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SCHOOL OF DIVINITY, HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY 
 

ACADEMIC SESSION 2018-2019 
 

DR1052: Religion at Ground Zero 

15 credits  - 11 weeks 
 
PLEASE NOTE CAREFULLY:  

The full set of school regulations and procedures is contained in the 

Undergraduate Student Handbook which is available online at your 

MyAberdeen page. Students are expected to familiarise themselves not only 

with the contents of this leaflet but also with the contents of the Handbook. 

Therefore, ignorance of the contents of the Handbook will not excuse the 

breach of any School regulation or procedure. 

You must familiarise yourself with this important information at the earliest 

opportunity. 

COURSE CO-ORDINATOR/COURSE TEAM 

Dr. Léon van Ommen (Course Co-ordinator) 
Office: KCF19, King’s College (meetings by appointment) 
01224 272382 
leon.vanommen@abdn.ac.uk 
 
Dr. Katie Cross 
Office: KCS14, King’s College (meetings by appointment) 
01224 273056 
k.cross@abdn.ac.uk  
 
Dr. Callum Pearce 
Office: OBG08, Old Brewery (meetings by appointment) 
01224 272369 
callum.pearce@abdn.ac.uk  
 
Dr. Mike Mawson 
Dr. Brian Brock  

mailto:leon.vanommen@abdn.ac.uk
mailto:k.cross@abdn.ac.uk
mailto:callum.pearce@abdn.ac.uk
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Discipline Administration: 
Mrs Lisa Evans 
50-52 College Bounds 
Room CB001 
01224 273986 
divrs@abdn.ac.uk  
 
Students are asked to make themselves familiar with the information on key 
institutional policies which been made available within MyAberdeen 
(https://abdn.blackboard.com/bbcswebdav/institution/Policies ). These policies are 
relevant to all students and will be useful to you throughout your studies.  They 
contain important information and address issues such as what to do if you are 
absent, how to raise an appeal or a complaint and how seriously the University takes 
your feedback. 
  
These institutional policies should be read in conjunction with this course guide, in 
which School specific policies are detailed. Further information can be found on 
the University¹s Infohub webpage or by visiting the Infohub. 
 

TIMETABLE 

LECTURES  
MON 12:00-13:00 MACROBERT LECTURE THEATRE, MACROBERT 
THUR 15:00-16:00 AURIS LECTURE THEATRE, CRUICKSHANK  
 
REVISION SESSIONS (Nov 26th, 2018) 
MON 12:00-13:00 AURIS LECTURE THEATRE, CRUICKSHANK  
 
TUTORIALS – Choose one timeslot for the whole term  
MON 16:00-17:00 A31, TAYLOR  
TUES 9:00-10:00 C17, TAYLOR  
TUES 12:00-13:00 CB009, 50-52 COLLEGE BOUNDS  
THURS 10:00-11:00 ANNEXE F11, EDWARD WRIGHT  
THURS 12:00-13:00 C28, TAYLOR  
 

Students can view their university timetable 

at     http://www.abdn.ac.uk/infohub/study/timetables-550.php  

 

mailto:divrs@abdn.ac.uk
https://abdn.blackboard.com/bbcswebdav/institution/Policies
http://www.abdn.ac.uk/infohub/
http://www.abdn.ac.uk/infohub/study/timetables-550.php
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COURSE DESCRIPTION  

This course introduces students to issues in practical theology and Christian 

ethics, through an exploration of theological responses to human tragedy and 

cultural shock. The course focuses on popular reactions to the terrorist attacks 

on the USA in 2001, but includes attention to the two European world wars 

and the Holocaust, the Tsunami in South-East Asia, and Hurricane Katrina. 

Attention will be given to themes such as the theodicy question, the function 

of religious discourse in the face of tragedy, the relationship between religion 

and politics, and symbolic responses to tragedy. The course concludes by 

moving from these analyses to an exploration of the peril and promise of 

speaking of God in times of terror.  

