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Course Description 
You can’t understand the world 
today without reference to religion. 
Every day religion is in the news. 
There are religious “extremists” and 
“fundamentalists,” religious 
arguments about sex, death, civil 
rights, and human rights. There are 
arguments about religious symbols 
such as the Ten Commandments or 
cartoons of Mohammed. Religion is 
infused in political rhetoric. 
Presidents are sworn in with their 

hand on a Bible. From the 1979 
Iranian Revolution to the rise of the 
Christian Right in U.S. politics, 
religion has played a key role in 
shaping the contours of our 
increasingly diverse and globalized 
world. But what is religion? Do we 
simply know it when we see it? 
What counts as religion in a global 
context? This course is designed to 
introduce students to the academic 
study of religion and to some of the 
central questions that animate the 
discipline. It seeks to familiarize 
students with the diverse roles that 
religion plays in our world and to 
develop the ability to recognize our 
own entanglement in religious 
structures and discourses. Students 
will evaluate how religion relates to 
the social, cultural, ethical, political 
and economic contexts in which it is 

embedded—
not merely as something people 
think or believe, but as something 
people do. Students will learn about 
how people have and continue to 
act religiously, and to question 
simple conceptions they may have 
regarding what religion really is and 
does. Students will be exposed to a 
wide variety of theories regarding 
religious practice and belief, and 
will learn to analyze and criticize 
those approaches. We will not 
attempt to comprehend the breadth 
and diversity within each of the 
traditions we encounter, but rather, 
gain some helpful insights into the 
questions and issues that religion 
and the study of religion commonly 
raise. 
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Course Learning Goals and Outcomes 
By the end of this course students will be able to:  

• Learn and evaluate foundational theories and methods in the academic study of religion 
• Identify and analyze the function of religious worldviews for communities and cultures 
• Recognize and discuss how religions and religious practice shape and are shaped by their cultural 

contexts 
• Distinguish diverse practices within a particular religious worldview 
• Improve ability to write and think analytically and comparatively about broad themes and historical 

moments, as well as specific texts and case studies 
Course Requirements  
This course has four non-negotiable requirements: 1) attendance, 2) reading the assigned texts, 3) participation 
in class and seminars, and 4) respect for deadlines. Class attendance is mandatory. Students must read all 
articles and texts in order to be prepared for class and to be able to accomplish assignments. Participation in 
discussion is not an option, but an important part of the final grade. All class activities and online forum 
discussions are required. The instructor will make note of students who make consistent and substantial 
comments in class, and those who do not. Finally, students must manage their time properly in order to submit 
assignments upon deadline. 

#Participation in class, seminars and exercises 
(200) 	
Individual participation includes attendance (which is mandatory), 
being active in class discussions and in seminars, and in the work 
performed in groups. More than two absences will harm your final 
grade (I will subtract points for each extra absence). You are 
expected to bring all relevant reading material with you, either 

digitally or as a hardcopy. When students are assigned to work in groups, they must be self-motivated and must 
actively contribute both ideas and written materials to the project.  
 
The exception to this rule pertains to religious holidays. Your absence is excused if you are observing a religious 
holiday. For students who plan to miss class because of religious observance, please see the following website 
for instructions and procedures: 
 
https://www.elon.edu/u/truitt-center/multifaith-religious-holidays/holiday-observance-policy/ 
 

 
 
 

Course Structure The course is divided thematically into ten units: “Approaching the Study of Religion,” 
“Religion is Truth,” “Religion is False,” “Religion and the Individual,” “Religion and Society,” “Religion and Morality,” 
“Religion and Ritual,” “Religion and the Body,” “Religion and Money,” and “What is Religion Anyway?” This course is 
designed to produce a dynamic, engaging, and critical learning environment. Therefore, it will make use of more than 
the traditional teacher-centered lecture. In order to produce a student-centered and collaborative ambience, we will 
make use of group projects, discussions in small group and with the entire class, seminars, films, and videos. 
Students will be encouraged to be part of the learning process. Learning in such a collaborative format depends upon 
preparation and involvement of the students as well as the professor. 

