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I. Course Description
Human beings have long asked questions about meaning, purpose, suffering, freedom, hope, and the direction of their lives. This course explores how meaning emerges and how we interpret and respond to the experiences of life.
Drawing on Viktor Frankl, hermeneutic philosophy, Joseph Campbell, Carl Jung, Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hannah Arendt, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, students examine themes such as happiness and fulfillment, worldview and belief, narrative and identity, suffering and responsibility, temporality, mortality, and the human capacity to begin anew. Throughout the course, students relate philosophical ideas to their own experiences and develop their own thoughtful responses to the question of meaning.
No previous background in philosophy is required. The course is designed to guide students gradually through the readings, concepts, and questions explored throughout the semester.
Course Format and Time Zone

This course is conducted as an asynchronous online course on Canvas. Students are expected to complete readings, watch lecture videos, and participate in discussions according to the weekly schedule.
All assignment due dates and deadlines follow U.S. Eastern Standard Time (EST). Students are responsible for adjusting submission times based on their local time zone.

II. Learning Outcomes and Rubric
Guiding Principle:
All assignments are evaluated based on how well you connect your experience, use philosophical concepts, articulate a clear judgment, and demonstrate new insight.

Learning Outcomes
LO1 – Conceptual Understanding
Explain and accurately apply key philosophical concepts, including mortality, natality, interpretation, and judgment.
LO2 – Interpretive Application
Apply philosophical ideas to concrete situations and lived experiences.
LO3 – Judgment
Articulate and defend a clear, reasoned position on questions about the meaning of life.
LO4 – Reflection and Intellectual Formation
Engage challenging questions and intellectual tensions, demonstrating growth in critical reflection, judgment, and philosophical self-understanding.
LO5 – Integration and Communication
Integrate multiple philosophical perspectives and communicate ideas clearly across written, discussion-based, and multimedia formats.
Learning Outcomes Rubric

	Criterion
	Excellent (A)
	Competent (B)
	Developing (C)
	Limited (D/F)

	Conceptual Understanding
	Demonstrates accurate, nuanced, and insightful use of key concepts
	Demonstrates generally correct understanding of concepts
	Demonstrates partial or superficial understanding
	Misunderstands or does not use key concepts

	Experience & Application
	Uses concrete, vivid examples and applies concepts insightfully to lived situations
	Uses relevant examples with generally appropriate application
	Uses examples but application is weak or unclear
	Lacks concrete examples or meaningful application

	Judgment
	Presents a clear, original, and well-reasoned position
	Presents a clear position with basic reasoning
	Position is unclear, inconsistent, or weakly supported
	No clear position or reasoning

	Reflection & Intellectual Formation
	Engages tensions deeply, showing new insight and intellectual development
	Engages some tension with evident reflection
	Limited reflection; tensions acknowledged but not developed
	No meaningful reflection or engagement with tension

	Integration & Communication
	Integrates perspectives coherently and communicates with clarity and precision
	Shows some integration; communication is generally clear
	Limited integration; communication uneven or unclear
	No integration; communication unclear or disorganized