INTENDED AIMS AND LEARNING OUTCOMES 

To introduce students to practical theology and Christian ethics. This is 

accomplished by demonstrating how theological issues arise out of human 

contextual experience, and how theologians respond to specific historical 

events. Some familiarity with issues that arise in Christian ethics will be 

accomplished through attention to the debate over the question of a “Just 

War” in Christian thought. 

LECTURE/SEMINAR PROGRAMME 

1. Week 7 

10-14 Sept     Introduction (Dr. van Ommen and Dr. Cross) 

                        The Lisbon Earthquake and other Cultural Shocks (Dr. Cross) 

Read:  

• Voltaire, “The Lisbon Earthquake”  

• Rousseau, “Letter to Voltaire” 

   

2. Week 8 

17-21 Sept     The ‘War to End all Wars’ (Dr. Cross) 
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• Pat Barker, Regeneration (London: Penguin, 2008), pp. 10-19. 

• G.A. Studdert Kennedy, “What is God Like, The Hardest Part, 

pp. xv-xxi, 1-14. 

 

3. Week 9 

24-28 Sept  Jewish Responses to the Shoah (Dr. Mawson) 

• Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Stela Rodway (Toronto, NY: Bantam  

Books, 1986), 46-65. 

• Emil Fackenheim, God’s Presence in History, pp. 67-98.  

 

4. Week 10 

1-5 Oct September 11, 2001 and May 22, 2017 – Media (Dr. van 

Ommen and Dr. Cross) 

• Susan Sonttag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London/New 

York: Penguin, 2003), pp. 16-35.  

 

5. Week 11  

8-12 Oct  Politics and Religion: Bush and Bin Laden (Dr. van Ommen) 

• Bruce Lincoln chpt 2, Holy Terrors, pp. 19-32, appendices A, 

B, C, D; pp. 97-111. 

 

6. Week 12  

15-19 Oct Heroes, Villains & Symbols (Dr. van Ommen) 

• Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the 

Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin Books, 1994), pp. 51-55; 

276-279.  

• Jennifer L. Geddes, ‘Religious Rhetoric in Responses to 

Atrocity’, The Religious in Responses to Mass Atrocity 

(Cambridge, 2009), 21-36. 
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7. Week 13    

22-26 Oct A “Clash of Civilizations”? (Dr. van Ommen) 

• Vincent J. Cornell. “A Muslim to Muslims: Reflections after 

September 11.” 

• Fatwa Against ISIS: http://lettertobaghdadi.com/14/english-

v14.pdf  

• Amina Wadud, “American by Force, Muslim by Choice” in 

Political Theology 5 (2011) 12, pp. 699-705.   

 

8. Week 14  

5-9 Nov Justifying War and Terror? (Dr. Brock) 

• Stanley Hauerwas, ‘September 11, 2001: A Pacifist 

Response’, Dissent from the Homeland, pp. 425-433. 

• Nigel Biggar, ‘In Defence of War’, New Blackfriars 96 (2015), 

192-205. 

 

9. Week 15   

29 Oct – 2 Nov  The Politics of Vulnerability (Dr. Mawson) 

• Judith Butler, “Survivability, Vulnerability, Affect”, in Frames 

of War: When is Life Grievable? (Verso 2009), 33-62. 

 

10. Week 16    

12-16 Nov  ‘Natural’ Disasters: A Different Response? (Dr. van Ommen) 

• David Bentley Hart, “Tsunami and Theology” First Things 

• Kettle, Martin, ‘How can religious people explain something  

like this?’ The Guardian 28 December 2004. 

• Williams, Rowan (2005), ‘Of course this makes us doubt 

God’s existence’, Daily Telegraph. London, 2 Jan, 2005. 

http://lettertobaghdadi.com/14/english-v14.pdf
http://lettertobaghdadi.com/14/english-v14.pdf
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Pastoral Responses to Trauma (Dr. Cross) 

• Serene Jones, Trauma and Grace (Louisville: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2009), pp. 23-42.  

 

11. Week 17  

19-23 Nov Religion as Ground Zero? (Dr. van Ommen and Dr. Cross) 

 Rowan Williams, Writing in the Dust, pp. 1-30; 77-8. 