Course Assignments 
Participation in Class, Seminars & 
Exercises   200 pts. 
15 Forum posts                           300 pts.                             
Two Reflection Papers  200 pts. 
Final Paper & Presentation   300 pts. 
 

Your Instructor 
Professor Brenna Keegan 
Email: bkeegan@elon.edu 
Office Hours: M/W 2:30-3:30pm & by 
appointment 
Spence Pavilion 
Religion/Phil. Common Room 
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Reading Guide 
It is very important that you not only read the assigned material, but also that you critically examine and 
interrogate it. You should take note of the issues and questions that you want to bring to the discussion. All 
members of the class, students and instructors alike, are responsible for understanding, explaining, analyzing 
and teaching the material under discussion.  
 
The following questions should help you do so:  
1. What is the major argument of the text? What is the author’s point? 
2. To what extent does this information and/or approach allow me to understand or illuminate the study of 

religion?    
3. What doesn’t make sense to me?  What is not clear? What are the strengths and weaknesses of this 

argument?  
 

#Forum posts (300) 	
To ensure that you complete and are critically evaluating the readings, you 
will be required to post reading responses to the Moodle Forum. You may 
respond to one of the readings, or all of the readings, but you’re your post 
within 200-300 words TOTAL. Points will be removed if it is longer or 
shorter than 200-300 words or if you fail to address any of the following 
three points: 
 
1) Summarize the most important aspects of the readings: What is the 
major argument of the text(s)? 
2) Criticize or support the arguments raised by the author(s) with evidence 
for why you think so; 
3) Pose at least one question to be asked in class. These questions can 
be drawn directly from the text or can be the result of thoughts you had by 
relating this specific text with previous readings you did or experiences you 
had.  
 
Grading criteria: The course will have a total of 20 posts. You have the 

right to skip five weeks without harming your final grade, which means that to receive the total grade, you will 
have to post at least 15 weeks. If you post less than 15 times, I will subtract 20 points per post you missed.  
 
#Reflection Papers (200 points)	
Task: Reinforce and apply critically readings, class discussions, classroom exercises, and any other materials 
that we discussed in class. 
 
Paper 1: Theism and Atheism in Dialogue. When it comes to what religion is all about—truth or illusion—
who makes more sense? Freud and Dawkins or Smith and C.S. Lewis? This is not a paper about your own 
religious beliefs, but an assessment of multiple arguments about what religion is and does for religious people. 
Compare and contrast the arguments of at least three authors. How do different authors make their arguments? 
Which arguments do you find more convincing? Using specific statements made by authors from both sides, 
support your claim with evidence and compare and contrast their thought on the question of the nature of 
religion. 750 to 1,000 words (3-4 pages). 
 
Paper 2: Religion in the News. Bring in a contemporary news article from a reputable source (see diagram 
here: https://imgur.com/gallery/iPLkz) that engages with the themes and theories we’ve discussed in class. Your 
paper should summarize the most relevant facts of the story and connect the story to two authors we have read 
or discussed in class. The day the paper is due you will informally present your findings and conclude with a few 
open-ended discussion questions to facilitate conversation.  500-750 words (2-3 pages) + presentation.  

 
Format: Please double-space. Twelve-point type is preferred. Upload a digital copy to Moodle before class 
begins (Word format – please, do not send PDF). 
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Grading Criteria (100 Points Each): 25 Points – Overall presentation of the paper (grammar, spelling, clarity of 
prose, and citations, as well as sentence and paragraph structure, flow, transitions, and organization); 35 Points: 
Engagement with sources and course material (Does the paper use at least two sources from the course to 
answer the prompt? Does the paper adequately use quotations or summaries of sources in the explanation? 
Does the paper use the sources to develop and support a larger argument?) 40 Points: Development of a 
thesis/argument (Is there a clear thesis statement? Was the thesis supported with evidence from the readings 
throughout the paper? Does the thesis answer the prompt? Does this paper go beyond merely restating the 
prompt to creatively engage with the material?)  

