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“Nothing worth knowing can be understood with the mind …”   Woody Allen

“Blessed is he who learns a lesson of worship from Nature.”      Ralph Waldo Emerson
“If we take the world’s enduring religions at their best, we discover the distilled wisdom of the human race.”                                                                                   Huston Smith
Course Description

Some people view religion as the “opiate of the masses” (Karl Marx). Others believe that it is the source of most of the hatred and violence in the world today. Still others believe that it is a singularly powerful means for promoting goodness and morality in the world. Whatever one’s opinion of religion, however, we would probably all agree that, from the beginning of humanity’s time on Earth, it has always been a powerful influence in our lives – whether for good or for ill – and that it is likely to remain so for a long time to come.

It is not the intention of this course to uphold any one particular religious belief system over any other, but rather, to introduce students to the academic study of religion by examining the beliefs and practices of several of the world’s major and enduring religious traditions. Its primary goals are to examine religious phenomena as psychological, anthropological, and sociological forces in the history of humanity; to examine the transcendental, or mystical, experience – an experience found in one form or another in every religion; and to look within each of the religions we study for those universal elements – those common threads – found in all of them, which bind all of us, as human beings living together on this small planet, to one another. The main purpose of our analysis and interpretation of religion and the religious experience, then, will be to shed light on the meaning of religion as a whole, and to, therefore, shed some light on the very meaning of human existence itself. 

Course Objectives

By the end of this course, the successful student will be able to:

· Provide various definitions of the term religion.
· Explain the term mysticism.

· Explain the meaning of the term enlightenment, which is at the heart of such Eastern religious traditions as Hinduism and Buddhism.

· Understand key theories of religion and have a working knowledge of various approaches to the study of religion.

· Analyze the differences and similarities between various world religions.

· Appreciate the importance that the various religious traditions discussed throughout the semester hold for their practitioners.

· Reflect more critically on his/her religious and/or secular worldview and on the place and function of religion in human existence.

Course Texts

In addition to occasional handouts, you will need to purchase the following books for this course: 

· Smith, Huston, The World’s Religions 
· Turnbull, Colin, The Forest People
· Hesse, Hermann, Siddhartha
· Magesa, Laurenti, African Religion

· In addition, the novel Muhammad, by Driss Chraibi, is recommended but not required reading
· We will also be reading selected chapters of Anatomy of the Sacred by James C. Livingston, which will be available on the FIU library’s electronic reserves.
Attendance and Class Participation

Ten percent of your final grade depends on regular attendance and class participation. 

Regular attendance and punctuality are expected of all. Only two unexcused absences will go without penalty. Any additional unexcused absence beyond that will cause a drop of one rung on the final grading scale, i.e., from an A to an A-, an A- to a B+, and so on. Lateness, particularly if it is disruptive and/or habitual, will have a similar negative impact on your grade. If you will be unable to attend a particular class, you are expected to inform the professor beforehand via e-mail or telephone and explain your reason.

Note: Attendance will be taken at the beginning of each class.

Course Requirements

1. You are all expected to come to class prepared to discuss the assigned reading material, to present your ideas to the class, and to ask questions.

2. In order to get a passing grade in this class, you are expected to complete all assignments by the due dates published in the course syllabus. 

3. All assignments must be typed and double-spaced.

4. As this is a Gordon Rule course, clarity, organization, development of ideas, and writing style – including grammar, spelling and punctuation – will be important parts of the grade for all assignments.

Oral and Written Assignments

1. The class will be divided into seven groups, each of which will be assigned to make an oral presentation to the class of one of the readings.

2. There will be a midterm assignment for which you will be asked to write 2-3 essays expressing your understanding of and thoughts on specific class readings. Your essays should demonstrate that you have read all of the material carefully and have attempted to analyze, synthesize and apply the ideas presented. The due date for this assignment is Monday, February 18.

3. You will write a research paper for which you will select two religions other than your own. Once selected, you will first research them thoroughly (in terms of their practices, beliefs, symbols, rituals, and so on). You will then attend at least one religious service/ceremony for each of your chosen religions and present your personal impressions and understanding of them, describing them both externally and internally. That is, you are to provide physical descriptions of the outside and inside of each house of worship you attend and its immediate surroundings. You are also to make note of how the services are organized (that is, if men and women are seated and worship together or apart; what their mode of dress is; and so on). Your final product will be a research paper that is a synthesis of your findings and a comparison of the two religions. A preliminary outline of the paper is due Monday, March 10. The final paper is due Monday, March 31.
4. Your final exam will consist of four (4) take-home essay questions. The questions will be handed out one week before the due date. The final exam is to be handed in on the last day of class, which is Wednesday, April 16.
*NOTE: The professor reserves the right to modify the course syllabus at any time. Students will receive verbal notification of any modifications, should they be made.

Gordon Rule and Writing Standards

The State of Florida has determined that in order for students to successfully fulfill the requirements of a Gordon Rule writing course, he/she must demonstrate “college-level writing skills.” At FIU, college-level writing is defined as that which exhibits the following characteristics: (1) It has a clear purpose and a thesis or controlling idea; (2) The thesis is supported with adequate reasons and evidence; (3) It shows sustained analysis and critical thought; (4) It is organized clearly and logically; (5) It shows knowledge of conventions of standard written English; and (5) It shows awareness of disciplinary conventions in regard to content, style, form, and delivery method. If you need special assistance with this critical component of the course, you are encouraged to consult a 

Manual of style and/or take advantage of workshops or assistance provided by the University’s Learning Center.

