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GOD AND THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE 
Carroll College | THEO 289D | Spring 2018 
Class: Tuesday and Thursday 2:15–3:30 | St. Charles 045 
Office Hours: Tuesday and Thursday 11a-12p, Wednesday 12p-4p  

Meetings by appointment at other times.  

 
Eric Daryl Meyer, Ph.D. 

Office: St. Charles Hall 041 
emeyer@carroll.edu 

office:  406.447.4332 
  

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

 
Can human beings experience God? What is it like when God enters human experience? How is that person changed? How 
could a person begin to think or talk about such an experience? How can she possibly communicate her experience to others?  
 
This course will explore the limits of human experience and the luminous points at which God seems to enter in. We will pay 
attention to the finite structures of human language, culture, and consciousness as they strain to encompass the experience of 
the infinite. People in the mystical and contemplative traditions have explored these limits for millennia, and so we will draw 
on some of their wisdom.  
 
Human experience, however, is not a 
single and simple thing. Different people 
have different experiences—even of God. 
This course, will also explore human 
difference as it affects people’s experience 
of God. This attention to human 
difference is a task that mainstream 
theological traditions have not taken 
seriously until quite recently, so there is 
much to learn and much to explore.  
 
Students in this course will (1) gain facility 
with interdisciplinary methods for 
analyzing the structures of human 
experience by (2) becoming familiar with a 
variety of theorizations of the limits of 
human experience from the Christian 
theological tradition. These methods are 
grounded in theological studies, but draw 
on philosophy, psychology, and critical 
theories of race, sexuality, and gender. 
Students will (3) refine their ability to use 
intellectual and critical inquiry as a means 
of fostering empathy and greater 
understanding of human difference. They will do so by laboring to understand (at an empathetic, intuitive level) experiences of 
the world structured very differently than their own. Students will (4) gain experience and confidence articulating their own 
religious experience and the religious experiences of others in both speech and writing—valuable skills in a world where 
encounters with cultural and religious diversity are everyday experiences. Students who accomplish these learning objectives 
(5) will be equipped to labor toward shaping a world that deals with the diversity of human experience in a more just and 
generous manner.  
 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE AND READINGS:   

 
 
Tu 1.16 

 
Course Introduction and Syllabus 
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INTRODUCTION TO THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY 
  

Th 1.18 Humanity’s Story: Introduction to Theological Anthropology 
• Genesis 1–4 
• 1 Corinthians 15 
• Revelation 21-22 

 
  

MYSTICISM AND THE LIMITS OF HUMAN THOUGHT AND LANGUAGE 
“How then can we speak of the divine names? How can we do this if the Transcendent surpasses all discourse and all knowledge, 
if it abides beyond the reach of mind and of being, if it encompasses and circumscribes, embraces and anticipates all things while 
itself eluding their grasp and escaping from any perception, imagination, opinion, name, discourse, apprehension, or 
understanding.”   ---- Dionysius 

 
Tu 1.23 The Ascent of Desire 

• Exodus 33:12-34:9 
• Gregory of Nyssa Gregory of Nyssa: The Life of Moses (excerpts), trans. Abraham Malherbe and Everett 

Ferguson (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1978), §§1-15 and §§219-255.  
 

Th 1.25 Apophaticism and the Ascent of Knowledge 
• Dionysius the Areopagite, “Mystical Theology,” in Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works (New York: 

Paulist Press, 1987), 135-41.  
• Dionysius the Areopagite, “On the Divine Names” (excerpts), in Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works 

(New York: Paulist Press, 1987),  I.1-8 and V1-6.  
• Anonymous, The Cloud of Unknowing (excerpts), ed. James Walsh (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), §I 

and §§III-VII.  
• Reading Quiz 1 (Genesis through Cloud of Unknowing)  

 
Tu 1.30 The Senses of Mysticism  

• Julian of Norwich, Revelation of Love, trans. John Skinner (New York: Double Day, 1996), §§1-11, 
§§27-40, and §§59-60.  