 
#Final Project: Site Visit, Paper, and Group Presentation (300 points) 
Task: 1) You will attend one organized religious service, ritual, or celebration; 2) write a paper reflecting on your 
experience situated within the readings, class discussions, classroom exercises, and any other materials that we 
use in class, as well as complete any necessary outside research to situate the event attended in the larger 
history of the religious tradition; and 3) present your findings to the class in groups of 2-3 students. The objective 
of this assignment is to critically apply the theories and methods of religious studies to a first-hand experience of 
religious practice.   
 
Description: The final paper is the major academic enterprise of this course. In addition to the site visit, it involves 
research and quite often reading new material besides the assigned texts for this class. It is entirely your choice 
which site you visit, although I ask 1) that you visit a site that is not connected with your own religious tradition (if 
you have one); 2) that you visit with a maximum of two other students. I will post a list of potential sites and 
guidelines for conducting your site visit, as well as a rubric for writing up your visits on our Moodle site. You may 
complete and share additional research with your group, but the paper must be written alone. You must complete 
your site visit before the end of April, so that we can spend class time workshopping our papers and final 
projects. 

 
Length: The paper must be written individually and 
contain between 1,250-1,750 words (5-7 pages), with 
references and footnotes included. Please double-space. 
Twelve-point type is preferred.  
 
Presentation: You will orally present your research on 
exam day with your group. You must use a PowerPoint or 
any other visual platform to present your findings. Make a 
clear and coherent presentation. You have 15 minutes. 
 
Grading Criteria (300 Points): 150 Points – Strength of 
analysis and application of key concepts (texts plus 
classroom activities/discussion, and extra readings); 50 
Points: Oral and visual presentation; 70 Points: 
Organization; clarity; quality of writing; freedom from 
spelling, punctuation, and grammar errors. 30 Points: 
Enterprise and creativity. 
	
	

Course Schedule  
# Date Topic What to Read What’s Due 
1 M 1/29 Introduction Syllabus  

In Class: Religious Literacy Quiz 
 

2 W 1/31 Approaching 
the Study of 
Religion 

Kessler, chp. 1, pp. 1-13 
Prothero, “Separate Truths.”  
 

 

3 M 2/5 Religious 
Pluralism 

Eck, “Bozeman to Banaras: Questions from the passage to 
India.” 

Forum Post 1 
(due 11:59PM 
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2/4) 
4 W 2/7 Defining 

Religion 
Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religion, Religious.” FP 2 

Unit 2: Religion is Truth 
5 M 2/12 Ultimate 

Reality 
Kessler chp. 3, pp. 38-59. 
C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 8-22.  

FP 3 

6 W 2/14 Revelations Kessler, chp 4, pp. 60-81 
Genesis, chps 1-3 (read the Oxford version on Moodle) 
Rig Veda, Book 10, Hymn 129 

FP 4 

7 M 2/19 Faith & Belief W. C. Smith, Faith and Belief, pp. 3-19. FP 5 

Unit 3: Religion is False 
8 W 2/21 Atheism Freud, “The Future of an Illusion,” 72-78 and Dawkins, “Why 

There Almost Certainly is No God.”  
Paper 1 Workshop: Bring thesis and ideas for textual 
evidence to class (what sources will you engage with?) 

FP 6 
Paper 1 
Thesis Ideas 

9 M 2/26 Irreligion?  Bullivant, “Introducing Irreligious Experiences.”  FP 7 
Unit 4: Religion and the Individual 

10 W 2/28 Experiencing 
the Sacred 

Kessler, chp. 7, pp. 127-158. Paper 1 Due 

11 M 3/5 Religion on 
the Brain 

Roach, “Inside the Haunt Box” and Schmidt, “A Religious 
History of American neuroscience,” 
https://tif.ssrc.org/2008/06/24/a-religious-history-of-american-
neuroscience/  

FP 8 

Unit 5: Religion and Society 
12 W 3/7 Organizing the 

Sacred 
Kessler, chp. 11, pp. 240-275. FP 9 

13 M 3/12 Community 
Making 

Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, pp. 21-
44. 

