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Liberal Learning and Life Calling Seminars 
Liberal Learning and Life Calling Seminars are interdisciplinary studies of the foundational questions 
intrinsic to human existence (e.g. What is truth? How do we know? What is humanity? What is the 
good life? What is beauty? Who is our neighbor? How should we live?). Each seminar explores the 
nature and significance of one of these questions: most fundamentally, within the framework of 
historic Christian theology and practice, but also in the light of various relevant academic disciplines 
and contemporary ideologies. The ultimate goal of the seminars is to equip students to better 
understand the meaning and purpose of life by cultivating an historic Christian vision of human 
flourishing and the capacity to discern how this vision relates to competing conceptions of human 
existence. 
 
What is Beauty? 
Phrases like “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder” and “beauty is only skin deep” suggest that beauty 
is a category that need not be taken seriously in philosophy or theology since it is associated with 
subjectivity, superficiality, and consumerism. However, the history of philosophy and theology 
shows that beauty has been an important category in Western thought. A given philosopher’s 
thoughts about beauty and aesthetics are an excellent window onto what he or she believes about 
the nature of reality in general. More specifically, in theology, what we believe about beauty is bound 
up with what we believe about the nature of God, his self-revelation in Christ, his relation to 
creation and ourselves, and the nature of salvation and ethics. This course explores all of these issues 
through the lens of beauty, as different periods in the Western history of philosophy have 
conceptualized it. Effort will be made to tie this philosophy to art objects that different schools of 
thought have produced. 
 
Course Outcomes and Goals 
 
By participating in and completing the course requirements, students should achieve the following 
course outcomes and demonstrate growth in the following course goals –  
 
Outcomes: 
 
At the completion of this course, students are expected to be able to: 

1. Articulate the theological significance of aesthetic expressions and their implications for 
illuminating meaning and significance in life. 

2. Describe the historical developments and cultural dynamics that have shaped the fine arts in 
their past and present forms. 

mailto:lexi.eikelboom@indwes.edu


3. Practice methods by which aesthetics can illuminate the pursuit of knowledge and truth. 
4. Evaluate the meaning and significance of artistic works critically, reflectively, and charitably. 
5. Express ideas effectively through written and verbal communication. 

Goals: 

Moreover, students should also develop: 

1. Devotion to the glory of God as expressed through an engagement with beauty. 
2. Dedication to a spiritual rule of life that facilitates formation in Christian virtue through 

one’s encounter with the living God, including through artistic appreciation and practice. 
3. Faithfulness to the body of Christ as the primary community in and through which one is 

equipped and empowered to discern beauty for the purpose of loving and serving both God 
and neighbor. 

4. Healthy lifestyle patterns, including an engagement with beauty, which contribute to physical 
and spiritual wholeness. 

 

Required Texts: 

In order to remain within legal copyright limits, students must purchase the following text. All other 

readings will be supplied by the instructor. 

Johann Wolfgang van Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther 
 
 
Assignments 

1. Participation (140 pts) More information TBD. 
 

2. Reading Questions (160 pts) Students must submit a reading reflection of 200-300 words 
for each reading listed in the course outline, responding to the question provided. These 
should be printed, brought to class and submitted in hard copy after class. It is 
expected that students will follow proper academic writing procedures for these responses 
including attention to grammar and clarity (please see appendix for guidelines regarding 
academic writing), and the inclusion of page numbers when quoting. 
 

3. Beauty and Scriptural Interpretation Assignment (100 pts) Students will select 2 
paintings on the crucifixion and then compare the ways in which these paintings present and 
interpret the crucifixion with an exegesis of the crucifixion account in the gospel of 
John. Students will interpret the imagery and then compare this against the texts, answering 
questions like ‘How do the pieces interpret the text?’ ‘What do they emphasize and why?’ ‘Is 
one more compelling than the other?’ 
 

4. Midterm (100 pts total): Students will take a midterm on Feb 23rd consisting of definition, 
long answer, and an essay question pertaining to course material. More information TBA. 
 