 
Th 2.1 Making Sense of the Senseless 

• Simone Weil, “The Love of God and Affliction,” in Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New 
York: Harper, 2009), 67-82. 

 
Tu 2.6 Resisting the Sense of the Senseless 

• Fyodor Dostoevsky, “Rebellion” in The Brothers Karamozov, trans. R. Pevear and L. Volokhonsky 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 236-46. 

• Reading Quiz 2 (Julian of Norwich through Dostoevsky) 
 

  
 
BODIES DOING THEOLOGY: DISGUST IN PHYSIOLOGY, MORALITY, AND THEOLOGY 
“If I ever become a saint—I will surely be one of ‘darkness.’ I will continually be absent from Heaven to light the light of those 
in darkness on earth.” —Mother Theresa of Calcutta 
 

Th 2.8 Disgust and Purity I 
• Richard Beck, Unclean: Meditations on Purity, Hospitality, and Mortality (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 

2011), Introduction, Part 1. 
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Tu 2.13 Disgust and Purity II 
• Beck, Unclean, Part 2 

 
Th 2.15 Disgust and Purity III 

• Beck, Unclean, Part 3 
 

Tu 2.20 Disgust and Purity IV 
• Beck, Unclean, Part 4 and Conclusion 
• Reading Quiz 3 (Beck) 
• Due: Annotated Bibliography for Limits paper 

 
  

 
GENDER, SEXUALITY, AND GOD 
For the Divine is neither male nor female. How, after all, could any such thing be conceived in the case of Deity, when this 
condition is not permanent even for us human beings, but when we all become one in Christ, we put off the signs of this difference 
along with the whole of the old humanity? For this reason, every name we turn up is of the same adequacy…neither ‘male’ nor 
‘female’ defiles the meaning of [God’s] inviolate nature.       –– Gregory of Nyssa  
 

Th 2.22 Androcentrism, Ordination, and Salvation: Questions of Representation  
• Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Can a Male Savior Save Women? Liberating Christology from 

Patriarchy,” in Introducing Redemption in Christian Feminism (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1998), 81-94. 
 

Tu 2.27 Why is “He” God? 
• Elizabeth Johnson, “Feminist Theology and Critical Discourse about God,” in She Who Is, 10th 

Anniversary Ed. (New York: Crossroad, 2002), 17-41. 
 

Th 3.1 The Natural Law Tradition and the Bible as a Guide to Coming Out  
• James Alison, “On Finding a Story,” in Faith Beyond Resentment: Fragments Catholic and Gay (New York: 

Crossroad, 2001), 194-208. 
• Catechism of the Catholic Church, excerpts. 
• Reading Quiz 4 (Ruether through Catechism)  
• Due: Limits of Human Experience Paper (Due by Friday 3.2 at 5pm)  

 
 
3.5–3.9 

 
No Class! Spring Break!  
 

Tu 3.13 Gender and Sexuality in the Bible  
• Romans 1 
• Dale Martin, “Heterosexism and the Interpretation of Romans 1:18-32,” in Sex and the Single Savior: 

Gender and Sexuality in Biblical Interpretation (Westminster John Knox: Louisville, 2006), 51-64.   
 

Th 3.15 How Straight is Theology Anyway? The Queerness of the Tradition 
• Mark Jordan, “God’s Body,” in Queer Theology: Rethinking the Western Body, ed. Gerard Loughlin 

(Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2007), 281-92.  
• Gerard Loughlin, “Omphalos,” in Queer Theology: Rethinking the Western Body, ed. Gerard Loughlin 

(Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2007), 115-27.   
• Reading Quiz 5 (Romans through Loughlin) 

 
 
Tu 3.20 

 
Midterm Examination  
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RACIALIZED EXPERIENCE AND GOD 
“In a racist society, God is never colorblind.”  –  James Cone 

 
Th 3.22 Double consciousness, the veil, and beginning the conversation about race 

• W.E.B. DuBois, “Of Spiritual Strivings,” in The Souls of Black Folks (New York: Dover, 1903, 1994), 
1-7.  