 

READING LIST  

There are no required course texts to purchase. All required reading is made 

available on MyAberdeen.  A useful text that might be consulted or purchased 

is:  Christopher Craig Brittain, Religion at Ground Zero (Continuum, 2011). 

SECONDARY READING 

Other useful texts that might be consulted or purchased include: 

• Bruce Lincoln, Holy Terrors: Thinking About Religion after September 11 

(The University of Chicago Press, 2003).  

• Rowan Williams, Writing in the Dust: After September 11 (William B. 

Eerdmans, 2002). 

These texts will also be made available on reserve in the SDR library and in the 

Divinity Library. Additional suggested readings on specific topics can also be 

found below. 

 

ASSESMENT 

 

PLEASE NOTE: In order to pass a course on the first attempt, a student must 

attain a Common Grading Scale (CGS) mark of at least E3 on each element of 
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course assessment. Failure to do so will result in a grade of no greater than 

CGS E1 for the course as a whole. 

 

If you submit your work on time, you can expect that feedback will normally 

be provided within three working weeks (excluding vacation periods) of the 

submission deadline. 

 

First Attempt:  

1 two hour exam (60%); one 1,200-1,500 word essay (30%); 2 short tutorial 

papers (300-500 words each) (5% each). 

 

Resit:  

One two-hour written examination (100%) provided each element of 

assessment is submitted and graded at CGS E3 or above. Failure to achieve 

this will result in having to re-take the course as a whole. 

 

To view the CGS Descriptors please go to MyAberdeen- Organisations-

Divinity, History, & Philosophy Student Information for Undergraduates. The 

link to the CGS Descriptors is on the left hand menu. 

ESSAYS 

 

1. TWO SHORT PAPERS 

Students are required to submit two 300-500 word short papers, each 

answering one of the tutorial questions. For the first short paper students can 

choose from any question of tutorials week 1-3. For the second short paper 

students can choose from any question of tutorials week 4-6. The tutorial 

questions can be found on MyAberdeen. The due date for the first paper 1 

October, 11am, for the second paper 22 October, 11am.  
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2. ESSAY 

Students are required to write one essay of 1200-1500 words. 

Due Date: 26 November, 11am. 

The essay will count 30% toward the final course mark and should be written 

on one of the topics listed below. Late papers will be penalised. 

Recommended topics are outlined below. 

 

POSSIBLE ESSAY TOPICS 

 

1) Examine the reactions to the Lisbon Earthquake by both Voltaire and 

Rousseau.  

• Summarize and compare their basic views and responses to the event.  

• Does one of the authors appear to make a stronger point? If so, which 

do you find particularly compelling and why? 

 

2) A reflection on Geoffry Studdert Kennedy’s The Hardest Part. This essay 

might explore one or more of the following questions:  

• In what way did his war experience challenge/change Studdert 

Kennedy’s religious views? 

• How would you describe the kind of God that he rejects? What 

theological understanding of God does he begin to articulate? 

• How does Pat Barker’s writing in Regeneration support or challenge 

Studdert Kennedy’s thinking?  

 

3) An analysis of Fackenheim’s essay from God’s Presence in History. This 

essay might explore one or more of the following questions: 

• How would one characterize Fackenheim’s response to Auschwitz? 

• Describe and assess Fackenheim’s understanding of the “meaning of 

Auschwitz.” 
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• What are the implications of Fackenheim’s essay? 

 

4) An analysis of Chapter 2 in Bruce Lincoln’s book Holy Terrors. This essay 

might explore one or more of the following questions: 

• What are Lincoln’s primary points? 

• Is Lincoln’s analysis convincing? Why/why not? 

 

5) Analyze the use of symbols or photographs/images in response to terrorist 

attacks or other tragedies. This essay might explore one or more of the 

following questions: 

• If writing on symbols: What kind of symbols are being used? Why are 

they important? In what ways do religious and secular symbols differ?  

• If writing on photographs or images: What is the meaning of 

photographs or images in the framework of responses to tragedy? 

What kind of impact do these have? Are photographs of tragic events a 

good thing? Why/why not? Refer to specific images where possible. 

