
    CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY NORTHRIDGE 
                      Department of Religious Studies 
 

RS 361OF (1835&)       Contemporary Issues in Ethic 
SP 2014                                                               Dr. Robert E. Shore-Goss   
Online Office Hours M. 10:30-12:30          robert.goss@csun.edu 

                                     818-762-1133 
 

 
    

The world is increasingly interdependent, so that lasting peace--national, regional 
and global--can only be achieved if we think in terms of broader interest than 
parochial need...As the world grows smaller, we need each other more than in the 
past... The Dalai Lama  
 
It is easier to break an atom than a prejudice…Albert Einstein 

 
Course:  This course attempts to explore what are the “virtues” that we as 
human beings need to cultivate in an ever-increasingly complex world with no 
easy answers.  Our primary textbook—Leonardo Boff’s Virtues for An 
Alternative Possible World—envisions such values underlying human 
practices. Book 1 focuses on the virtue of Hospitality as a primary value for 
envisioning a different world in the 21st century.  Book 2 focuses on virtues of 
Co-living, Respect, and Tolerance if peoples of the earth are to live together. 
Book 3 deals with the virtue of Communality, our relationship with those who 
have and those who do not have and creating the conditions for a culture of 
peace. 
 
We will read, write, discuss, and explore how these virtues can share our 
values in several areas:  Human Sexualities and Gender Diversities, the Earth 
and Ecological Justice, Illegal People and Border Crossings, and a Culture of 
Peace.  There will be overlapping values that we will find emergent in our 
explorations as individuals and as a class.  
 
General Education Requirements Arts and Humanities  
Goal: Students will understand the rich history and diversity of human 
knowledge, discourse and achievements of their own and other cultures as 
they are expressed in the arts, literatures, religions, and philosophy.  
Student Learning Outcomes  

1. Explain and reflect critically upon the human search for meaning, values, 
discourse and expression in one or more eras/stylistic periods or 
cultures;  

2. Analyze, interpret, and reflect critically upon ideas of value, meaning, 
discourse and expression from a variety of perspectives from the arts 
and/or humanities;  

3. Produce work/works of art that communicate to a diverse audience 
through a demonstrated understanding and fluency of expressive 
forms;  



4. Demonstrate ability to engage and reflect upon their intellectual and 
creative development within the arts and humanities;  

5. Use appropriate critical vocabulary to describe and analyze works of 
artistic expression, literature, philosophy, or religion and a 
comprehension of the historical context within which a body of work 
was created or a tradition emerged;  

6. Describe and explain the historical and/or cultural context within which a 
body of work was created or a tradition emerged.  

 
 
SLO’s for RS 361. Contemporary Ethical Issues  
Emphasizes the development of skills in critical thinking through analysis of 
such contemporary ethical issues as abortion, euthanasia, genetic 
engineering, sexual behavior, racism, gender bias, punishment, animal rights, 
the environment, and the relationships between religion and morality.  
 
1. Students will be able to articulate, orally and in writing, the diversity and 
distinctiveness of  the moral values implicit in and the ethical arguments 
currently employed within various religious and secular traditions. 
 
2. Students will demonstrate an understanding of the influence of diverse 
religious and secular traditions on moral attitudes and behaviors. 
 
3. Students will be able to develop oral and written proposals for resolving 
current moral dilemmas in society. 
 
4. Students will be able to recognize and critically evaluate their own and 
others’ assumptions and biases as they play a role in - - and sometimes distort 
- - their thinking. 
 
5. Students will demonstrate oral communication skills and mindful listening 
through conversations in the classroom about the moral values and forms of 
ethical thinking of fellow students. 
 
 
 
Requirements: 
Expectations for this include reading and internet assignments. I 
expect you to make one posting about the readings each week on 
the discussion board. (10%) 
 
During the semester, you will be assigned questions on the 
readings and assignments. These are important to your overall 
grade. I expect 1 page per question. I will not accept any 
submissions three weeks are they due. They have a cumulative 
grade value (30%)  
 



2--   3-5 page Semester Papers  (15% each) See the Assignments in 
the syllabus. You have a week beyond the due before I start to mark 
down for lateness.  Please note the due dates. 
 

