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Spring 2010 

T/RS 331Z: God and the Earth 

St. Thomas Hall 363, Mon/Wed 3:00-4:15 
 
Instructor:  Dr. Will Cohen 

Office:  St. Thomas Hall 381 

Office phone:  941-4545 

Email:  cohenw2@scranton.edu 

Office hours: Tues. 1:15-2:00, Wed. 10:00-11:30, Thurs. 1:15-2:00, or by appt. 

 
Course Description:  The relationship between the modern environmental movement and Christianity 

has been a subject of significant debate.  At times the two worldviews have seemed to clash, as when 

Lynn White, in a famous essay published in 1967, suggested that Christianity is in many ways responsible 

for the widespread environmental degradation that has occurred at an accelerating rate over the past 

hundred and fifty years.  On the other hand, many Christian theologians have argued in recent years that 

proper care for the earth is, or should be, a “natural” fit within any authentic Christian vision of life.  This 

course will explore both sides of the debate in an effort to bring more clearly into focus how the Christian 

tradition can instill and strengthen in us an ethos of ecological responsibility.  Some time will also be 

spent considering the approaches of other religious traditions to questions of how human beings ought to 

relate to other forms of life and to the land, water, and air that sustain life. 

 If we are to grow in our love and respect for the natural environment, then our hearing and 

reading about its profound value – from the biblical perspective, its supreme goodness in the sight of God, 

the Creator – is important but can only be part of the process.  In addition to the intellectual components 

of the course (readings, lectures, class discussions, etc.), there are three planned field trips.  The aim of 

these trips is to put us directly in touch with the essential beauty of the earth (class hike), its vulnerability 

to human damage (litter clean-up), and the prospects for its restoration and sustainable use (Bear Creek 

wind farm).  As a further way of experiencing our connectedness to other living beings, and in order to 

explore what it might be like (in accordance with the Christian ascetical tradition) to consume less than 

we do, interested students will have an opportunity to participate in a week-long optional fast from meat 

and certain other foods to be discussed.  

 In addition, this course has a significant service learning component.  Here the goal is for students 

to involve themselves personally in an environmental issue and/or organization of immediate relevance to 

life on campus, in the local and regional communities of Scranton and Northeast Pennsylvania, and 

beyond.  Each student is required to choose a service learning option from the list provided on pages 7-8 

of the syllabus.  In the course of the semester, students are expected to devote a minimum of 15 hours 

(i.e., an average of 1 hr./week) to their chosen service learning project.  They are expected to share their 

progress on their chosen project with me and the class in online postings and in periodic class discussions.  

During the week of April 19-24 (Earth Day falls on April 22
nd

), there will be a number of ecologically-

related activities on campus, including a “teach-in” on April 20 for which students are eligible to submit a 

project.  The application deadline is April 6.  Students in this class are strongly encouraged to apply to 

participate in the April 20 teach-in.  At the end of the semester, students will submit a final paper 

summarizing and commenting on the fruits of their service learning project. 

        

Required Texts:   
  

 For the Beauty of the Earth: a Christian Vision for Creation Care, by Steven Bouma- 

   Prediger (ISBN 9780801022982) 

 Ecology at the Heart of Faith: the Change of Heart that Leads to a New Way of Living 

   on Earth, by Denis Edwards (ISBN 9781570756658) 

 Numerous other texts during the semester will be available on Angel or as handouts 

mailto:cohenw2@scranton.edu
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Course Objectives: 
At the end of this course students should be able to 

 

(1) identify specific reasons why the Christian tradition is often regarded as bearing substantial 

responsibility for the damage human beings have done to the environment;  

(2) be familiar with key biblical, patristic and medieval texts and figures that provide a basis for a 

strong and coherent Christian ecological perspective;   

(3) distinguish between and among different types of Christian arguments for responsible care of 

the environment (e.g., ecojustice, stewardship, and ecological spirituality); also, identify distinct features 

of the ecological perspectives of a variety of other religious traditions and note their commonalities and 

differences with Christian approaches; 

(4) discuss intelligently the notion of human beings as mediators or priests of creation, and the 

related connection between sacramentality and ecology; 

(5) have a developed, in-depth awareness of one or more issues of local/regional environmental 

concern (whether a current practice that poses a threat to the environment, or an initiative that seeks to 

restore it) and view these issues through the lens of the theological perspectives offered in the course;  

(6) witness an improvement in the student’s own skill at analyzing and communicating complex 

arguments and perspectives, especially in the student’s written work. 