III. Textbooks
Required Texts
The following texts are required for the course:
· Frankl, Viktor E. Man’s Search for Meaning. Beacon Press, 2006. ISBN-13: 9780807014271. 
· Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. Harper Perennial, 2008. ISBN-13: 9780061339202. 
Both books are available as eBooks through the HJI Library. No purchase is necessary.
Course Reader and Selected Readings
Additional readings will be provided on Canvas. These include excerpts from the instructor's course reader and selected primary sources used throughout the semester.
Course Reader
· Noda, K. The Meaning of Life (course draft; provided on Canvas). 
Selected Readings
Excerpts will be assigned from the following works:
· Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. University of Chicago Press, 1958. 
· Campbell, Joseph, with Bill Moyers. The Power of Myth. Doubleday, 1988. 
· Gadamer, Hans-Georg. Truth and Method. 2nd rev. ed., Continuum, 2004. 
· Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Translated by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, Harper & Row, 1962. 
· Jung, Carl G. Selected writings (provided on Canvas). 
· Frankl, Viktor E. The Will to Meaning. Meridian, 1988. 
· Frankl, Viktor E. Man’s Search for Ultimate Meaning. Basic Books, 2000. 
All excerpts will be made available on Canvas. No additional purchases are required.
IV. Course Requirements
Overview
This course is designed as a philosophical journey. Each assignment invites students to engage course ideas in relation to their own experiences and to develop their own perspectives. The emphasis is on interpretation, judgment, reflection, and thoughtful engagement rather than summary alone.
Some readings will be revisited throughout the course. In philosophy, understanding often develops gradually through re-reading, reflection, and reinterpretation. As new concepts and tensions emerge, earlier texts may take on new meaning.
Some readings may initially feel difficult or unfamiliar. Students are not expected to master every text on the first reading. The goal is thoughtful engagement with the main ideas rather than complete technical mastery.
Students are expected to watch all lecture videos and complete all required readings by the assigned due dates. Supplemental readings and videos may also be provided to clarify concepts and deepen engagement with course themes.
Course Requirements and Assignment Alignment
The assignments in this course are structured around a repeated movement of philosophical reflection:
experience → concept → judgment → question
Students begin with concrete experiences, interpret those experiences through course concepts and readings, develop thoughtful judgments, and identify remaining questions or tensions.
To support this process, the weekly work is divided into two shorter assignments:
· The Discussion Board, due midweek, focuses on experience and conceptual engagement. 
· The Weekly Self-Reflection, due at the end of the week, focuses on judgment, reflection, and unresolved questions or tensions. 
These weekly assignments prepare students for the larger course assignments. The Midterm Essay asks students to synthesize experience, concepts, judgment, and self-criticism in a more developed argument. The Multimedia Presentation asks students to communicate a philosophical insight clearly and thoughtfully to an audience. The Final Essay brings together the themes of the course by asking students to develop their own response to the question: What gives life meaning?
Main Assignments

1. Weekly Discussion Board: Experience and Conceptual Engagement
Initial Post: 200–300 words 
Response Posts: 2 responses, 100–150 words each 

2. Weekly Self-Reflection: Judgment and Question
Length: 200–300 words 
Due at the end of the week. Students articulate their own judgment about the theme and identify a remaining question, problem, or tension.

3. Midterm Essay (see Guidelines for the Midterm Essay)
Length: 1200–1800 words 
Students analyze a concrete situation where the question of meaning becomes real, engage at least two course thinkers, develop their own position, and include a section titled “Where My View Could Be Wrong.” Students must follow the Guidelines for the Midterm Essay.

4. Multimedia Presentation: “An Encounter with Meaning.” (see Presentation Guidelines)
Length: 5–7 minutes 
Students present a situation in which meaning becomes visible, using course concepts, a clear claim, personal judgment, and a closing question for the audience. The slides with voice are recommended.  
Present a specific situation in your life where meaning becomes visible.
· Begin with a concrete example in your personal or professional life (not a general discussion) 
· Use at least one course concept or thinker to interpret it 
· State a clear claim (your view) 
· End with a question for the audience 
Students must follow the Presentation Guidelines
Note: Focus on clarity and your own thinking, not technical complexity.
5. Final Essay (see Guidelines for the Final Essay)
Length: 1500–2000 words 
Students develop their own answer to the question, “What gives life meaning?” The essay must include a central thesis, integration of course concepts, a concrete example, a section titled “How My Thinking Changed,” and a remaining tension or question. Students must follow the Guidelines for the Final Essay.

General Expectations

Work is evaluated based on clarity of thought, depth of engagement, and strength of judgment, not length alone. Assignments should reflect your own thinking, even when using AI tools. The course aims to develop your ability to interpret and respond to the question of meaning.
V. Grading
Grading Breakdown

· Weekly Discussion Board: Experience and Conceptual Engagement — 20% 
· Weekly Self-Reflection: Judgment and Question/Tension — 20% 
· Midterm Essay — 20% 
· Multimedia Presentation: “An Encounter with Meaning” — 20% 
· Final Essay — 20% 
Total: 100%

Late submission will be penalized.