Grade Point Distribution:
10%
Attendance and Class Participation

10%
Oral presentation 

20%
Midterm paper

35%
Research project

25%
Final Exam

In addition, you will be given an opportunity to receive extra credit by making a 15-20 minute oral presentation of your research to the class.
Remember: All late work will receive a grade or point penalty. To pass the course, you must complete all assignments on time.

Grading Scale

94-99  A

“As” are awarded for excellent to exceptional work, free of 





technical and stylistic errors, showing sustained thought and

90-93
A-

engagement with the material on an impressive academic level.

87-89
B+

“Bs” are awarded for good to very good work, with some

84-86
B

occasional errors, but nonetheless clearly indicating a good

80-83
B-

grasp of the material and assigned task.

77-79
C+

“Cs” are awarded for average to above average work, meeting 

74-76
C

minimal standards but marked with errors and exposing gaps in

70-73
C-

student performance and/or fulfillment of the assignment.

67-69
D+

“Ds” are awarded for barely passing to below average work, 

64-67
D

usually riddled with errors and seriously deficient in fulfilling

60-63
D-

the assignment.

Below 60  F

“Fs” are given for unacceptable work.

Plagiarism Policy

Since this is a writing intensive course, the student might feel tempted to “borrow” materials from written sources or from another person’s work (such as a classmate), whether by directly quoting it or by paraphrasing it. Regardless of the best intentions, this is known as “plagiarism,” the stealing of another person’s words or ideas, and will not be tolerated. To make it very clear, plagiarism is defined as “literary theft” and consists of the unattributed quotation of the exact words of a published text or the unattributed borrowing of original ideas by paraphrase from a published text. On written papers for which the student employs information gathered from books, articles or internet sources, then, each direct quotation, as well as ideas and facts that are not generally known to the public at large, must be attributed to its author by means of the appropriate citation procedure (i.e., a footnote). 

Class and Reading/Assignment Schedule
Week of Monday, Jan. 7
Introduction to the course and review of course syllabus

Discussion: What is Religion? Spirituality? Mysticism?

Reading Assignment: Emile Durkheim (handout); James C. Livingston, Anatomy of the Sacred, Chapter 3, “The Sacred and the Holy” (in FIU Library electronic course reserves).

Week of Monday, Jan. 14 
Theorists and Themes in Religious Studies: The Sacred and the Holy

Reading Assignment: Livingston, Chapter 5, “Sacred Ritual” (in FIU Library electronic course reserves).

Week of Monday, Jan. 21


Economics and Religious Theory:

Karl Marx

Max Weber



Sacred Ritual – Lecture and Discussion
Week of Monday, Jan. 28


Lecture and discussion: Universal Religious Values: The Dalai Lama 

Film: 
His Holiness the XIV Dalai Lama: Ethics for a New Millennium
Reading Assignment: Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life, Chapter 1, “Defining African Religion,” and Chapter 2, “The Moral Universe”
Week of Monday, Feb. 4

Introduction to African Spirituality

Presentation by Group #1 – “The Moral Universe” (date TBD)
Reading Assignment: Begin reading The Forest People
Week of Monday, Feb. 11
Lecture and Discussion: The Transatlantic Slave Trade and the Middle Passage


Film: The Middle Passage
Reading Assignment: Magesa, Chapter 6, “Restoring the Force of Life”; continue reading The Forest People
Week of Monday, Feb. 18
Lecture and Discussion: The Forest People: BaMbuti Belief and Ritual and the BaMbuti today

Presentation by group #2 – “Restoring the Force of Life”– Magesa, Chapter 6 (date TBD)
Reading Assignment: Huston Smith, The World’s Religions, Chapter II, Hinduism; begin reading Siddhartha 
Week of Monday, Feb. 25
Film: Sorcerers of Zaire
Introduction to Eastern Religions

Presentation by Group #3 – Hinduism 
Reading Assignment: Huston Smith, The World’s Religions, Chapter III, Buddhism; finish reading Siddhartha. 

Week of Monday, March 3
Lecture and Discussion: Buddhism

Presentation by group #4 – Buddhism (date TBD)
Week of Monday, March 10
Film: Little Buddha 
Reading Assignment: Huston Smith, Chapter VI, Islam

Week of Monday, March 17 – Spring Break – no class
Week of Monday, March 24
Introduction to Islam and the Life of Muhammad
Presentation by Group #5 –Islam
Film: Islamic Mysticism: The Sufi Way


Reading Assignment: Huston Smith, Chapter VII, Judaism

Week of Monday, March 31


Introduction to Judaism

Presentation by Group #6 – Judaism

Film: A History of God, part one

Reading Assignment: Huston Smith, Chapter VIII, Christianity
Week of Monday, April 7

Introduction to Christianity

Presentation by Group #7 – Christianity

Student presentations of research

Week of Monday, April 14 


Student presentations of research
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