyze, and evaluate (both 
verbally and in writing) films and filmmakers that have demonstrated theological sensitivity and/or interest in 
theological questions and themes. It will also analyze the diverse representations of theology in film and the 
ways in which film stimulates theological reflection—whether that stimulation was intentional or not.     

This course’s overarching goal is to enhance the student’s ability to integrate the complexities that are 
consistently (if not constantly) generated by the interplay between faith and culture whenever film makers, 
again, whether intentionally or not, integrate religious and/or theological themes and questions into their films. 
 
THM: Spirituality & Pop Culture Dr. Margaret Mell 
THL 5999-DL2 Online 
  

 
This course is designed to provide an opportunity for students to explore the role theology and 

religion play in creating and maintaining North American culture through popular cultural expressions 
such as music, television, film, art, sports, entertainment, or fashion. We will place theology and 
religion into dialogue with popular culture in an effort to understand the complex relationship between 
the two. The course takes up this dialogue against the wider background of the critical study of 
theology/religion and popular culture and by exploring the nature of God, self, transcendence, 
morality, practices, and spiritual quests as those are construed and configured within popular culture. 
The course asks to what extent contemporary expressions of Christian worship and spirituality might 
better engage popular culture and to what extent these expressions already reflect the values, patterns, 
and practices of popular culture. Thus, we will attempt to study theology, religion and popular culture 
not as polar opposites, but as complementary and/or competing sources from which people shape their 
senses of identity, belief, spirituality, privilege, diversity and inclusion, and meaning. 
 
THM: Modern Hinduisms Dr. Kerry San Chirico 
THL 5999-001 TR 1:00 – 2:15 pm 
Diversity 2; Diversity 3 

 
This course examines the variously connected and variegated religious tradition/s now known as 

Hinduism/s as they collided with Western modernity beginning in late 18th century, resulting in 
continuity but also profound innovation. It seeks to examine how what were increasingly being called 
Hindu traditions were changed in the encounter with Western science, technology, philosophy, religion, 
and especially colonial power while continually querying, “What is Hinduism?” Through the dialectic 
of continuity and discontinuity, and while learning about Hindu tradition/s even as we interrogate the 
categories Hindu and Hinduism, we will explore the manifold expressions of contemporary Hindu belief 
and practice and the various academic discourses arising out of the encounter and their impact on shaping 
what we now designate “modern Hinduism/s.” Along the way we will study colonialism and post-
colonialism, the genealogy of “world religions,” the Hindu pantheon, Hindu theologies, ritual life, bhakti 
(devotion), class and caste hierarchies, gender and sexuality, inter-religious encounter, god-men and 
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god-women, gurus and their devotees in North America, Hindu nationalism, Indian nationalism, and 
diasporic Hinduism. 

The content of this course demands that we step out of our own religio-cultural frameworks to 
consider different ways of being in the world. This has a twofold effect. On the one hand, it allows us 
the opportunity for sympathetic and critical engagement with ideas, concepts, practices, and perspectives 
that might be far removed from our own religio-cultural traditions; on the other hand, it provides us with 
the rare opportunity to turn back and reflect upon our own religio-cultural traditions from a perspective 
of comparison unto understanding. 
 
THM: The Holocaust and Religious/Ethical Issues Dr. Elliot Ratzman 
THL 5999-002 MW 4:30 – 5:45 pm 
Peace & Justice  

 
This course is an inquiry into the victims, perpetrators, rescuers, and bystanders around the Nazi 

genocide of the Jews and others. Utilizing film, history, memoir, social science and theology we will 
examine aspects of the Holocaust from the perspective of ethics, theology, and religious studies. How 
could Nazism turn 'ordinary men' into mass murderers? How could so many remain passive 
bystanders? What did Christians do to perpetuate and resist such evil? How did Jews and Jewish 
theology understand the Holocaust? How did Nazism understand Christianity? Why did some rescue 
and other collaborate? Where was God? Debates around this distinct catastrophe have relevance for us 
today as we consider universal claims about human nature, morality, suffering, and the responsibility 
of religious traditions for resisting evil and promoting justice. 
 

bystanders? What did Christians do to perpetuate and resist such evil? How did Jews and Jewish 
theology understand the Holocaust? How did Nazism understand Christianity? Why did some rescue 
and other collaborate? Where was God? Debates around this distinct catastrophe have relevance for us 
today as we consider universal claims about human nature, morality, suffering, and the responsibility 
of religious traditions for resisting evil and promoting justice. 
 
THM: What is a Good Life?  Dr. Julia Sheetz Willard 
THL 5999-003 TR 11:30 – 12:45 pm 
  

 
How have different religions defined what it means to live a good life? What can we learn from 

engaging with the beliefs and practices of our neighbors of diverse faiths? This course introduces 
students to the history, challenges, and opportunities of religious diversity in the United States. 
Through reading, discussion, site visits, guest speakers and experiential opportunities, we will develop 
skills and appreciative knowledge that will help us address some of these critical questions: How have 
different religious traditions shaped the human quest for meaning? What can we learn from their 
distinctive perspectives, and where do they find common ground? What about those of no faith, and 
those who identify as spiritual but not religious? What is at stake when people who orient around 
religion differently interact? And how might the modern interfaith movement challenge religious 
stereotypes and address the divisiveness and polarization of our contemporary culture? 
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THM: Islam & Muslims in the Contemporary World            Dr. Helen Mesard 
THL 5999-004 TR 1:00 – 2:15 pm 
  

Muslims make up almost a quarter of the world’s population, and Islam is a significant 
religious and cultural force within communities in almost every country across the globe. In 
this course we will examine a number of issues of particular interest and relevance to 
Muslims today. We’ll place contemporary considerations and debates within historical 
context, and highlight the ways in which the Qur’an and the traditions of the prophet 
Muhammad continue to shape and animate Muslim responses to uniquely modern 
challenges. Some of the topics that will be covered include politics and the state, justifications 
for violence, women and gender, and inter-religious engagement. The course will also 
examine the unique role and contributions of American Muslims. 
 