Grading Criteria
All assignments will be evaluated according to the course’s guiding structure: experience → concept → judgment → question
Students will be assessed on their ability to use concrete examples, engage course ideas thoughtfully, develop clear and reasoned judgments, identify meaningful questions or tensions, show insight, and communicate their ideas clearly.
Standards
· A: Clear, original judgment; strong use of concepts; meaningful insight 
· B: Clear position; competent use of concepts 
· C: Limited depth; unclear or weak judgment 
· D/F: Minimal engagement; no clear position 
Letter grades include plus/minus distinctions within each category (e.g., A-, B+, B, B-), reflecting finer differences in the level of achievement described above.
Graduate Grading Standards (HJI)
Final letter grades follow the policies outlined in the HJI Academic Catalog (PGA grading system). Students are expected to demonstrate graduate-level work, including clear reasoning, independent judgment, and meaningful engagement with course concepts.
VI. AI Use Policy
This course is designed to develop your ability to interpret, judge, and respond thoughtfully. Your original thinking must be clearly visible in all submitted work. AI tools (e.g., ChatGPT and similar systems) are permitted in this course as support tools for learning, not as substitutes for your own thinking.
Permitted Uses
You may use AI to: clarify difficult concepts or passages; ask questions about the readings; generate ideas or outlines; improve organization, grammar, or style.
Prohibited Uses
You may not submit AI-generated summaries, explanations, or excerpts of the readings as your own work; you may not rely on AI to produce your discussion posts, essays, or presentations; work that consists primarily of AI-generated content will not receive credit. Copying and pasting AI-generated text as your own work without proper acknowledgment is considered plagiarism and will be handled according to institutional academic integrity procedures.
Requirements
You must include a brief note (2–3 sentences) describing how you used AI; your work must clearly present your own interpretation, judgment, and perspective; you are responsible for the accuracy and integrity of your submission.
Guiding Principle
AI may help you understand the material, but it cannot do the thinking for you. Your assignments must reflect your own engagement with the readings and your own developing view.
VII. Academic Integrity 
Academic Integrity 
Plagiarism is a form of dishonesty that occurs when a student passes off someone else's work as their own.  This can range from failing to cite an author for ideas incorporated into a student's paper, to cutting and pasting paragraphs from different websites, to handing in a paper downloaded from the Internet.  This includes buying or submitting a paper written by a third party.  All are considered forms of “plagiarism” and a violation of the Seminary’s academic integrity policy. Instances of plagiarism may be reported to the Academic Dean for disciplinary action. Possible disciplinary actions include probation, suspension or withdrawal. 
The first instance of plagiarism in this course, the student must repeat the assignment. If the student plagiarizes again, the student will receive an “F” for the course.
Students are expected to practice proper netiquette in all course communications.
Netiquette
When posting online or by email, you need to follow the same ethical standards and laws as you would in face-to-face communications. Your language should be respectful of faculty members and fellow students. Do not post private or confidential information about anyone, and do not provide personal information that could put yourself at risk. The Seminary’s LMS has robust security measures to protect communication between teacher and student. Yet please be aware that anything that you post in discussions and groups in which other students participate can be retrieved by others and copied.
Do not download and share course materials without permission of the instructor, as this may violate copyright. HJI reserves the right to delete postings on HJI maintained sites that are considered insensitive, harassing or illegal. Language that is illegal, obscene, defamatory, threatening, infringing of intellectual property rights, invasive of privacy, profane, libelous, threatening, harassing abusive, hateful or embarrassing to any person or entity, or otherwise, is a violation of the Student Code.