• Podcast: “The Culture Inside,” from Invisibilia, 57 minutes.  
 

 
Tu 3.27 God is Black 

• James Cone, Theology of Black Liberation, Twentieth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1990), 55-
81. 

 
Th 3.29 Sisters in the Wilderness I 

• Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1993), 
Introduction, Chapters 1-3 (focus especially on chapters 1 and 3)  

• Reading Quiz 6 (Dubois through Williams ch.3) 
 

Tu 4.3 Sisters in the Wilderness II 
• Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, chapters 4 and 5 
 

Th 4.5 Sisters in the Wilderness III 
• Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, chapters 6 and 7 

 
Tu 4.10 Sisters in the Wilderness V 

• Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, chapter 8 and Afterword 
• Reading Quiz 7 (Williams ch.4 through Afterword) 

 
  

SECULARISM AND POSTSECULARISM: THE UBIQUITY OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 
“All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts not only because of their historical 
development - in which they were transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for example, the omnipotent god 
became the omnipotent lawgiver.”       –– Carl Schmitt  
 

Th 4.12 An Anthropology of Secularism 
• Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, and Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2003), introduction. 
 

Tu 4.17 Postsecularism II 
• Asad, Formations of the Secular, chapter 1 

 
Th 4.19 Postsecularism III 

• Asad, Formations of the Secular, chapters 2 and 3 
 

Tu 4.24 Postsecularism IV 
• Asad, Formations of the Secular, chapter 4 

 
Th 4.26  Postsecularism V 

• Asad, Formations of the Secular, chapters 5 and 6 
• Reading Quiz 8 (Asad)  
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Tu 5.1 Human Difference and Human Experience Roundtables 
• Due: Human Difference and Human Experience Paper 

 
Th 5.3 Course Summary and Conclusion 

 
5.7–5.10  Final Examination 

  
 
 
COURSE TEXTS: 

Every student will need a copy of each of these three books:  
Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1993).  
Richard Beck, Unclean: Meditations on Purity, Hospitality, and Mortality (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2011). 
Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, and Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003).  

 
Additionally, students may need to purchase one additional book (from a range of options) in order to complete the 
“Human Difference and Human Experience” paper, if sufficient copies are not available from accessible libraries. 
More information on this assignment will be given early in the semester.   
 
With the exception of the books above, all the day-to-day readings for this course will be available through Moodle.  
 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING:  
 

ASSIGNMENTS:  
• Readings 

Students should print off each assigned reading in advance and bring this printed copy to class. Because this 
is a text-based class, the learning goals require that students make time to read every text attentively, with a 
pen in hand, leaving thoughts, notes, and questions in the margins. Students who practice these kinds of 
active reading habits will be able to participate more creatively in class discussions and will find themselves 
better-prepared for written course assignments. Reading is hard work! Students who are looking to improve 
their reading strategies are encouraged to visit during office hours!   

 
• Quizzes 

For the purpose of reading accountability, there will be eight detail-oriented quizzes throughout the semester. 
Each quiz will cover all the readings assigned since the last quiz. The quiz grade for the course will be 
comprised of the highest seven quiz scores (i.e. the lowest quiz will be dropped). No make up quizzes will be 
given for routine absences. 
 

• Papers 
Limits of Human Experience Paper – due on March 2nd 

A 10 page paper exploring the limits of human language, thought, and knowledge with regard to 
experience of God. This paper will require independent academic research, close analysis of textual 
sources, and critical, synthetic thinking. Students will be provided with paper topic options early in 
the semester, and may choose to write either on neurological research into religious experience or on 
mystical/apophatic experiences of God. More details to come… 

 
Human Difference and Human Experience Paper – due on May 1st  

Students will be assigned one of a range of pre-selected books (every effort will be made to give each 
student one of her/his top choices). Each student will write a 4-6 page paper analyzing the distinctive 
elements of the author’s experience and how it shapes the author’s view of God. After the papers are 
written, we will have a day in class where each student is responsible to teach a small group of their 
peers about the book. More details to come…   

 
• Midterm and Final Exam 
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There will be two exams in this course, a midterm and a final. The final will be cumulative—covering the 
entire semester—though greater emphasis will fall on material covered after the midterm. More details to 
come.  
 

