IN DEFENSE OF SIN
J Portmann (Gibson 435, M 3:30-4:45, T 6:10-7:00)



RELC 3056
MW 2:00 – 3:15, Fall 2014






GIB 141
Exploration of transgression in Judaism and Christianity with a focus on the Ten Commandments and the seven deadly sins.  Reflection on who determines what is sinful and why.  Close reading of texts challenging the wrongfulness of acts and attitudes long considered sinful, with critical attention to the persuasiveness of religious rules.

Does religious practice remain focused on pleasing God, or does it now principally fulfill familial / ethnic obligation?  Or has it perhaps become simply a personal quest with indeterminate goals?  What does sin have to do with the modern world?

COURSE OBJECTIVES:
· 
to hone critical thinking skills

· 
to learn to manage ideas

· 
to appreciate intellectually the difficulty of following rules

· 
to clarify the limits of morality

· 
to articulate what the world loses by leaving sin behind

PART I
27 August

Introduction
1 September

Detecting Sin:  Natalia Ginzburg, “House at the Sea”



David Leavitt, “The Term Paper Artist”; “Sin” from Oxford 



Dictionary of the Jewish Religion
3


Detesting Sin:  Exodus 19, 20; [SFU, I.4]



Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”




Amenábar, The Sea Inside (film on reserve in RMC)

8
Dissecting Sin:  Plato, Euthyphro; Bertrand Russell, “The Sense of Sin”; Solomon Schimmel, “The Persistence of Sin”
10


Divine Punishment for Sin:  Book of Job
15


Repentance:  from Thomas Tentler, Sin and Confession on the 



Eve of the Reformation; James O’Toole, “In the Court of 




Conscience”
17


Defending Sin:  from Anthony Julius, Transgressions

18


MAKE-UP CLASS, 5:00-7:30pm, Clemons 322



Repentance, Part II; Food, Alcohol




William Miller, “Gluttony”; Stuart Walton, “The Fourth Deadly 



Sin”; Ken Burns, Prohibition (we will watch the documentary)
22


Too Hard on Ourselves?:  Baumeister, “Bad is Stronger”  
24


God as Our Puppet:  Epley, “Believers’ Estimates of God’s 



Beliefs are More Egocentric than Estimates of other People’s”
25


MAKE-UP CLASS, 5:00-7:30pm, Clemons 407



Human Punishment for Sin 



Magdalene Sisters (film); Shariff, “Free Will and Punishment”; 



Weingarten, “Fatal Distraction:  Forgetting a Child in the Backseat 


of a Car is a Horrifying Mistake.  Is it a Crime?” [from WashPost] 
29


>>>
midterm examination
   <<<
PART II
1 October
Idolatry
Feuerbach, from The Essence of Christianity




H.L. Mencken, “The Genesis of a Deity”





Flannery O’Connor, “Parker’s Back”

6

Blasphemy
Nietzsche, from The Anti-Christ




Sheidlower, from The F-Word
8

Parents

Jane English, “What Do Grown Children Owe Their 



Parents?; Kafka, Letter to Father; Irving Rapper, Now, 




Voyager (film) 
13



UVa READING DAY

15

Greed
/
Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Birthmark”; Green, “The New 


Theft

War over Wal-Mart,”;
Bernard Mandeville, from The Fable 



of the Bees; De Sica, The Bicycle Thief (film)
20

Pride

Neu, “Pride and Identity”; Axt, “The Rules of Evaluation”
22

Lying

Oscar Wilde, 
from In Defense of Sin
27

Golden Rule
Sigmund Freud, from Civilization and Its Discontents




David Novitz, “Forgiveness and Self-Respect”


29

Lust

Gore Vidal, “Pornography’; Alter, “Is This Man Cheating 




on His Wife?”;John Portmann, “Chatting is not Cheating”; 




Spike Jonz, Her
3 November
Promiscuity
Anthony Ellis, “Casual Sex”




5

Prostitution
Anonymous, “My Call Girl Years”; David Richards, from 




“Commercial Sex”; Soderbergh, The Girlfriend Experience

10

Adultery
Richard Wasserstrom, “Is Adultery Immoral?”




Lynn Baker, “When Every Relationship is Above Average”





Tim Parks, “Adultery”


12

Despair
[Tolkin, The Rapture (optional)]




Joyce Carol Oates, “The One Unforgivable Sin”





Seneca, “On the Proper Time to Slip the Cable”


17

Sin Today
“Portmann, “Modern Sins”; Kaminer, “The Meat You Eat”




[google this from New York Times, 3 May 2012]

19



>>>
brief exam
<<<
Articles may be downloaded from Collab; the textbook can be purchased in the UVa bookstore. You are expected to purchase one textbook (In Defense of Sin) and view six films outside of class:  The Sea Inside; The Magdalene Sisters; Now, Voyager; The Bicycle Thief; Her; and The Girlfriend Experience.

Grading:  20%  first exam / 20% participation / 20% second exam / 40% final paper
If you don’t feel comfortable speaking in front of your peers, this seminar is not for you.  I will take attendance after every class; absences certainly hinder class participation and, consequently, your grade.
No laptop use will be permitted in seminar.

If you can’t make either of the make-up classes, simply submit a 5-8 page critical response paper (on the assigned readings for that day) within a week of the class.  You will not be penalized for missing either of the make-up classes, but those who miss a make-class will be penalized for failing to submit a corresponding paper.

The final, 8-12-page paper is due at noon sharp on 8 December.  In fairness to your classmates, I will deduct ½ a grade from your final paper for every day it is late (starting at 12:01pm on 8 December).  If you would like to receive comments on your paper, you must submit it (the actual paper, not a draft) to me by 5:00pm on 4 December.