VIII. Course Plan (The course schedule and content are subject to change at the instructor’s discretion)
Module 1 — The Question That Disturbs Us
Lecture: Why Do Human Beings Ask About Meaning?
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life Course Overview
Meaning of Life 2: Analysis of the Question and Religion
Required Readings:
Noda, Meaning of Life (Draft), Introduction
Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, Preface and Part I
Key Themes:
The meaning question as an existential question
Meaninglessness and existential questioning
Religion and the search for meaning
Frankl and the priority of meaning
Module 2 — Happiness, Pleasure, and Meaning
Lecture: Why Happiness Is Not Enough
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 5: Play and Flow
Meaning of Life 8: Frankl—Pleasure, Happiness, and Meaning
Required Readings:
Noda, Chapter 1: Existential Vacuum; Play, Joy, and Meaning
Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, Chapter 1
Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, Part II: The Will to Meaning
Key Themes:
Happiness and fulfillment
Flow experiences
Pleasure versus meaning
Frankl's critique of happiness as a goal
Module 3 — The Principles of Hermeneutics
Lecture: How Meaning Emerges
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 3: Principles of Hermeneutics
Required Readings:
Noda, Chapter 2: Part and Whole; Pre-understanding and Understanding
Key Themes:
Interpretation
Hermeneutic circle
Meaning as contextual
Understanding as an active process
Module 4 — Worldview and Interpretation
Lecture: The Frameworks Through Which We Live
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 4: Worldview
Required Readings:
Noda, Chapter 1: Worldview and Meaning
Key Themes:
Worldviews as interpretive frameworks
Narrative identity
Religious and secular perspectives
Meaning and truth
Module 5 — Meaning, Truth, and Belief
Lecture: Can We Judge Belief Systems?
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 12: Paradoxes of Belief Systems
Required Readings:
Noda, Paradoxes of Belief Systems: Viktor Frankl's Approach
Key Themes:
Belief systems and meaning
Moral autonomy
Truth and interpretation
Frankl's multidimensional approach
Module 6 — Narrative, Myth, and Self-Understanding
Lecture: Stories We Live By
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 6: Campbell and Myth
Meaning of Life 7: Carl Jung
Required Readings:
Campbell, The Power of Myth (selected excerpts)
Jung (selected excerpts provided on Canvas)
Key Themes:
Myth and narrative
Archetypes
Symbolic understanding
Narrative identity
Self-understanding through stories
Module 7 — The Will to Meaning
Lecture: Frankl's Alternative to Pleasure and Power
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 8: Frankl—Pleasure, Happiness, and Meaning
Required Readings:
Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, Part II: The Will to Meaning; The Meaning of Life
Key Themes:
Will to meaning
Meaning and happiness
Self-transcendence
Meaning-centered living
Module 8 — The Individual and Responsibility
Lecture: You Are Questioned by Life
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 10: Frankl—Individual
Required Readings:
Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, Part II: The Meaning of Life; The Essence of Existence
Key Themes:
Responsibility
Freedom
Self-transcendence
Individual vocation
Module 9 — Suffering and Existential Vacuum
Lecture: Meaning Under Difficult Conditions
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 11: Frankl—Existential Vacuum
Required Readings:
Frankl, The Will to Meaning (selected chapters)
Key Themes:
Existential vacuum
Meaninglessness
Suffering
Logotherapeutic responses
Midterm Essay Due
Module 10 — Freedom, Values, and Self-Transcendence
Lecture: What Makes Life Meaningful?
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 15: Frankl Summary
Required Readings:
Frankl, The Will to Meaning (selected chapters)
Frankl, Man’s Search for Ultimate Meaning (selected excerpts)
Key Themes:
Creative values
Experiential values
Attitudinal values
Love and conscience
Self-transcendence
Module 11 — Meaning and the Whole of Life
Lecture: Your Life as a Narrative
Lecture Slides:
Meaning of Life 14: Logotherapy Exercises
Meaning of Life 13: Summary and Reflection
Required Readings:
Noda, Chapter 3: Hermeneutic Integration; Challenge and Response
Key Themes:
Life narrative
Integration of experiences
Challenge and response
Meaning across a lifetime
Module 12 — Heidegger: Meaning, Interpretation, and Time
Lecture: Already Interpreting
Lecture Slides:
New Lecture
Required Readings:
Heidegger, Being and Time, §§31–33
Noda, Chapter 2: Temporality of Understanding; Temporality of Horizon; Dialogue of Past, Present, and Future
Key Themes:
Understanding as projection
Interpretation and existence
Temporality
Meaning as a structure of human existence
Module 13 — Gadamer: The Present as the Horizon of Meaning
Lecture: The Present and Historical Understanding
Lecture Slides:
New Lecture
Required Readings:
Gadamer, Truth and Method: Historically Effected Consciousness; Fusion of Horizons; Historicity of Understanding
Noda, Chapter 2 (review)
Key Themes:
Historical situatedness
Wirkungsgeschichte
Fusion of horizons
The present as the horizon of meaning
Module 14 — Heidegger: Death and the Question of Meaning
Lecture: Mortality and Authentic Existence
Lecture Slides:
New Lecture
Required Readings:
Heidegger, Being and Time, §§50–53
Noda, Chapter 6: Death and the Question of Meaning
Key Themes:
Being-toward-death
Authenticity
Individuality
Mortality and finitude
Multimedia Presentation Due
Module 15 — Arendt: Natality and the Possibility of Beginning
Lecture: Hope, Action, and Beginning
Lecture Slides:
New Lecture
Required Readings:
Arendt, The Human Condition §§24, 28, 33, 34
Noda, Chapter 6: Natality; Meaning Between Death and Beginning
Key Themes:
Natality
Action
Beginning
Forgiveness
Promise
Hope
Meaning between mortality and freedom
Final Essay Due
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