 
Requirements      
 

Participation 

Participation in this course will take many forms, all of them important.  Regular class attendance is 

obviously a requirement for all students.  If you must miss because of illness or family emergency, it is 

essential that you let me know by email or phone prior to the class you will be absent.  In addition to 

attendance, signs of your participation in the course include taking consistent notes during lectures, 

raising and responding to questions, engaging in class discussions, posting your weekly online paragraphs 

in a timely manner, being attentive and alert during out-of-classroom adventures, showing an interest in 

participating in Earth Day activities, etc.   

 

Writing Assignments 

Since this class is designated as “writing intensive,” students will be required to write often.  In the first 

month, there will be three reflection papers (each paper between 600 – 650 words in length).   

 The first paper is due on Wednesday, February 3
rd

 at the start of class.  The task in this paper 

is to tell the story of an encounter you have had with the natural world that has left an impression on you.  

Any incident or moment you can remember is fair game.  It could be an encounter with an animal 

(preferably not your pet), an experience on or in water, in extreme or simply beautiful weather, in a place 

with a spectacular view, in a forest, etc.  You might choose to say or imply something about the effect 

your encounter had on your mood.  In any case, your paper should describe the situation in such a way 

that it comes alive again for you, which should also mean that it will come alive for the reader.   

 The second paper is due on Monday, February 22
nd

 at the start of class.  This is a more 

analytical paper, though it can also draw on examples from your own experience in order to support your 

argument.  The question this paper should address is, in effect, what is the nature of nature?  Wendell 

Berry gives one account of nature in his essay “Nature as Measure”.  For him, obviously, natural 

processes and systems are seen in a positive light.  J. S. Mill, on the other hand, in his essay titled simply 

“On Nature,” has a quite different view of what we call the natural world and its activities.  Your essay 

should contrast the two thinkers by zeroing in on key passages in their writings and by carefully 

explaining the nuances in their respective viewpoints.  You should also indicate whose view of nature you 

consider to be more persuasive, and why.    
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 The third paper is due on Wednesday, March 3
rd

.  By that point in the semester, you will have 

been presented with a variety of perspectives and suggestions about how we human beings – especially in 

advanced or developing industrialized countries – will need to change how we live and do things if we are 

to avoid doing more and more damage to our environment.  You will also have had an opportunity to 

make a small, but very concrete, change in your own way of living over the course of the week beginning 

February 24
th
 and ending March 3

rd
.  Whether you chose to take advantage of that particular opportunity 

or not, you are asked in this paper to reflect on the question of human consumption in relation to the 

environmental crisis, and how this question might be viewed in the light of Christian anthropology and 

theology.    

 In addition, students will be required to post a substantive and grammatically polished paragraph 

each week on Angel (further instructions to come) describing the work done since the previous week on 

their service learning project.  Additional in-class writing assignments will be given from time to time.  

At the end of the semester, students will submit a final paper of roughly 2000 words describing the work 

they have done on their service learning project and discussing in a careful, scholarly manner how this 

work may be viewed in light of the theological texts and ideas covered during the course of the semester. 

The final paper is due by 5PM on Wednesday, May 19
th

 (which is when the final exam for this class 

would have ended, if it had been scheduled during final exams week).   

 

Tests 

There will be two exams.  Both will be a combination of multiple choice, short answer, and essay 

questions.  Effectively these exams will function as a midterm and a final, except that the second exam 

will (for the most part) not be cumulative, and it will be given during the week prior to Dead Week rather 

than during final exams week.  This is in order to give students ample time at the end of the semester to 

complete their final papers reflecting on their service learning projects.    