 

6) A reflection on ‘heroes and villains’ following the Holocaust, or the 9/11 

terrorist attacks. Include reference to the writings of at least one of the 

following authors: if writing on the Holocaust, Hannah Arendt (Eichmann in 

Jerusalem) or Jennifer Geddes (“‘Religious Rhetoric in Responses to Atrocity”); 

if writing on 9-11, Rowan Williams (Writing in the Dust) or Stanley Hauerwas 

(“A Pacifist Response”). 

• How are ‘heroes and villains’ portrayed in the aftermath of tragic 

events? 

• Is an emphasis on heroism/demonization helpful or problematic? 
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7) Describe and evaluate Butler’s understanding of the vulnerability of life and 

the implications of this vulnerability.  This might include one or more of the 

following questions: 

• In what sense are nationalist political movements attempts to 

overcome our basic vulnerability?   

• How might our shared vulnerability provide the basis for a different and 

richer kind of global responsibility and solidarity?  

• How can poetry (which testifies to our shared vulnerability) be a form 

of political resistance and critique?  

 

8) D.B. Hart’s “Tsunami and Theodicy” is intended as a reply to Martin Kettle’s 

article, “How can religious people explain something like this?”  

• In your own view, is Hart’s response convincing?  

• Is it a sufficient answer, or does his response fall short of Kettle’s 

challenge? Why or why not? 

 

9) Analyse and evaluate religious and cultural responses to tragedy. This essay 

might explore one or more of the following questions: 

• In what ways might societies that are struck tragedy benefit from 

narratives from the Christian tradition? Make reference to both/either 

of the following ideas: Serene Jones’ ‘road to Emmaus’, Rowan 

William’s ‘writing in the dust.’  

• In what ways can the church learn from cultural responses to tragedy?  

 

ASSESSMENT DEADLINES 

Short tutorial paper 1:  1 October, 11am 

Short tutorial paper 1:  22 October, 11am  

Essay:    26 November, 11am 
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SUBMISSION ARRANGEMENTS 

Submit a .doc or .docx and include the word count.   

Submit by the due date, no hard copy will be required unless directly 

requested by the course coordinator through MyAberdeen.   

In advance of uploading, please save the assignment with your student id 

number listed in the filename, i.e. 59999999 DRXXXX Essay 1. 

When asked to enter a title for the assignment, please enter a title identical to 

the name of your saved assignment, i.e. 59999999 DRXXXX Essay 1. 

Please note: failure to submit by the due date (unless a prior arrangement has 

been made) will result in a deduction of marks.   Where no submission is 

received, this will result in a mark of zero.  

Please note: Safeassign text matching software will be used, however the 

School of Divinity, History and Philosophy reserves the right to also submit 

material to TurnitinUK when deemed necessary.  

EXAMINATION 

A two-hour written exam will be required at the end of the course. It consists 

of three short essay questions based on the required reading and lecture 

material. Students will be able to choose their essay questions from a 

selection of nine questions. 

RESIT INFORMATION 

One two-hour written examination (100%) provided each element of 

assessment is submitted and graded at CGS E3 or above. Failure to achieve 

this will result in having to re-take the course as a whole. 

Access to the resit which is provisional on: 

https://abdn.blackboard.com/webapps/portal/execute/tabs/tabAction?tab_tab_group_id=_275_1
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• All submitted coursework having been submitted and graded at CGS E3 

or higher. 

• Student having a valid Class Certificate. Students with C7’s are not 

eligible for resits. 

Past exam papers can be viewed at http://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/learning-

and-teaching/for-students/exam-papers/. 

 

Please Note: Candidates whose first language is not English may refer to 

English/native tongue dictionaries, when permitted by their Schools to do so. 

Electronic dictionaries are not permitted in the examination venue. 

Invigilators are entitled to request inspection of dictionaries prior to the 

examination, thumbing through them to check that there is no extra written 

material present. 

 

FURTHER READING 

(Note: these are simply for your interest. This material may help you to write 

your essays, but it is not required that you consult any of these texts- nor are 

you limited to these). 

 

THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE 

• Susan Nieman, Evil in Modern Thought: An Alternative History of 

Philosophy. 

