Bible and Life Education

Teaching a Bible course in the German Department of Fu Jen Catholic Univerty

Sister Fidelis Göbbel
Fu Jen Catholic University, German Department
I. Introduction: the “History” of the Bible course in the German Department
In 1972, when I started to teach in the French Department of Fu Jen Catholic University,

Bible courses were not yet part of the curriculum of the departments of Foreign Languages and Literatures. However, there was the possibility to organize Bible groups as an extra-curricular activity. Since some students of the French Department were interested to read the Bible in French, we organized a small Bible group, and we read passages from the New Testament.
A few years later, Fr. Arnold Sprenger, Dean of the College of Foreign Languages and Literatures, told me that the Ministry of Education had given the permission, to teach Bible courses at the university, and he encouraged the Heads of Departments of his College, to offer Bible courses and to integrate them as electives into the curriculum of their Departments. From that time on (September 1976), I have been teaching a 2-semester Bible course: “Selected Readings from the Bible” (4 credits) in the German Department. From the beginning of the 1990ies until 2003 we even had two Bible courses in the German Department: Bible I: Old Testament (for the Juniors) and Bible II: New Testament (for the Seniors). 

For several years, I have also been teaching an elective course “Bible and Literature” to the students of the German Graduate Institute.

Four years ago, I started to teach a Bible course: “Bible and Culture” (in English – 1st semester: Old Testament , second semester: New Testament) as part of the curriculum of Holistic Education. 
At present, the Bible course of the German Department is offered to the students of the 3rd and 4th year: one year on the Old Testament and the following year on the New Testament. In this way, the students who are interested in the Bible, have the possibility to select both courses (Old and New Testament). Usually, the number of students, who elect the Bible course, is about 40 – 50 students.
II. Motivations and expectations of the students  
The majority of the students who enroll in the Bible course are non-Christians, and they are not familiar with the Bible. At the beginning of the Bible course I ask them two questions: “Why did you enroll in this course?” and “What are your expectations?” Most of the students elect the Bible course for “cultural reasons”. They write i.e. “I have heard that the Bible and the Christian religion have had a strong influence on the development of western culture. That’s why I would like to know more about the Bible”. 
Some students have visited Europe or other countries. They have seen many churches and museums, or they have experienced celebrations of Christian feasts or customs, without much understanding. So they expect from this course a deeper understanding of what they have seen and experienced. 
Some students, who, perhaps as children in a Catholic or Christian kindergarten, have heard some stories from the Bible, are interested in “Bible-stories” or in “Golden Words” from the Bible.
The Christian students, who have already some knowledge of the Bible, express their desire to deepen their knowledge about the Bible and especially to deepen their faith, to “know Jesus better”, or to see more clearly the relation between the teaching of the Bible and their lives.

Some students admit that they are searching for a deeper meaning of their lives. One student writes: “I would like to start a new life”. These students express their expectation that the Bible course may be a help for them in their search for meaning and orientation.

III. Objectives of the Bible course 
Taking into consideration the socio-cultural background of the students as well as their motivations and expectations, the Bible course has the following objectives:

1. to read and understand important texts of the Bible: of the Old and New Testament
2. to point out the message of the Bible and its relevance for our times

3. to foster the spiritual growth of the students and deepen their faith by pointing out to them:

                     - life-giving values

                     - new hope and confidence

                     - a deeper meaning of life,

4. to help the students to discover the life-giving and transforming power of the WORD OF 

GOD

5. to raise the awareness of the students for modern issues such as

                     - Human Rights

                     - the dignity of the human person

                     - the dignity of women

                     - preservation and care of the earth

                     - Justice and Peace,

6. to challenge modern “values” by confronting them with the values of the Gospel

7. to help the students understand the importance of the Bible for the development of western culture and civilization: Christian religion – philosophy – art – music – literature – traditions and customs etc.
8. to compare the Bible with Chinese philosophy and ethics

9. to foster discernment, creativity and value education of the students

IV. The Content of the Bible course

The Bible course offered by the German Department is planned as a unit of two semesters, though the students have the right to enroll only for one semester.

Within the two-semester course the following topics will be taught:

A. The content of the Bible course on the Old Testament:
   1. Introduction to the Bible: its origin and its content

   2. The original languages of the Bible; important Bible translations

3. Old manuscripts of the Bible and printed Bibles

4. The socio-cultural background of the Bible

5. Important topics of the Old Testament:

  a) Creation and the care for creation (the responsibility of the human race)
  b) Human failure

  c) God’s plan of salvation: God’s Covenant with the people of Israel

  d) Great figures in the Old Testament: Abraham – Jacob – Joseph – Moses – 

David and Salomon – the Prophets
     e) The Exodus-experience

     f) The Ten Commandments

     g) The people of Israel: their political and religious destiny

     h) The wisdom of the people of Israel: the Wisdom Books of the Old Testament

i) The prayer of the people of Israel: the Psalms

j) The image of God in the Old Testament

  6. The Bible and its influence on the development of western culture: 

religion - philosophy – architecture – art – music - literature – life-style –

  7. Biblical stories and themes and their representations in art, music, and literature

  8. The Bible and Chinese culture: e.g. a comparison between the creation narratives of the Bible and Chinese creation myths
B. The content of the Bible course on the New Testament:
  1. Introduction to the New Testament: the origin and content of the New Testament  

