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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

What is religion and why does it matter?  This course will introduce you to the academic 

study of religion — scholarly engagement with a variety of beliefs, practices, communities, 

texts, experiences, and material cultures throughout the contemporary world.  You’ll learn 

about the rich history and diversity of a number of religious traditions.  We’ll also think criti-

cally about how contact, conflict, and 

exchange among religions have shaped 

the world in which we live.   

Upon completion of this course, you 

should be able to identify and analyze 

how religion shapes and is shaped by 

global communities and cultures.  

You’ll also be able to critically engage 

many different kinds of sources, includ-

ing  textbooks, creative works (songs, 

stories, poems, etc.), sacred literature, 

interviews, and more. 

Required Texts 

 Van Voorst, RELG: World  (with 

ebook printed access card) 

 O’Brien and Palmer,              

The Atlas of Religion 

Other assigned materials will be 

accessible through moodle. 

CLASS FORMAT 

Each class will combine lecture and discussion elements.  Many will include interactive stu-

dent activities (debates, presentations, etc.) as well.  None of these elements work unless 

you attend regularly and read the assigned materials.  Please come to class ready to analyze 

and respond to the primary and secondary sources assigned, as well as to the contributions 

of your fellow students.  (The handout on moodle, “How to Read a Primary Source,” will 

come in handy here.)  Your active engagement in all of these exercises is essential.  Please 

note that engagement includes attentive listening as much as speaking.  



EXPECTATIONS 

This is an introductory course — I don’t assume that you  

know anything about the academic study of religion or 

any particular religious tradition.  I do require, however, 

that you treat every student, concept, and tradition you 

encounter in this class with scholarly respect.  Speak 

from your own experiences and assume that each class 

member operates with hir own best intentions.  As schol-

ars of religion, we must be willing to challenge our as-

sumptions and recognize our positions of privilege to better understand the rich and varied manifestations 

of religion throughout the contemporary world.  

SAFE ZONE 
      I am a Safe Zone ally.  Elon’s  

Safe Zone program creates a network 

of allies for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex, queer, and allied 

(LGBTQIA) students. I am committed to 

making our classroom an inclusive and 

supportive learning environment for 

people of all sexual orientations,  

gender identities, and gender  

expressions. 

Grading 

In this course, you will be graded on how you think, not 

what you think.  In other words, you will not be graded 

on your beliefs, opinions, or the positions you ad-

vance.  You will be graded on how well you articulate 

your thoughts and positions, how closely you read the 

assigned texts, and how much your ability to think criti-

cally and synthetically about course themes develops 

throughout the semester. 

Percentages 

 10% participation 

 15% reading quizzes 

 15% first midterm  

 15% short essay 

 20% second midterm 

 25% final project 

 

 

 

Rubric 

 A  =  94—100 

 A-  =  93—90 

 B+ =  89—87 

 B =  86—83 

 B- =  82 –80 

 C+ =  79—77 

 C =  76—73 

 C- = 72—70 

 D+ = 69—67 

 D = 66— 60 

 F  =  59 and below 

Clarification 

 A work far exceeds basic requirements.  The work is of excellent quality.   

 B work exceeds basic requirements.  The work is good or very good. 

 C work meets basic requirements.  The work is satisfactory.  

 D work does not meet most of the basic assignment requirements.  The work is poor but passing. 

 F work fails to meet most of the requirements of an assignment or of the course. 



Excellent Good Adequate Minimal How to tell if 
you’re  

participating 
 

Attendance isn’t 
enough.  To suc-
ceed in this class, 

you must fully   
engage in class  
activities and  

discussions.  These 
criteria determine 
your participation 

grade.   
 

In short: speak up! 

    

       

You are present, pre-

pared, and engaged.  

You consistently refer 

to readings, lectures, 

and class discussions 

from other weeks and/

or to relevant news 

items.  You encourage 

other students’ com-

ments and questions in 

a productive and re-

spectful manner. 

You’re present and  

prepared, and you offer 

thoughtful questions 

and comments that 

demonstrate your 

preparation for discus-

sion and attention to 

readings and lectures. 