(15%) Due  September 30:  In a 3-5 page paper, examine the 
ethical foundations of both Sallie McFague and Thich Nhat 
Hanh for Earthcare and fighting global warming.  What is the 
basis for each author necessary to live responsibility with the 
Earth?     
 
(15%) Due November 4:  In a 3-5 page paper, explore 
arguments for either for or against Same-sex Marriage, 
Reproductive Freedom of Women,  or a Person’s Body Right 
to transition to their Gender Choice.  Use the ethical 
principles of Marvin Ellison's book--Making Love Just.   
 

(30%  of your grade) Final Paper Assignment 10-15 pages, at least 
10 sources) :  John Dear reads the story of Jesus raising Lazarus 
from the tom as a symbolic story about violence and death.  
Choose a peace-non-violent activist (Gandhi, The Dalai Lama, 
Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King Jr., Desmond Tutu, Thich Nhat 
Hanh, or John Dear). Write about the principles  that they exemplify 
the Boff’s virtues for an alternative world and the virtues of non-
violence in Lazarus Come Forth) 
 
 
 
 
Required Texts: 
Boff, Leonardo, Virtues For Another Possible World, Eugene, Cascade Book, 2011. 
Dear, John, Lazarus Come Forth: How Jesus Confronts the Culture of Death and 
 Invites Us to a Life of Peace, Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 2011. (comes in kindle
  format) 
 
Ellison, Marvin, Making Love Just: Sexual Ethics for a Perplexing Time, Minneapolis,  
 Fortress Press, 2010. (also in kindle format) 
Sallie McFague, A New Climate for Theology: God, World, and Global Warming, 
  Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2008. 
Thich Nhat Hanh, The World We Have: A Buddhist Approach of Ecology and Peace,  
 Berkeley, Parallax Press, (in kindle format) 
 
 
 
Recommended Websites: 
www.religioustolerance.org  (A good site on contemporary issues). 



http://www.pluralism.org/about/index.php  (Good resource on World Religions in the 
United States)  
The Forum on Ecology and Religion 
http://www.environment.harvard.edu/religion/main.html 
Interfaith Outreach http://www.earthday.net/programs/religious/default.aspx 
 
WEEKLY CLASS ASSIGNMENTS:  
 
You are expected to watch one or more of the youtube movies: 
 
Inconvenient Truth with Al Gore (youtube—entire movies is in parts) 
Earth 2100 (ABC graphic novel) on youtube 
 
 
You are expected to watch both youtubes: 
 
Sallie McFague (Talk at Yale Divinity)  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QjK4d8ci1e0 
Thich Nhat Hanh  Moving Beyond the Idea of Environment  
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=thich%20nhat%20hanh%2C%20en
vironment&sm=1 
 
 
Week of  25 Introduction 
Read: Boff, vii-13. 
 
Inconvenient Truth with Al Gore (youtube—entire movies is in parts)  or 
Earth 2100 (ABC graphic novel) on youtube 
 
 
Internet: Assignment: 
Read:  Ethics in Religion, Wikkipedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethics_in_religion 
Check out on the internet: Dom Helder Camara, Mahatma Gandhi, Paulo Freire, 
Desmond Tutu, Mother Teresa of Calcutta, and Teilhard de Chardin.  
 
 
Week of  September 2  Hospitality 
Boff, pp. 14-55 
McFague, 1-42 
 
Internet: 
Read the Earth Charter:  
 
Answer the following questions:  Due September 9. 
 

1) What is the centrality of “other” in an ethics of hospitality?  Make  
reference to the history of violence against the other by western 
civilization over the centuries. 

 2) Analyze Boff’s statement: “This partiality in favor of the majority is  



    the condition for universality.   If we do not start with the inclusion of  
    the vast majority, then human rights will never be universal—human  
    rights will remain, in practice, the privilege of some.” (p.98)  Is this     
    statement true or false? Give specific examples to defend your  
              answer. 

3)  What are the values in the Earth Charter necessary to build up a just, 
    sustainable, and peaceful society, living in right relationship with the  
    Earth? 