 

Note on Academic Integrity 

Be sure you are familiar with the University’s “Academic Code of Honesty”.  For information, go to: 

http://matrix.scranton.edu/student_handbook/policy_academic_code_honesty.html. 

 

Writing Center 
The Writing Center provides one-on-one consultations focused on improving your writing skills at all 

stages of the writing process.  To meet with a writing consultant, stop by during the Writing Center’s 

regularly scheduled hours. You may also call (941-6147) for an appointment or request an appointment 

by completing the Writing Assistance Request Form online. Online Consultations are also available. For 

more information, see http://www.scranton.edu/writing-center. 

 

Students with Disabilities 
In order to receive appropriate accommodations, students with disabilities must register with the Center 

for Teaching and Learning Excellence and provide relevant and current medical documentation. Students 

should contact Mary Ellen Pichiarello (Extension 4039) or Jim Muniz (Extension 4218), 5th floor, St. 

Thomas Hall, for an appointment. For more information, see http://www.scranton.edu/disabilities. 

 

Grading 

Paper #1 (due Feb. 3)         7% 

Paper #2 (due Feb. 22)     7% 

Paper #3 (due March 3)     7% 

Exam #1 (March 10)    20% 

Exam #2 (May 5)   20% 

Service Learning Final Paper  25% 
Participation    14% 
 

http://matrix.scranton.edu/student_handbook/policy_academic_code_honesty.html
http://academic.scranton.edu/department/ctle/hoursoperation.shtml
http://academic.scranton.edu/department/ctle/requestforms/requests.shtml
http://www.scranton.edu/writing-center
http://www.scranton.edu/disabilities
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Tentative Schedule of Readings and Assignments 
Note:  The following schedule may be adjusted in the course of the term at the discretion of the instructor, 

depending on the progress of the class.  If any adjustments are made, notice will be given in advance. 

 

 

WEEK 1 

   Feb. 1     Introduction.  

  (in-class readings) Rachel Carson, Gerard Manley Hopkins, William Wordsworth  

 

   Feb. 3    The Earth as Glorious: Wonder.   

  Dinesen, 4-7; Tolstoy, 151-52; Fitzgerald, 188-89 

  Paper #1 (memory) 

 

WEEK 2 

    Feb. 8    The Earth as Home: Land and a Sense of Place.   

 Leopold, 29-31; W. Berry, 5-8, 103-08, 125-28, 145-52, 205-10; Bouma-Prediger, 36-38    

    

    Feb. 10   The Earth as Damaged:  Seeing What’s Wrong.   

  B-P, 39-66 

 

WEEK 3 

    Feb. 15    Root Causes: Is Christianity to Blame?  

  Lynn White, 1203-07; R. Sorrell, 147-48; B-P, 67-80 

 

Feb. 17    Root Causes, cont’d: Rationalism, Romanticism, and the Meanings of “Nature”.   

  J. S. Mill, 8-33; W. Cronon, 69-90 

 

WEEK 4 

    Feb. 22    The Earth in the Bible.   

  B-P, 87-116 

  Paper #2 (Berry vs. Mill)   
  Guest speaker on solar panels: Robert Spalletta, U. of Scranton physics dept. 

 

    Feb. 24    Earthy Saints: examples in the early Church.   

  Theokritoff, 117-53 

  --beginning of optional fast— 

 

WEEK 5 

    March 1    Earthy Saints, cont’d:  St. Francis of Assisi      

  Brock, 131-42; www.conservation.catholic.org (click on St. Francis) 

  --optional fast continues— 

 

    March 3    Vegetarianism?   