• Participation 
It is exceedingly difficult to become wise if one does not come to class on time, having thoughtfully (!) 
completed the assigned reading with an open mind, ready to think and talk more about the relevant issues 
with the text in hand. Accordingly, these are basic expectations for participation in the course. Thoughtful 
comments and questions contributed to class discussions (and additionally, conversations during office hours) 
will demonstrate the depth of your engagement with the course’s central themes. 
 

FORMAT FOR PAPERS:  
• Written assignments should conform to the following format: 

o double-spaced (with a single-spaced heading) 
o 12 pt. font 
o 1-inch margins 
o Citations: footnotes in Chicago Humanities Style (see below) 
o Works Cited page (see below)  
o Double-sided printing is encouraged   

• It is vitally important that you cite the sources you use in your writing (see ACADEMIC INTEGRITY). The method 
of citation for this course will be footnotes. I encourage students who are unfamiliar with using footnotes to meet 
with me for a quick demonstration. 

• Your footnotes and “Works Cited” page should be formatted according to Chicago Manual of Style. A short style 
guide will be handed out in class and posted on the Moodle page for the course. A more complete style guide is 
available by searching for “Chicago Style Quick Guide” at your local internet.  

• Students are strongly encouraged to avoid gender-biased language in their writing. In contemporary formal 
writing, it is rude and inaccurate to use words like “man” or “mankind” when one is referring to both women and 
men. The disciplinary standards of academic theology also avoid masculine pronouns for God (he, his, himself); 
instead, use “God” in place of pronouns where possible (God’s, Godself). 

• The best way to improve your papers (and relatedly, your paper grades) is to read a copy of your paper aloud (yes, 
out loud) without stopping from start to finish, making marks in the margins where your writing sounds awkward, 
makes logical or argumentative leaps, or contains spelling/grammar errors. After reading through the whole 
paper, go back and fix the passages that you have marked. Rinse and repeat if desired. 
 

RELATIVE WEIGHT OF ASSIGNMENTS:  
Participation 15% 
Reading Quizzes 15% 
Limits of Human Experience Paper 20% 
Diversity of Human Experience Paper 20% 
Midterm Exam 15% 
Final Exam 15% 

 
GRADING SCALE: 
The grading scale used in this course is as follows:  

A 93-100; A- 90-92;  B+ 87-89; B 83-86; B- 80-83; C+ 77-79; C 73-76; C- 70-72; D 60-69; F 60 or below. 
 
 
COURSE POLICIES:  

 
UNIVERSITY EMAIL: 
When I need to communicate with you outside of class to pass along instructions, study materials, or other items, I 
will use your “____@carroll.edu” email address. You are expected to check this account on a regular (preferably daily) 
basis.  
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: 
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In an academic community where plagiarism and cheating are tolerated, transformative learning is undermined and 
the grades that you work so hard to earn become meaningless. I take the integrity of our academic community very 
seriously and I encourage you to take the same attitude.  
 
When you quote someone else’s words directly, or paraphrase someone else’s ideas in your own work, you need to 
give that person credit by providing a citation. The method of citation for this course will be footnotes (see FORMAT 
FOR PAPERS). Plagiarism is the failure to give someone credit when you use her ideas, directly or indirectly. If you are 
in doubt as to whether you have plagiarism in one of your papers, please get in touch and ask me! It is much easier to 
cite a source than to explain the situation later (to professors, deans, friends, etc.). While it is your responsibility to 
ensure that your work meets the standards of academic honesty set forth in the “Carroll Code of Student Conduct” 
(see https://www.carroll.edu/public/academic-integrity-policy), I am more than happy to help you do so prior to 
assignment due dates. 
 
I will be proactive about maintaining high standards of academic integrity. In accordance with university policy, any 
instance of cheating or plagiarism will result in a zero on the assignment in question, and will be referred to the proper 
university authorities. Even one instance of plagiarism or cheating is grounds for failing the course.  
 