 
Email the answers to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 
 
Week of September 9 Hospitality 
Boff, pp. 56-109 
Mc Fague, 43-80 
Thich Nhat Hanh, Part I 
 
 
 
Week of September 16  Co-Living 
Boff,  pp. 119-142 
Mc Fague, 81-121 
Thich Nhat Hanh, Part II  
 
Internet Assignment:  
Read: Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” 
http://www.asa3.org/ASA/PSCF/1969/JASA6-69White.html 
Explore the Religion and Ecology Forum: http://www.religionandecology.org/\ 
Check out the  
 
 
Week of September 23 Co-Living 
Boff, pp. 143- 188 
Mc Fague, 122-177 
Thich Nhat Hanh, Part III 
Internet Assignment: Explore the resources: 
Jewish Articles: Nature and the Environment 
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/daily_life/environment.htm?OVRAW=Judais
m%2C%20ecology&OVKEY=judaism%20environment&OVMTC=advanced&OV
ADID=1537918522&OVKWID=12849952522 
Christian Ecology  http://www.christianecology.org/ 
Interfaith Power and Light: http://interfaithpowerandlight.org/ 
Earth Sangha http://www.earthsangha.org/ 
Alan Sponberg, “Green Buddhism.” 
http://www.westernbuddhistreview.com/vol1/green_buddhism.html 
 
For your information: Your professor has led his church in going green:  
Dedication: MCC in the Valley as the first LA Church to Goes Green: 
http://www.ustream.tv/recorded/11277208#utm_campaign=www.faceb
ook.com&utm_source=11277208&utm_medium=social 
 



In a 3-5 page paper, examine the ethical foundations of both 
Sallie McFague and Thich Nhat Hanh for Earthcare and 
fighting global warming.  What is the basis for each author 
necessary to live responsibility with the Earth?     

 
 
Sex and Gender Issues—Section II: 
Watch the movies: 
 
 For the Bible Tells Me So  http://topdocumentaryfilms.com/for-the-
bible-tells-me-so/ 
Watch on youtube: Rev. Dr. Bob Shore-Goss, Homosexuality and 
the Bible (5 part series) 
 
20/20 Intersex http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xv1yk2Va9qc 
20/20 Transgender  Children  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfqmEYC_rMI 
Middle Sex: Redefining He and She  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Gyoq6tdlsE 
 
 
 
 
Week of September 30  Making Love Just  
Ellison, Introduction, Chapters 1-3 
 
Internet Assignment: 
Read the Declaration on Sexual Morality, Justice, and Healing: 
http://www.religiousinstitute.org/religious-declaration-on-sexual-morality-
justice-and-healing 
The Manhattan Declaration: http://www.manhattandeclaration.org/the-
declaration/read.aspx 
 
  
 

Due  September 30:  In a 3-5 page paper, examine the ethical 
foundations of both Sallie McFague and Thich Nhat Hanh for 
Earthcare and fighting global warming.  What is the basis for 
each author necessary to live responsibility with the Earth?     
Email to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 

 
Mail to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 
 
 
 
Week of October 7 Making Love Just   II 



Ellison, Chapters 4-5 
Internet Assignment: 
Explore Religious Tolerance on various positions on same-sex marriage and 
abortion:  http://www.religioustolerance.org/ 
 
Internet Assignment:  on Youtube, enter Dr. Bob Shore-Goss, Homosexuality 
in the Bible 
National  Organization of  Marriage: 
http://www.nationformarriage.org/site/c.omL2KeN0LzH/b.3836955/k.BEC6/Hom
e.htm 
Marriage Equality USA: http://www.marriageequality.org/ 
 
 
Answer the following questions: Due October 14: 
 

1) Critique positively or negatively one Dr. Shore-Goss’ youtube videos. 
Be intelligible and critical in your arguments, not just because my 
religion teaches me. 

2) In examining the arguments for and against same-sex marriage of the 
National Organization of Marriage and Marriage Equality, which have 
the most cogent ethical arguments?  How do these compare with the 
principles of Boff and Ellison?  

3) Ellison argues that a reframing of Christian ethics is necessary to 
shift from a procreative ethic to a justice –love ethic.  Explain three 
normative shifts in ethics? 

4) How sexism the root of domestic violence and battery of women?  
How does Ellison suggest we change such cultural patterns? 