  Singer, 297-30; Hauerwas/Berkman, 62-74 

  Paper #3 (changing how we live) 

  --end optional fast— 

http://www.conservation.catholic.org/
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WEEK 6 

    March 8    film:  “Brother Sun, Sister Moon” 

 

    March 10  Exam #1 

 

WEEK 7 

    March 22   Contemporary Ecotheology   

  B-P, 117-35; Edwards, 1-26 

    

    March 24   Contemporary Ecotheology, cont’d   

  Edwards, 27-64 

 

  

WEEK 8 

   March 29   Contemporary Ecotheology, cont’d 

  Edwards, 65-98  

 

   March 31    Class field trip to Bear Creek Wind Farm   

   

 

WEEK 9 

    April 5    NO CLASS (Easter/mid-semester break) 

 

    April 7    Contemporary Ecotheology, cont’d   

  B-P, 137-160; Edwards, 99-123  

   

 

WEEK 10 

    April 12   Recent Public Statements and Declarations from Christian leaders     

  Pope Benedict XVI’s Message on the World Day of Peace, January 1, 2010 

  Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Encyclical for the Day of the Protection of  

   the Natural Environment, September 1, 2006 

  Pope John Paul II and Ec Pat Bartholomew, Common Declaration, Nov 30, 2006 

  “On the Care of Creation,” An Evangelical Declaration, 1994 

   

    April 14   Ecological Reflections in Judaism and Islam 

  Nasr, 85-108; Dempsey and Butkus, 46-57; Helfand, 38-51; Swartz, 87-103 

  Guest speaker on Judaism and Ecology: Rabbi Daniel Swartz, Temple Hesed  

   

 

 

WEEK 11 [WEEK OF EARTH DAY] 

     April 17 (SATURDAY!!)  Class outing – litter clean-up.  (No class then on April 19) 

 

     April 21   Guest speaker on sustainable agriculture: Dr. Don Winkelmann 
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WEEK 12 

    April 26   Ecological Reflections in Hindu, Buddhist, and Native American Thought 

  Dwivedi, 151-63; The Dalai Lama, 111-123; Reed, 25-37 

 

    April 28   Anti-Environmental Backlash:  the Naysayers 

  Nordhaus and Shellenberger, 16-18; George Will    

 

WEEK 13 

    May 3   Another Look at Ecology from a Christian Perspective 

  Moltmann, 1-32; Miller, 55-67; Bp. Kallistos, 8-30 

 

    May 5     Exam #2 

              

WEEK 14 (Dead Week) 

      May 10 Class Hike with Hiking Jane 

 

      May 12 Course recap and discussion of service learning projects 

 

FINAL PROJECT REFLECTION PAPERS DUE:  Wednesday, May 19   
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Service Learning Options: 

 

 Volunteer with the Lackawanna Heritage Valley Authority.  www.LHVA.org.  538 

Spruce St., Suite 516, Scranton, PA 18503.  Tasks might include organizing a service 

project and recruiting volunteers for tree planting, gardening, etc.  Or it could involve 

building benches, tables, kiosks, or message/info boards for use on the Lackawanna River 

Heritage Trail.  The organization may have a variety of other tasks needing to be done at 

their office and/or on the trail or in the community.  Contact person:  Stephanie Milewski, 

Trail Manager.  smilewski@LHVA.org.  570-963-6730, ext. 8203. 

 

 Volunteer with the Lackawanna River Corridor Association.  

http://www.lrca.org/LRCA/  2006 N. Main Ave., Scranton, PA 18501.  Tasks might 

involve litter clean-up on the river.  Other activities at the suggestion of the organization.  

Contact person:  Barbara Semian, Program Manager.  program_manager@lrca.org.  570-

347-6311. 

 

 Engage in research and develop proposal for University’s participation in Recyclemania.  

http://www.recyclemaniacs.org/overview.htm Will require reading up on the organization 

and how the program has worked, perhaps contacting other colleges and universities 

where the program is up and running.  Organize plan and team of volunteers for 

developing signs, communications, prizes, etc.  Will need to work here on campus with 

Corey Henfling, Area Coordinator in the Office of Residence Life.  

Henflingc2@scranton.edu.  570-941-6226. 