5. Exam (200 pts): Students will take an exam in one of the assigned exam slots (10am Apr 
26; 10am Apr 27; 1pm Apr 27) consisting of definition, long answer, and an essay question 
pertaining to the course.  
 

6. Combination of Assignments from the assignment sheet (300 pts). Students will 
choose a combination of assignments related to various dimensions of the course and 
depending on the student’s interests from the assignment sheet. These assignments make up 
the remaining 300 pts pertaining to the course but students may also choose to complete 
assignments in excess of 300 pts. 

 

Grading: 
 
Letter grades are calculated and assigned in light of the University’s policy concerning grading and evaluation.  

 
A 94-100% C 74-76% 
A- 90-93% C- 70-73% 
B+ 87-89% D+ 67-69% 
B 84-86% D 64-66% 
B- 80-83% D- 60-63% 
C+ 77-79% F 59% and Below 

 
Academic Honesty/Plagiarism:  
 
Any form of academic dishonesty and/or plagiarism is deemed to be a serious violation of the fabric of our 
character as a community. As a result, any confirmed case of academic dishonesty and/or plagiarism will be 
referred to the John Wesley Honors College Committee in order that his or her further standing in that 
community can be reviewed. Confirmed cases of academic dishonesty/plagiarism are also submitted to the 
Academic Affairs Office of the College of Arts and Sciences and are thus subject to further review from that 
office.  
 
Late Assignments:  
 
Any assignments turned in late will receive a 5% deduction for each day past the due date. Assignments 
turned in more than five days late will not be accepted and the student will receive a zero for that particular 
assignment. 
 
Absences and Tardiness:  
 
Given the seminar nature of this course, students are expected to attend class. Students may take one 
unexcused absence. Each subsequent unexcused absence will result in a 10% reduction of a student’s 
participation grade. Excused absences will be issued in cases of illness, family emergencies, and university-
related business provided notice comes in advance of the class meeting time. Absences for university-related 
business must come in advance with notification being from the supervisor for that particular experience. In 
the case of emergencies, notification should simply come as soon as is convenient. If a student is more than 
ten minutes late to class three times, this will count as an unexcused absence. 
  
Students with Disabilities:  
 
In an effort to meet the aspiration of its mission to develop world changers and to respect federal law, 
Indiana Wesleyan University provides reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities.  Students 



need to self-identify in order to be eligible for such accommodations.  In partnership with faculty members 
and administrators, this process is coordinated by staff members in the Center for Student Success.  Please 
contact Mr. Nathan Herring (Student Center 220, x2257) for further assistance.   
 
Library.indwes.edu 

Jackson Library specializes in the academic resources you need for your papers and projects:  books, eBooks, 

streaming video, DVDs, scholarly journal articles, and so much more.  If you need help finding the best 

information, contact a research librarian:  

·  Call us at:     765-677-2603 
·  Email us at:  jacksonlibrary@indwes.edu 
·  “Chat” at:     Library.indwes.edu 
· See our:        Research Guides  linked on our homepage 
· Get help at:  http://indwes.libguides.com/researchservices 

 
Inclement Weather:  
 
In the case of a winter storm warning, class will be cancelled. Notification of that cancellation will come via e-
mail at least one hour prior to the time the class is scheduled to meet. The canceled class session will be re-
scheduled for a later date and time that works for both the students and the professor.  
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Course Outline 

Jan 10  Syllabus and Introductory conversations 
 

Jan 12  Why does Beauty Matter? And Where are we Today? 
Reading: Alain de Botton, “Why You Should Never Say ‘Beauty is in the Eye of the 
Beholder’” 

• According to de Botton, what is problematic about the idea that beauty is in the 
eye of the beholder? 

• Based on what we have learned in “What is Truth?” why might the idea of beauty 
being in the eye of the beholder be even more problematic than de Botton 
suggests? 

 
The Early Church and the Middle Ages 
 

Jan 17  Plato: Beauty as a Transcendental 
Reading: Selections from Plato, The Symposium and The Republic book X 

• Based on his definition of beauty in The Symposium, why is Plato suspicious of art 
(in The Republic)? 