 
Email to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 
 
 
Week of October 14 Making Love Just III 

Ellison, Chapters 6-7, Epilogue 
 
20/20 Intersex http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xv1yk2Va9qc 
20/20 Transgender  Children  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfqmEYC_rMI 
 
 
Week of October 21 Transgendered and Intersexed Issues 
Ellison, pp. 114-123  
 
Internet Assignment: 
Transgendered  explained for Those who are not: 
http://www.joanneherman.com/Transgender_Explained.html 
International Transgender Day of Remembrance 
http://www.transgenderdor.org/ 
 
Watch the HBO Documentary: 



Middle Sex: Redefining He and She  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Gyoq6tdlsE 
 

 
Answer the following questions: Due October 28 

1) Use the internet to define the following terms: Transgender, 
transvestite, female to male (f-to-m) transgender male, male to female 
t(m-to-F) transgender female, intersex, cis-gender. 

2) What did you learn about the Transgender Day of Remembrance? 
3) Why is there such violent reaction to gender transitions? 

Email to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 
 

 
 
Immigration Issues—Section III: 
Which Way Home Documentary  (free Hulu)  
http://www.hulu.com/watch/295708 
 
 
 
Week of October 30   Immigration   

 
Due November 4,  In a 4-5 page paper, explore arguments for 
either for or against Same-sex Marriage, Reproductive 
Freedom of Women, or a Person’s Body Right to transition to 
their Gender Choice.  Use the ethical principles of Marvin 
Ellison's book--Making Love Just.   

 
 
 
A Christian Perspective:  
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/markdroberts/series/illegal-immigration-
seeking-a-christian-perspective/ 
Immigration: UCC http://www.ucc.org/justice/public-education/immigration-
and-public.html 
Catholic Position on Immigrant Issue:   Poverty USA  
http://www.usccb.org/about/catholic-campaign-for-human-
development/povertyusa/ 
 
 
Week of November 13  Feasting Together 
Boff, pp. 195-232 
Dear, 1-47. 
 
Internet Assignment: 
Read the Charter for Compassion (Karen Armstrong): 
http://charterforcompassion.org/  
 



Three Differing Policies on Immigration Reform 
http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/issues/reform 
http://www.hrc.org/resources/entry/comprehensive-inclusive-immigration-
reform-nine-problems-deserving-solution 
http://www.fairus.org/issues 
 
Which Way Home can be rented on youtube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MzrYLImBJFc 
 
 
Answer the following:  Due November 18. 

1)  How does Boff understand the notion of “communality”? 
2)  What are the preconditions for communality?  How does it fit with the 
Charter for Compassion? 
3)  With current news of children leaving Central America and coming to 
the Southern border of the USA, there is a debate raging in the US: 
Should these children be considered an immigration problem or should 
be characterized as refugees?  Be specific in your argument with 
examples. 

 
Email to: Robert.goss@csun.edu 
 
 
 
 Week of November 25  The Culture of Violence vs. Culture of  Nonviolence 
Boff, pp. 233-266 
Dear, 40-97 
Internet Assignment: 
Listen to 1 or 2 youtube presentations from Thich Nhat Hanh. 
Buddhist Peace Fellowship http://www.bpf.org/ 
 
John Dear: Non-violence: Philosophy and Practice 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LBcmM6Ib6A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Week of   December 2 Non-Violence 
Finish the Dear Book 
Watch 
Gandhi Clip on Salt March https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WW3uk95VGes 
Dr Martin Luther King  Non-Violence is the Most Powerful Weapon 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74XJJ3Tq5ew 
Dalai Lama:  Non-Violence and ethical Values  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pay4r8hcqo0 
John Dear: Non-violence: Philosophy and Practice 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LBcmM6Ib6A 
 



 
December 15th Final Paper Due (10-15 pages, at least 10 sources) : emailed to 
me; Robert.goss@csun.edu 
Paper Assignment:  John Dear reads the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from 
the tom as a symbolic story about violence and death.  Choose a peace-non-
violent activist (Gandhi, The Dalai Lama, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King Jr., 
Desmond Tutu, Thich Nhat Hanh, or John Dear). Write about the principles  
that they exemplify the Boff’s virtues for an alternative world and the virtues of 
non-violence in Lazarus Come Forth) 
 

 