• Ana Cristina Araújo, ‘The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Public Distress and 

Political Propaganda.’ 

 

THE GREAT WAR & CHAPLAINS 

• Ruth B. Henig, The Origins of the First World War. 

• W.B Selbie, The War and Theology.  

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/learning-and-teaching/for-students/exam-papers/
http://www.abdn.ac.uk/library/learning-and-teaching/for-students/exam-papers/
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• Doris Bergen, The Sword of the Lord: Military Chaplains from the First to 

the Twenty-First Century. 

 

THE HOLOCAUST  

• Sarah Katherine Pinnock, Beyond theodicy: Jewish and Christian 

continental thinkers respond to the Holocaust. 

• Emma Klein, ‘Holocaust’ in A.Hastings, A.Mason and H.Pyper ed, The 

Oxford Companion to Christian Thought. 

• Zachary Braiterman, God after Auschwitz : Tradition and change in post-

Holocaust Jewish thought. [electronic resource] 

• Alexander Donat, The Holocaust Kingdom: A Memoir.  

• Dorothee Sölle, Suffering. 

• Melissa Raphael, The Female Face of God in Auschwitz: A Jewish Feminist 

Theology of the Holocaust. [electronic resource] 

• Michael L. Morgan and Peter Eli Gordon (eds) The Cambridge Companion 

to Modern Jewish Philosophy.  

• Alice Eckardt, ‘The Shoah- Road to a Revised/Revived Christianity’ in Carol 

Rittner and John Roth (eds), From the Unthinkable to the Unavoidable. 

• Yaffa Eliach, Hasidic Tales of the Holocaust. 

• Ronit Lentin, Israel and the Daughters of the Shoah: Reoccupying the 

Territories of Silence 

• Richard L. Rubenstein, After Auschwitz: History, theology, and 

contemporary Judaism. 

 

9-11 

• Mary L. Dudziak (ed) September 11 in history : A watershed moment? 

• Susan Jeffords and Fahed Al-Sumait (eds) Covering Bin Laden: global media 

and the world’s most wanted man. 
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• Tom Rockmore, Joseph Margolis and Armen Marsoobian (ed) The 

philosophical challenge of September 11. 

• Tram Nguyen, We are all suspects now : Untold stories from immigrant 

communities after 9/11. [electronic resource] 

• Duncan B. Forrester. Apocalypse Now?: Reflections on faith in a time of 

terror. 

• Jessica Stern, Terror in the Name of God: Why Religious Militants Kill. 

• Susan Faludi, The Terror Dream: What 9/11 revealed about America. 

 

TERRORISM & RELIGION 

• James F. Rinehart, Apocalyptic faith and political violence: prophets of 

terror. [electronic resource] 

• Louise Richardson, What Terrorists Want: Understanding the Terrorist 

Threat. 

• Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the mind of God: The global rise of religious 

violence. 

 

CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS  

• Samuel P. Huntington, The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world 

order. 

• Susan Buck-Morss, Thinking Past Terror: Islamism and Critical Theory on 

the Left. 

• Arun Kundani, The Muslims are Coming! 

 

JUST WAR & PACIFISM 

• Oliver O’Donovan, The just war revisited. 

• Chris J. Dolan, In war we trust: the Bush doctrine and the pursuit of just 

war. 

• Bethke Elshtain (ed) Just war theory. 
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• Paul Ramsey, The just war : force and political responsibility. 

• Jenny Teichman, Pacifism and the just war: a study in applied philosophy. 

• Stanley Hauerwas, Against the nations : war and survival in a liberal 

society. 

 

RESPONSES TO TRAUMA & THEODICY  

• Karen Kilby, Evil and the Limits of Theodicy. 

• David Bentley Hart, The doors of the sea: Where was God in the Tsunami?  

• John Swinton, Raging with compassion: Pastoral responses to the problem 

of evil. 

• Shelly Rambo, Spirit and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining. 

• Marilyn McCord Adams, Christ and the Horrors: The Coherence of 

Christology. 

• Richard Swinburne, Providence and the problem of evil. 
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