  2. JESUS: His life and His mission
  3. The parables of JESUS and their message for our time

  4. The Sermon on the Mount: a new way of life

  5. Love and forgiveness: the core of JESUS’ life and mission
  6. Women in the Bible and their message for us today
  7. The image of GOD in the New Testament

  8. Persons who have been deeply influenced by the message of the Gospel:

                   - Saint Francis of Assisi

                   - Mother Teresa of Calcutta

  9. Important Christian feasts: - Christmas: the Birth of JESUS

                            - Easter: the Resurrection of Jesus

                            - Pentecost: the Sending of the Holy Spirit

10. The New Testament and its influence on western culture

 11. New Testament themes and their representation in art, music and literature 
12. The Bible and Chinese culture: e.g. a comparison between the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7) and Chinese ethical concepts
13. Christianity and the religions of China

V. Didactic and methodological Reflections:

In general the students participating in the Bible course expect that this course is somewhat “different” from the other courses in the University. On one side one has to take into consideration that the Bible course like all the other courses, is a course for which the students receive credits. So there has to be some kind of examination. On the other hand, I believe that it is possible to make a Bible course a somewhat special experience for the students by creating an atmosphere that is conducive to the message of the Bible and by using teaching methods and teaching materials which are able to arouse the interest and creativity of the students and to foster their participation.
a) Reading and explanation of the Bible text:

The most basic and the most important part of a Bible class is the reading of the text of the Bible. Since this Bible course is offered by the German Department, each student has a German Bible (Gute Nachricht Bibel). However, the students are also advised to have a Chinese Bible in order to be able to read the Bible in their native language. 
The reading of the Bible text is usually followed by a detailed explanation in order to help the students to get a deeper understanding of this Bible passage.

b) Sharing and Discussion in small groups

From time to time, the students are asked to divide into small groups for sharing and discussion (15-20 minutes or longer, if necessary). With the help of some guiding questions the students share their thoughts and feelings concerning a certain Bible passage or a problem arising from the reading of a Bible story. At the end of the group work one or several students give a short report on the process and the result of their sharing or discussion. The teacher summarizes the reports of the students, and he/she can also share his own opinion and his answer to a given problem. Most of the students like sharing in groups, because it gives them an opportunity to reflect on their daily life experiences in the light of the Bible and to share them with their fellow students. 

Sharing in small groups is not only helpful for the individual student, but also for the whole class, since it fosters a mutual understanding among the students, and in this way contributes to a good community spirit within the class; in addition it gives a chance to the Christian students to share their faith with their non-Christian fellow students.

Above all, group sharing and group discussion heighten the awareness of the students that there is a close relationship between Bible and Life, between the stories and teachings of the Bible and their daily life experiences. In this way they see more clearly the relevance of the Bible for our times as well as for their personal life.
c) The use of audio-visual materials 

For modern young people, who spent much time in front of the TV and/or the computer, the use of audio-visual materials in class is of great importance. So I try to integrate into the Bible course as often as possible different audio-visual materials, such as video- and audio- 
cassettes, VCD, DVD, CDs, pictures and maps as well as handouts. In this way, the teaching method becomes more “colorful”, the students are more interested and “inspired”, and the message of the Bible is more easily understood and more readily accepted.
Since a number of students have elected the Bible course for “cultural” reasons, because of the great influence of the Bible on western culture, the use of audio-visual materials is especially important. With the help of videos and DVDs, CDs and power-point presentations, and many other modern materials, the students will get a vivid impression of the “cultural value” of the Bible. They will learn that many great artists (painters, sculptors, architects), as well as famous composers, poets and writers, and many other people whose names are unknown, have been inspired by the Bible to create great and beautiful works of art, music, and literature, and in this way they have contributed an essential part to western culture. 
d) Group-projects  
Several years ago the students of the Bible course suggested to me, to replace the written examinations at the end of each semester by something that would be more inspiring and bring forth their creativity. I gave it a try, and the results were excellent. From that time on the group-projects of the students (which replace the final examinations) are part of the Bible course. In order to prepare the group-projects, the students receive a list with about 8-10 topics related to the Old or New Testament, and they are asked to divide into groups of 3-5 students. Each group chooses a topic from the list, or, if they prefer so, a topic of their own choice, and they prepare a group-report (oral and written). During the last 2-3 classes of each semester, the different groups present their projects to the whole class. The important point in this group work is: to give an opportunity to the students to use their gifts and talents as best as they can, and to present something interesting and meaningful to their fellow students. Each year I am amazed at the creativity of the students and the results of their projects: through songs and music, through paintings and drawings, through drama, role-play, pantomime and radio-plays, through videos and CDs which they have produced by themselves, and through excellent power-point presentations the students try to express the topic they have chosen. Among the many excellent presentations I would like to mention two examples: one group presented the story of Samson (from the Book of Judges. chapters 13-16) as a Taiwanese puppet theatre. Another group presented the Exodus story (Exodus, chapters 1-15) as a video, which they had prepared and acted out on our Fu Jen Campus.
e) Reflection Papers