You’re present and 

prepared, but limit 

your contributions to 

several surface level 

observations or clarify-

ing questions about 

lectures or readings. 

You usually make a 

single comment dur-

ing discussions in 

response to another 

student’s observa-

tions or insights.   

(“I agree with hir.”) 

   

ATTENDANCE & Participation 

Please note that there is no attendance grade for this class — you must participate in the conversation to re-

ceive credit for attending.  If you are unable to attend a class, please inform me in advance, or as soon as pos-

sible in the event of unforeseen consequences.  Unless you are granted an exception due to illness,  family 

emergency, or other extenuating circumstance, students who miss three or more classes will lose two points 

per missed class from their final grades.   

Please don’t arrive late for class: it distracts me and your classmates, and it’s very rude.  Also, please turn off 

your cell phones before arriving for class.  Laptops are permitted for class use only.  Anyone found using their 

phones, laptops, etc., for reasons unrelated to class will be asked to leave the discussion and may not make 

up any missed work.  

If you’re still unclear about what constitutes plagia-

rism, please consult the “What is Plagiarism?” handout 

available on moodle or the Elon Honor Code.   

“I didn’t know” is not a valid excuse.  Go know. 

Plagiarism and Cheating 

You plagiarize when you present someone else’s thoughts, words, or ideas as your own without proper 

attribution.  Please don’t cheat or plagiarize — you will fail the course.  You must complete this plagiarism 

tutorial and submit a passing certificate before 11 February if you intend to remain in the course. 

http://www.elon.edu/e-web/students/handbook/honor.xhtml
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/instruct/plagiarism/
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/instruct/plagiarism/


Technology 

  As mentioned above, laptops and other technology are only  

  permissible in the classroom for class purposes.   You are also  

  required to use certain technologies to complete your assign   

  -ments.  Most importantly, you need to know how to create a PDF    

 document and submit such documents online in a timely man   

 ner.  You are responsible for learning how to negotiate these   

 technologies.  I will not accept any electronic submission that is  

 not in PDF format, and I only accept electronic submissions 

through moodle.  Assignments close after the deadline; you will 

not be able to submit work via moodle past that time.  I do not accept assignments as *.doc or *.docx files or 

assignments submitted via email.   

His Holiness the Dalai Lama sez:  

turn your work in on time! 

Assignments 

Reading Notes 

Learning to read, understand, and analyze primary source material is a key skill for liberal arts scholarship.  

For this reason, one of our regular in-class activities will be creating reading notes for assigned primary 

sources.  This will help you become a more careful reader of these materials, and also jump start your exam 

preparation.  You will work on your reading notes in class and submit them via email each week.  This activity 

will count toward your participation grade.  

 

Short Essay  

Popular media portrays religion(s) in a number of ways.  Choose a popular depiction of a religious tradition 

(movie, novel, musical, etc.) and write a 1000—1500 word (roughly 4-5 page) analysis.  Summarize your 

source and discuss the ways it portrays the religious tradition in question.  Who is the author?  Who is the 

intended audience?  Does the depiction correspond with or contradict what you learned about the tradition 

in class?  Be sure to refer to assigned primary and secondary sources.  Further instructions about this assign-

ment will be available on moodle. 

 

Final Project 

For your final project, you’ll assemble the raw materials necessary to write a scholarly 

essay on some element of global religions.  Choose a theme (narrative, practice, tradi-

tion, faith, sacred text, gender, race, class, etc.) and create the following:  

 Introductory paragraph, including argument 

 Outline 

 Annotated bibliography 

 In-class presentation (3 minutes) 

       We’ll workshop this project in class.  Further instructions will be available on moodle. 



                                                                                    Sources 

All sources consulted for this class and for your projects must be of scholarly import.  Most                              

assignments require you to use scholarly secondary sources.  These are books and journal articles               

produced by accredited scholars with expertise in their fields (for this class: religious studies) and                

published by university and other scholarly presses.  If you are unclear about what constitutes a scholarly   

secondary source, please consult the “Is This a Scholarly Source?” checklist available on moodle. 

