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Course Description 

Culture is what we make of God’s good creation because culture has the imprint of 
God.  In this class we will explore basic theological tools for Christian engagement with 
different forms of cultural expression, including FILM, MUSIC, TELEVSION, DANCE, and 
VISUAL ARTS. Our goal will be to think theologically about the cultural expressions we 
enjoy, and therefore discover how they can best be used to build God’s kingdom. 

All readings will be collected in a course reader.   Degree students are expected and 
auditors are encouraged to purchase the reader, but no other books need to be 
purchased. Class discussion and conversation will be at the heart of this course. 
Students will be encouraged to share their perspectives on the readings, as well as 
applicable stories of faith, ministry, and Christian life. 
 
About the Instructor 
 Erik W. Dailey is the pastor of Occidental United Presbyterian Church in Los 
Angeles. A graduate of Princeton Seminary, he has served churches in Chicago, South 
Carolina, and New Jersey. He is earning his Ph.D. in Theology and Culture at Fuller 
Seminary. He competes in triathlons, and loves watching movies, collecting modern art, 
and reading comic books.  
 Erik embodies the aim of the New Theological Seminary of the West: putting 
pastor/professors in the classroom so that learning connects to the faith and life of 
people in Southern California congregations. 
 

      Assignments and Assessment  
       We want to encourage students to begin their educational engagement at any level  
 they desire.   A student may take the course through two pathways:  

1. Audit: this means coming to the class sessions and participating  
2. Credit: Coming to the classes, reading the assigned texts, and completing all the 

assignments listed after the course calendar. 

 
Course Outline 
Week 1- Introductions, syllabus overview, sharing personal stories related to arts and  

culture 
 
Week 2- Basics of theology and culture  

Reading 
H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, chapter 1 



 
Week 3- More on theology and culture 
 Reading 

William Dyrness, Poetic Theology: God and Poetics of Everyday Life, chapter 1 
---------, The Earth is God’s: A Theology of American Culture, chapter 3 

 
Week 4- Film 
 Reading 

Robert K. Johnston, Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue, Chapters 1 and 3 
Viewing 
Peter Glenville, Becket, and Terrence Malick, The Tree of Life 

 
Week 5- Television 

Reading 
Michael Suman, ed., Religion and Prime Time Television, Chapters 6 and 9 
Viewing 
TBD 

 
Week 6- Literature 
 Reading 

John Gardner, On Moral Fiction, Part 2, Chapter 1 “On Moral Fiction” 
Flannery O’Connor, The Complete Stories, “Parker’s Back” 

 
Week 7- Visual Arts 

Reading 
Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action, Chapter “Our Stance Toward the Institution of 
High Art” 

 
Week 8- Music 

Reading 
Jeremy Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time, Part 1, Chapter 1 “Practising Music” 

 
Week 9- Dance 
 Reading 

Judith Rock and Norman Mealy, Performer as Priest and Prophet: Restoring the 
Intuitive in Worship Through Music and Dance, Chapter 2 
Erik W. Dailey, “Why Don’t Presbyterians Dance in Worship?” 

 
Week 10- Presentations 
 
Assignments- Degree Students 
1. Generate three discussion questions from the week’s reading (due weeks 1-9) 
2. Write a short précis of the week’s reading (one or more times per quarter) 
3. Pick one of the cultural forms and research either a particular Christian practitioner 

of that form or a movement within that form that had direct engagement with the 
Christian church. Write a 10-page paper that answers the following: 



- How does this practitioner or movement either prove or disprove the theories 
discussed in class? 
- How was faith part of this work? 
- What benefit did this practitioner’s work or the work of the movement have for the 
Christian church? 
 OR 
Create a 4 week Sunday School curriculum based on one of the cultural forms 
discussed in class.  

4. Class Presentation: present your research paper or Sunday School curriculum to the 
class during week 10 

 
Our experience is that some auditors will decide, after 2 or 3 weeks, to become credit 
students and complete all the assignments. 
 