Jan 19 Pseudo-Dionysius: Beauty as Divine Name 
Reading: Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, Ch. 4 

• Why, according to Pseudo-Dionysius, is Beauty an appropriate name for God?  

Jan 24 The Beauty of God 
Reading: Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite, p 15-28 

• Why, and in what ways, is Beauty important for thinking about what God is like? 

Jan 26 Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages 
 

Jan 31 Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages 
Reading: Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, p 52-64 

• Describe how symbolism functioned in the medieval imagination and how this 
was an important part of medieval theories about beauty. 

Feb 2 Christ, Beauty, and Ugliness 
Reading: Carnes, pp 125-134; 152-182 

• According to Gregory of Nyssa, what is the unique relationship between beauty 
and ugliness in Christianity? 

 
 
Renaissance, Reformation, Romanticism  
 

Feb 6 Extra Credit Opportunity: 7:30pm “Art and the Church” Panel 

Feb 7 Beauty in the Renaissance 
Aristotle: Beauty as Proportion 
Reading: Aristotle, Poetics section I 

• Based on his writing on poetics, how do you think Aristotle would define 
beauty? 

Feb 9 Beauty in the Renaissance 



Feb 14 No Class – Extra Credit Opportunity: “Day of Courageous Conversations” 

Feb 16 Beauty in the Reformation 
Reading: Calvin, The Institutes I.ii 

• Why does Calvin reject the use of images in worship? Does this mean that he 
rejects beauty as spiritually important as well, or does he locate it elsewhere? 

Feb 21 Representing Christ 
 

Feb 23 Midterm Exam 
 

Feb 28 The Birth of Aesthetics I 
Reading: Kant, Critique of Judgement, Part I, First Book, First Moment (p 35-42)  

• Why does Kant distinguish judgement of taste from delight in the good? What 
does this tell you about how Kant thinks about the relation between the good 
and the beautiful? 

• In your own words, explain Kant’s definition of beauty in p 42. 

Mar 2 The Birth of Aesthetics II 
Reading: Kant, Critique of Judgement, Part I, First Book, Second Moment (p  42-51) 

• What is “subjective universality”? 

• In your own words, explain Kant’s definition of beauty on p 51. 

Mar 7 No Class – Spring Break 

Mar 9 No Class – Spring Break 

Mar 14 Romanticism I 
 

Mar 16 Goethe: Romanticism II 
Reading: Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther 

• What are the themes of Romanticism in the text? 
In what ways does Romanticism continue to influence us today? 

Mar 21 The Romantic Sublime: Romanticism III 
Romanticism and Theology: The Alternative Romanticism of Gerard Manley Hopkins 
Reading: Kant, Critique of Judgement, p 75-94 

• According to Kant, what is the sublime? How is it different from the beautiful?  

Mar 23 Is Romanticism compatible with a Christian approach to beauty? 
Reading: Hopkins, “As Kingfishers Catch Fire” 

Mar 28  Kitsch, Beauty, and Brokenness 
Reading: Herman, “Wounds and Beauty”;  
                Optional: Walford, “The Case for a Broken Beauty” 

• Under what circumstances does beauty become theologically problematic and 
misleading? 

 
Postmodernism Against Aesthetics 
 

Mar 30 Beauty and Ideology 
Reading: Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Aestheticization of Politics” 

• According to Lacoue-Labarthe, what role did aesthetics play in National Socialist 
ideology? 



Mar 31 Joint Class Honors College Freshman Fieldtrip: Indianapolis Museum of Art 

April 4 Reading: Fujimura, Culture Care  
 

Apr 6 No class – Celebration of Scholarship 
Fujimura lecture – details TBA 

Apr 11 The Postmodern Sublime : The new aesthetic category 
Reading: Philip Shaw, The Sublime, ch 6 

• What is the postmodern sublime and how is it similar to and different from the 
Romantic sublime? 

Apr 13 TBA 
 

Apr 18 Show-and-tell 
 

Apr 20 Exam Review 
 

Apr 
26/27 

Final Exam 

 