Usually, websites are not appropriate sources for academic work.  If you’re using a website as a reference, it 

must be a credible academic website, and you must get approval to use the source before turning in your as-

signment.  (Hint: about.com, youtube, and Wikipedia are not academic websites.)  Some websites that might 

be of interest: 
 

 BBC Religion 

 Religion Dispatches 

 Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 

 The Immanent Frame 

 freq.uenci.es 

Academic Accessibility and support 

If you need accommodations because of accessibility issues, if you have emergency medical information, or if 

you need special arrangements in the event of a building evacuation, please inform me as soon as possible.   

Students who require accommodations for testing must pre-register with Elon’s Disability Services office.  If 

you require accommodations, it is your responsibility to make arrangements to have these accommoda-

tions met well before the due date for the exam or assignment in question.  Please be aware that Disability 

Services testing facilities are often limited during midterm and final exam periods; you should plan to meet 

with your learning coordinator as soon as possible to make the necessary arrangements.   

Write Better 

There are a number of helpful handouts and guidelines for writing on our moodle site, including a handout 

on writing for religious studies.  For further assistance, please come to office hours, make an appointment 

with Elon’s Writing Center, or visit their website. 

NOTA BENE 

This syllabus is a blueprint, not a contract.  As we progress through the semester, I might shift assignments 

and requirements.  But I promise I will not add more readings, assignments, or exams than are currently 

listed here. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/0/
http://www.religiondispatches.org/
http://www.pewforum.org/
http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/
http://freq.uenci.es/
http://www.elon.edu/e-web/academics/support/disabilities_services.xhtml
https://elon.mywconline.com/
http://www.elon.edu/e-web/academics/special_programs/writing/


    Important Dates 

 

6 February  Reading Quiz 1 due 

11 February  Syllabus Quiz and Plagiarism Tutorial Certificate  

13 February  Reading Quiz 2 due  

18 February  Reading Quiz 3 due  

20 February  Reading Quiz 4 due  

25 February  Reading Quiz 5 due  

27 February  Reading Quiz 6 due  

4 March  Reading Quiz 7 due  

6 March  Reading Quiz 8 due  

11 March  Reading Quiz 9 due  

18 March  Midterm 1 

31 March  Short essay due  

1 April   Reading  Quiz 10 due  

8 April   Reading  Quiz 11 due  

17 April  Reading  Quiz 12 due  

29 April  Reading  Quiz 13 due  

1 May   Last day to submit event reports (extra credit) 

8 May   Final project materials due  

8 and 13 May  In-class presentations  

14 May  Final exam  

Access the syllabus quiz here.Access the syllabus quiz here.Access the syllabus quiz here.   

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?formkey=dG1VeEVnZHR0S21VaUZPUFdWdl9vaGc6MQ


Schedule of Classes 
 Topic Assignment 

T 4 February 1) Introductions  

R  6 February 2) Studying religion in a  

global context 

Quiz 1 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Beginning Your Study of World Religions” 

 Bellah, “Sheilaism” 

 Cullavagga, “Founding of the order of Buddhist nuns” 

 NYT, “Globally, religion defies easily identified patterns” 

T 11 February 3) What’s wrong with       

“world religions?” 

 Prothero, introduction to God is Not One 

 Hurd, “What’s Wrong with Promoting Religious Freedom?” 

 Preston, “God, Bush, and Obama” 

R 13 February 4) Indigenous traditions 

Quiz 2 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Indigenous Religions” 

 "Exploiters of Lakota Spirituality"  

 Sioux myths 

 Alexie, “Indian Education” 

T 18 February 5) Hinduism 

Quiz 3 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Hinduism” 

 “The Four Castes” 

 Abused Goddesses campaign (online) 

R 20 February 6) Jainism 

Quiz 4 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Jainism” 

 Saman Suttam 

 “The World is Uncreated” 

 “At the Root of Root Vegetables” 

T 25 February 7) Buddhism 

Quiz 5 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Buddhism” 

 “Diamond Sutra” (text and scroll) 

R 27 February 8) Sikhism 

Quiz 6 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Sikhism” 

 “Critique of Hindu Ritual” 