FP 10 

14 W 3/14 Civil Religion Bellah, "Civil Religion in America", pp. 1-21 FP 11 
SPRING BREAK 

Unit 6: Religion and Morality 
15 M 3/26 Ethics Kessler, chp. 9, pp. 186-208. 

Socrates and Plato, Euthyphro  
FP 12 

16 W 3/28 Christian 
Morality 

Ten Commandments (online)   
Exodus 20: 2-17: http://www.mechon-
mamre.org/p/pt/pt0220.htm 
Deuteronomy 5: 6-21: http://www.mechon-
mamre.org/p/pt/pt0505.htm   
Hitchens, “The New Commandments.” 

FP 13 

EASTER BREAK 
17 W 4/4 Religion in the 

News 
Bring your news article, reflection paper, and discussion 
questions to class. 

Paper 2 

Unit 7: Religion and Ritual 
18 M 4/9 Sacred Rituals Kessler, chp. 5, pp. 82-102. FP 14 
19 W 4/11 Yoga as Ritual Singleton, “Yoga as Physical Culture,” pp. 143-162.   

Jain, “Claiming Yoga for India,” 
http://religiondispatches.org/claiming-yoga-for-india/   
 

FP 15 
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Unit 8: Religion and Gender 
20 M 4/16 Library 

Workshop 
We will meet at Belk Library to learn about research 
resources for our final projects.  

 

21 W 4/18 Women’s 
Religious 
Experiences 

Fisher, “Women’s Religious Experiences,” 13-33.  FP 16 

22 M 4/23 Native Bodies Wilson. “Two-spirit people, body sovereignty, and gender 
self-determination,” 1-5.  
Watch, Cherokee Word for Water. Dirs. Charlie Soap, Tim 
Kelly. Prod. Kristina Kiehl. 2014. Film.  

FP 17 

Unit 9: Religion and Money 
23 W 4/25 Religion and 

Money 
Peer, “Modern Mecca,” New Yorker.  
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/04/16/modern-
mecca 
& Last Week Tonight, “Prosperity Gospel” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7y1xJAVZxXg 

FP 18 

24 M 4/30 Paper 
Workshop 

Bring a laptop and your site visit notes; What questions are 
you left with about the tradition after your visit?  

 

Unit 10: What is Religion Anyway?  
25 M 5/2 Case Study Snake Handling: Covington, Salvation on Sand Mountain FP 19 
26 W 5/7 Case Study Snake Handling: Covington, Salvation on Sand Mountain FP 20 

Exam Period: May 12, 11:30-2:30 - Paper Presentations 

Additional Readings 
• Alexandria Wilson (Opaskwayak Cree Nation) (2015), “Two-spirit people, body sovereignty, and gender 

self-determination,” Journal of Global Indigeneity, 1(1): 1-5.  
• Andrea Jain, “Claiming Yoga for India,” Religion Dispatchs, http://religiondispatches.org/claiming-yoga-for-

india/   
• Basharat Peer, “Modern Mecca,” New Yorker, April 16, 2012  
• https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/04/16/modern-mecca 
• Christopher Hitchens, “The New Commandments,” Vanity Fair (April 2010), 

http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/features/2010/04/hitchens-201004 
• Denis Covington, Salvation on Sand Mountain, (Cambridge: Addison Wesley Publishing Co.,1994). 
• Diana Eck, “Bozeman to Banaras: Questions from the passage to India,” Encountering God: A Spiritual 

Journey From Bozeman To Banaras (Beacon Press, 2003). 
• Stephen Prothero, “Separate Truths,” Boston Globe. April 25, 2010. 
• Leigh Eric Schmidt, “A Religious History of American Neuroscience,” The Immanent Frame: Secularism, 

religion, and the public sphere, (2008): https://tif.ssrc.org/2008/06/24/a-religious-history-of-american-
neuroscience/ 

• Mary Pat Fisher, “Women’s Religious Experiences,” in Women in Religion, (New York: Pearson Longman, 
2007), 13-33.  