LATE WORK: 
Assignments are due in hard copy at the beginning of class on the due date. Late papers will be marked down by one-
third of a letter grade (i.e. A- to B+), and papers more than one day late will be marked down an additional one-third 
of a letter grade (B+ to B) for every day that they are late. Since there are printers available in many locations on 
campus, a broken printer is not a sufficient excuse for a late assignment.  
 
INCLUSIVE AND TRANSFORMATIVE CLASSROOM  
We are students and scholars. By definition, we will be exploring new ideas, experimenting with new practices, and 
subjecting long-held beliefs to critical reflection. All of these processes involve learning from mistakes and 
overcoming past failures. We will discuss personal and politically charged topics in this class, many of which have 
directly affected the lives of class members. If genuine learning and change are to take place, the classroom cannot be 
a completely safe place. I expect, however, that we will work together to make the classroom a courageous space—where 
anyone can try out their ideas in public with a respectful hearing, but all ideas are subject to critical scrutiny. As the 
instructor, I will especially strive to create space for historically underrepresented and undervalued perspectives.   
 
Because of the importance and fragility of such a learning environment, abusive, threatening, or maliciously disruptive 
behavior will not be tolerated and will be subject to discipline according to Carroll’s Code of Student Conduct.  
 
ATTENDANCE: 
• Class discussion of course readings plays a critical part of accomplishing the learning objectives of this course. 

Therefore, regular attendance is expected of all students. If you expect to be absent for any reason, please notify 
me of your absence as soon as possible. Generally, I am quite willing to work with students whose circumstances 
require them to miss class, but I prefer to know in advance.  

• Attendance is taken at the beginning of the class period. Students who arrive late should talk to me after class to 
ensure that they have not been marked absent, and may be asked to explain their tardiness. Repeatedly arriving 
late to class is disruptive for everyone; three late appearances will be counted as one absence.  

• When you are absent, it is your responsibility to find out what you’ve missed (e.g. assignments, instructions, major 
points of a lecture). I am more than happy to fill you in on what was covered, but it is your responsibility to seek 
me out, not vice versa.   

• Up to three absences over the course of the semester will not directly affect a student’s grade (though missing class 
inevitably has indirect effects). Four or more absences over the course of the semester will lower a student’s grade 
in the course by one-third of a letter grade (i.e. a B+ becomes a B). Six absences in a semester will lower a 
student’s grade by an entire letter grade (i.e. a B+ becomes a C). A student who misses more than 6 class meetings 
(three full weeks of class) will not pass the course.  

 
EXTERNAL STIMULI: 
• Food and drink, in small quantities, are permitted so long as they do not become a distraction to you or others.  
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• Cell phones must be invisible and silent during class (i.e. set to vibrate in a pocket or bag). Cell phones that 
emerge during class will be transported to a special location in the classroom (iPurgatory) and released by 
indulgence at the end of class.  

• Computers and tablets are not to be used during class except by special permission. Students who wish to have 
their notes in electronic form are encouraged to type up their class notes as a form of review.  

 
DISABILITIES: 
Students who require reasonable modifications, special assistance, or accommodations for documented disabilities 
(e.g.: ADHD, Austism Spectrum Disorder, Learning, Physical, or Psychiatric) should promptly direct their request to 
Kevin Hadduck in the Academic Success and Disability Services Office (Borromeo Hall, room 115, 406.447.4504, 
khadduck@carroll.edu). All discussions will remain confidential. Please visit https://www.carroll.edu/academic-
resource-center/disability-services for additional information. In the interest of fairness, the only accommodations 
made for exams and assignments will be those arranged through the ASDS Office (not ad hoc or last minute).  
 
SYLLABUS SUBJECT TO REVISION:  
This syllabus is subject to revision throughout the course and students are responsible for any changes made. All 
changes to the syllabus will be announced in class and the most current version of the syllabus will always be posted 
on Moodle.  