 “Hatred in the Hallways” 

T 4 March 9) Daoism and Confucianism 

Quiz 7 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Daoism and Confucianism” 

 excerpts from the Dao de Jing 

 Johnson, “The Rise of the Tao” 

 “On the Character of Confucius,” from the Analects 

R 6 March 10) Shinto  

Quiz 8 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Shinto” 

 “Directive for the Disestablishment of State Shinto”                               

 “Shinto Statement on Ecology” 

T 11 March 11) Zoroastrianism 

Quiz 9 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Zoroastrianism” 

 “Judgment of  the Soul on the Chinvat Bridge” 

R 13 March 12)  Midterm review and writing workshop   

Date 



Schedule of Classes 
 Topic Assignment 

 13) Midterm  

R 20 March 14) Sacred texts:                     

creation myths 

 Excerpt from Enuma Elish 

 Gen 1—2 

 “The Creation of Lilith” 

 Surat  3:78, 4:46, 5:13  

 Lakota creation myths 

 Review Jain text, “The World is Uncreated” 

T 25 March 
Spring break  

R 27 March 

T 1 April 15) Judaism 1 

Quiz 10 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Judaism” 

 Shma 

R 3 April 16) Judaism 2 O’Brien and Palmer, “Judaism,” “State Attitudes to Religion,” 
“Emerging from Persecution” 

T 8 April 17) Christianity 1 

Quiz 11 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Christianity” 

O’Brien and Palmer, “Popular Religions,” “Arrivals,” “Christianity,” 
“Catholicism,” “Christian Missionaries,” “The Word,” “Faultlines” 

 Sermon on the Mount 

R 10 April 18) Christianity 2  Killerman, 30+ Examples of Christian Privilege 

 Chavez, “The Mexican American and the Church” 

 Excerpts from The Woman’s Bible 

 Shirer on biblical womanhood 

 Worthen, “Housewives of God” 

T 15 April 19) Islam 1 

Quiz 12 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering Islam” 

O’Brien and Palmer, “Roots and Branches,” “Islam,” “State Atti-
tudes toward Religion,” “Religious Education,” “Islamic Law;”  
review “Popular Religions” and “Faultlines”  

R 17 April 20) Islam 2  Mustafa, “My Body is My Own Business” 

 X, “Interview with Al-Muslimoon” 

 Bush, 17 November 2001 radio address 

T 22 April Final project workshop  

R 24 April 22) New Religious Movements  

Quiz 13 due before class 

Van Voorst, “Encountering New Religious Movements” 

 Rastafari primary source 

 LDS “Articles of Faith” 

 CoS, from Theology and Practice of a Contemporary Religion 

T 29 April No class: SURF day 

R 1 May No class 

T 6 May 23) NRMs 2  Neal, “They’re Freaks!” 

 Barker, from Making of a Moonie 

 Starhawk, “Witchcraft as Goddess Religion” 

Date 

T 18 March 

R 20 



Schedule of Classes 
Date Topic Assignment 

R 8 May 24) Presentations 1 

T 13 May 25) Presentations 2 and review 

M 18 May Final exam: 8—11 am   

Extra Credit 

There are a number of events on campus this semester relevant to the study of religion in a global context.  

For up to three points on your final grade, you may attend one or more of these and write a brief summary of 

your impressions of the event.  The best event reports will not only recap what the speaker says or what the 

images or film show, but also relate the content to our class discussions and readings. 

You must submit a scanned copy of your event form via moodle to receive credit for this optional                 

assignment.  A list of pertinent on-campus events and the event form are both available on moodle.            

You are also welcome to suggest alternative events (instructor approval required). 

Please note: this will be the only opportunity for extra credit this semester. 



Section Info 
Instructor: Dr. Megan Goodwin 

Email: mgoodwin3@elon.edu 

Office: Spence 203 

Office hours: TR 2:30—4:30 pm, or by appointment 

Section J meets TR 12:25—2:05 pm in Gray 201 

Secretary of State John Kerry 

Former Secretary of State  
Madeleine Albright 

Why Study Religion?Why Study Religion?Why Study Religion?   