• Mary Roach, “Inside the Haunt Box: Can electromagnetic fields make you hallucinate?” Spook: Science 
Tackles the Afterlife.  

• Mark Singleton, “Yoga as Physical Culture”, Yoga Body: The Origins of Modern Posture Practice, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010).  

• Plato’s Euthyphro, selections.   
• Richard Dawkins, “Why There Almost Certainly is No God,” The Huffington Post. 
• Robert Bellah, "Civil Religion in America", pp. 1-21 
• Sigmund Freud, “The Future of an Illusion,” in The World Treasury of Modern Religious Thought, ed. 

Juroslav Pelikan, (Boston, 1990).  
• Stephen Bullivant, “Introducing Irreligious Experiences,” Implicit Religion 11.1 (April 2008): 7-24.   
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The Fine Print  
Late Work: Late work will automatically lose points. Your forum posts are due at or before 11:59 pm the 
night before, every minute late will result in points removed. Late papers will NOT be accepted. 
Regarding plagiarism: On papers and forum posts doing your own work is absolutely essential. In ALL 
work, you must cite the sources of any information, quotations or ideas that are not your own, using 
standard citation methods. Let me be very clear. You cannot copy and past text from the internet into 
your papers and pass it off as your own writing. You cannot turn in a paper that someone else has 
written or that you have bought or downloaded from online. Plagiarized work will automatically get a 
zero on the assignment and may cause you to fail the class, at my discretion. I take such violations very 
seriously. Please familiarize yourself with and follow the Honor Code in the Student Handbook. 
Technology Use in Class: We will be busy in every class session and we don’t need any electronic 
distractions. Silence your cell phones before you enter the classroom. If it rings, I reserve the right to 
answer it. You may bring a laptop, in fact some days you will need to bring your laptop to complete 
classroom activities, but only for taking notes or accessing relevant course material during discussion. 
Do not use your laptop in class to surf the internet, check your email, update your Facebook status, or 
the like. Diversity Statement: Consistent with Elon University’s commitment to inclusivity, I pledge to do 
my best to run the class in a manner that is respectful of difference, including but not limited to, physical 
and mental ability, age, socio-economic status, religious identity, gender, gender identity, race, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, nationality and veteran status. Students are expected to be respectful of 
these differences in their conduct in class and on campus. Positionality: This is an academic course 
being taught in a religiously plural American cultural and political context. This course emphasizes 
critical thinking and facilitates academic learning about diverse religious traditions, and as such is not 
intended to promote or to disparage any particular version of religious “orthodoxy.” It presupposes 
nothing about your religious beliefs or experiences (if any), and nothing about the “truth” of the religious 
traditions that we will explore. It presumes only that you want to spend time with important topics and 
texts in the area of Religious Studies, and that you will be respectful towards the traditions that we 
study, those who practice them, and the ideas and questions of your colleagues. Accommodation Of 
Disabilities: Students with disabilities who believe they may need accommodations in this class are 
encouraged to contact the Student Disability Access Office at (919) 668-1267 as soon as possible to 
better ensure that such accommodations can be implemented in a timely fashion. Interreligious Studies 
Minor: This course counts in fulfillment of the interdisciplinary Interreligious Studies (IRS) minor. This 
minor focuses on the encounter between different religious traditions over time. Students in this minor 
will study religious pluralism, tolerance, and interfaith dialogue, as well as conflict and interreligious 
violence. For information about the IRS minor please talk with the instructor of this course or contact the 
Interreligious Studies program coordinator, Brian Pennington (bpennington4@elon.edu, 278-5988). 	
 