During the second semester of the Bible course (on the Old and New Testament) the students receive the assignment to write a “Reflection Paper”. They may choose any story or topic from the Old or New Testament, and they are asked to write down their personal reflections on this story or topic. This kind of assignment helps the students to make a personal effort to enter more deeply into the text of the Bible they have chosen, and to see it in relation to their life and to present-day society. I am always amazed that most of the students see this relation: Bible – Life – Society very clearly. Some students are very open, and they share about their personal problems, and sometimes even ask for help.
VI. Evaluation of the Bible course

a) Evaluation of the students’ performance 

The grades the students receive for their performance in the Bible course are based on the following:

1. Attendance, regular homework and lively participation in class and group work (30%)

2. Open-Book Examination (1st semester) or Reflection Paper (2nd semester) (30%)

3. Group Report (40%)

b) Evaluation of the Bible course by the students
Toward the end of each semester, the students are asked to evaluate the Bible course with the help of a simple questionnaire. They are also asked to evaluate their own participation and to give suggestions how to improve this course. This course evaluation by the students, especially their suggestions, are a great help for me, since it makes clear to me, whether the Bible course fulfills the needs and expectations of the students. Year after year their suggestions give me new ideas and “inspire” me to improve this course, to make it more interesting and meaningful, and to adapt it to the needs and hopes of young people in a continually changing society.
VII. The Response of the Students
Though the motivations of the students who enroll in the Bible course are quite different, their participation and performance in this course are, in general, quite satisfactory. Especially their participation in group work, inside and outside the class, and their interest in the sharing and the group reports of their fellow students are quite good.
In the evaluation of the Bible course at the end of each semester, most of the students express their satisfaction concerning content, method and teaching materials of this course. Some students mention that the use of audio-visual materials fosters their attention and helps them to understand the Bible and its message more deeply. One of the questions of the questionnaire: “Did you learn something in this course that you consider important and helpful to you?” requires an honest and personal answer. Most of the students answer this question in a positive way, some students even express their appreciation of this course, as a help for their life through which they have received some new insights. Some students in the course on the Old Testament write: “I got more deeply aware of the harmony and beauty of Creation”. A student in the course on the New Testament writes: “I understand now that love and forgiveness are very important for me”. 
Students who have already graduated from the German Department sometimes express their appreciation of the Bible course. From our last graduating class I have received several letters in which students express their gratitude for the Bible course. One student writes: “For my graduate studies I will go to another university, but certainly, I will take my Bible along”. 

VIII. Conclusion
The message of the Bible is a message of life, in the Old Testament as well as in the New Testament. In the creation stories of the Book of Genesis, we read how God created the whole universe and all living creatures. And he gave a special responsibility to the human beings: to cultivate and to guard all created beings. In the New Testament, Jesus says: “I am the way, the truth and the life” (John 14,6). In the Gospel of Luke Jesus sees his mission as a life-giving mission : 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has chosen me to bring good

news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and 

recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the oppressed and announce that

the time has come when the Lord will save his people” (Luke 4, 18-19).
Jesus gives his life for the salvation of the world, so that all may have life: “I have come in order that you might have life – life in all its fullness”(John, 10,10). 
The Bible course has many opportunities to point out to the students the Value of Life in its many forms and aspects. It can “inspire” the students to accept these values as a guide line for their own life and to put them into practice.

At the same time the Bible course also has the opportunity to point out to the students the life-giving power of the Bible for the development of western culture, from its early beginnings until now. Many areas of western culture, such as religion, philosophy, art, music, literature, feasts and customs, have been influenced by the Bible and its life-giving message. The students are “invited” not only to understand and appreciate a culture different from their own, but also to enter into a fruitful dialogue between Chinese and western culture, a dialogue which in itself is a life-giving value and is of great importance in a globalized world
A Hope and a Prayer

At the end of my presentation I would like to express a hope and a prayer for all the students who participate and have participated in the Bible course of the German Department:

May the WORD of the BIBLE enlighten them, when they are searching 
for meaning and purpose in their lives.

May it encourage them not to give up their hopes and ideals
in a world that heralds values contrary to life.
May it fill them with new hope, joy and peace.

May they discover the stories of their life in the stories of the Bible.

And may they discover GOD in the WORD of the BIBLE, in Nature, in every human being and in the depth of their heart.
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