 

 Engage in research and offer input to the University’s Task Force on Sustainability on the 

question of campus composting.  Recently the Task Force had a discussion with 

Lackawanna county and EPA officials about campus composting.  The Task Force would 

benefit from research into large-scale, in-vessel composting currently being done at other 

institutions, especially other college and university campuses.  What different kinds of 

units / bins are used?  What are the costs / benefits?  Contact person:  Dr. Steven Jones, 

Associate Provost for Civic Engagement.  Joness21@scranton.edu.  570-941-7520. 

 

 Engage in research and offer input to the University’s Task Force on Sustainability about 

cost scenarios on renewable energy strategies.  An important website to consult initially 

is www.aashe.org/ (the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher 

Education).  Particular institutions to research for the ways that they employ renewable 

energy to power their campuses include (but are definitely not limited to) The State 

University of New York College of Environmental Science and Forestry in Syracuse, 

NY; St. Peter’s in Jersey City, NJ which went forward with using only renewable sources 

of energy for all of 2009 (see http://www.spc.edu/pages/719.asp?item=7630 among other 

sites); and Carleton College in Northfield, MN which built a giant wind turbine in 2004.  

Contact person:  Dr. Steven Jones, Associate Provost for Civic Engagement.  

Joness21@scranton.edu.  570-941-7520. 

 

 

 

http://www.lhva.org/
mailto:smilewski@LHVA.org
http://www.lrca.org/LRCA/
mailto:program_manager@lrca.org
http://www.recyclemaniacs.org/overview.htm
mailto:Henflingc2@scranton.edu
mailto:Joness21@scranton.edu
http://www.aashe.org/
http://www.spc.edu/pages/719.asp?item=7630
mailto:Joness21@scranton.edu
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 Volunteer with the County of Lackawanna Recycling Department.  

www.recycling.lackawannacounty.org  Steppacher Building, 224 Adams Ave., Scranton, 

PA  18503.  Tasks might involve contributing to efforts to prepare for the upcoming Tire 

Cleanup in May, tracking progress of the Recycling Act and advocating for its re-

enactment, and/or a number of other possible projects.  Contact person:  Barbara 

Giovagnoli, Education & Community Outreach Specialist.  

giovagnolib@lackawannacounty.org.  570-963-2017. 

 

 

 Engage in research and offer input to the University’s Task Force on Sustainability about 

cost scenarios on fair trade and other best practices related to our campus’ food service / 

cafeteria.  Explore possibilities for buying local; track production and origin of meats and 

dairy products.  Research whether any other universities or colleges around the country 

are monitoring their food sourcing.  Start with the website is www.aashe.org/ (the 

Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education).  Contact person:  

Dr. Steven Jones, Associate Provost for Civic Engagement.  Joness21@scranton.edu.  

570-941-7520.   

 

 Engage in research and advocacy on the subject of natural gas drilling in the Marcellus 

Shale.  Track the progress of the so-called “Frac Act” in congress and related questions of 

the potential environmental impact that the drilling might have on the region of NE 

Pennsylvania and areas to the south including Philadelphia and New York City.  Conduct 

interviews with government officials and/or local stakeholders.  One website with which 

to begin is www.damascuscitizens.org, a local environmental organization.  In addition to 

the final course paper that all students will write on their service learning projects, your 

research on this topic should culminate in a draft letter to one or more carefully chosen 

elected state officials and/or members of the U.S. congress. 

 

 Engage in research and offer input to the University’s Task Force on Sustainability on the 

issue of the University’s regular purchase of individual plastic water bottles for 

distribution at campus events.  Explore alternate possibilities, such as the purchase of 

long-term reusable canteens for each member of the faculty, staff, and student body.  

Depending on how much precedent you find for such alternatives at other institutions of 

higher learning, this project might be broadened to include other creative resource-saving 

ideas (based on your own daily experience of campus life and observations about what 

might be changed).  Contact person:  Dr. Steven Jones, Associate Provost for Civic 

Engagement.  Joness21@scranton.edu.  570-941-7520. 

 

  

http://www.recycling.lackawannacounty.org/
mailto:giovagnolib@lackawannacounty.org
http://www.aashe.org/
mailto:Joness21@scranton.edu
http://www.damascuscitizens.org/
mailto:Joness21@scranton.edu

