RE 103: Religion and Culture
Dr. Eliza F. Kent
Office: Ladd 209
Office phone: 580-5405
Office hours: Monday 1-3 pm, and by appt.

Fall 2017
Ladd 207
Class: M 11:15-12:10,
W/F 10:10-11:30 am

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION: This course will introduce you to the principal beliefs, practices,
symbols and institutions of four of the world’s religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam and Lakota
Sioux religion) as well as equip you with conceptual tools for understanding and appreciating religion
as a fundamental component of human experience. In this course, we will examine both the
intriguing patterns of similarity evident in religions across space and time, and the ways particular
varieties of religion differ dramatically by virtue of being embedded in social and historical contexts.
A guiding question will be: How do adherents adapt and transform a religious tradition as it moves
across space and through time? Throughout the course, we will be reading texts that describe the
experiences of individual believers, to get a sense for how individuals draw on religious traditions to
create meaningful lives amidst great personal and social challenges.
II. COURSE OBJECTIVES:
 to try to understand a religion as a committed practitioner might, not simply as a detached
observer
 to develop a richly nuanced conception of religion that recognizes both the social and the personal
dimensions of religious belief and practice
 to examine, challenge and clarify one’s own self-understanding, worldview and fundamental
values
 to acquire a working vocabulary that will enable you to speak in an informed and accurate way
about the different religious traditions we will examine
 to understand the limits and possibilities of a variety of approaches to the academic study of
religion.
III. COURSE FORMAT AND REQUIREMENTS
A. Attendance and Participation
B. Reading
C. Writing
The format of this course will combine lecture and discussion with audio-visual presentations.
A. Attendance and Participation: This is not a “distance-learning” course. Regular attendance is a
must! A sign-in sheet will be passed around each class session. Attendance will be taken at each
class session, either through a sign-in sheet, or by me. A pattern of unexcused absences will affect
your participation grade adversely; more than six will lead to earning a zero for the
participation component of the course. In accordance with Skidmore policy, if you miss more
than 1/3 of the course classes you will not be able to take the final exam, which will lead to
failure in the course.
Etiquette: Please plan to arrive in class on time. Feel free to bring a beverage and/or a light
snack, but not a meal. Unless it is a genuine emergency, please do not get up and leave the classroom
during class.
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Laptops, Tablets, etc.: In general, laptops, tablets, and other such devices will not be
permitted in the classroom. You must bring assigned readings in paper form, whether we are using
books or readings downloaded from Blackboard. If you do not bring the day’s reading to class
that will count as an unexcused absence. Please silence all cell phones and other personal
electronic devices.
Participation in the classroom process is vital to your learning experience. You are expected
to come to class having read the assignments so that you are prepared to offer your thoughtful
questions, comments, comparisons and suggestions for further areas of exploration. This kind of
participation benefits the class enormously, as does your attentive listening to the comments and
questions of others. Your class participation grade will depend not only on the consistency of
attendance, but also on how well you contribute positively to the overall class dynamic through your
comments, questions, attentive listening, prompt arrival, leadership and cooperation in small group
work, etc. Generally speaking, when an imbalance occurs in terms of who is speaking and how
frequently, those who are shy need to exercise the virtue of courage and those who are loquacious
need to exercise the virtue of restraint. I reserve the prerogative to call on students in order to even
out the class dynamic. Class participation will count for 10% of your grade.
B. Reading: Nothing is more central to a course in the liberal arts than the careful, thorough, critical
reading of texts, and that will certainly be the case here. I encourage you to take notes in the margins
of your books or in a notebook designated for that purpose. Such active engagement with the reading
will enhance your retention of the material and help you to think through the issues and questions
raised by the texts.
Texts are available for purchase at the Skidmore Bookstore, Case Student Center. If you choose to
purchase your texts elsewhere, please note the ISBN numbers below, and strive to get the exact
edition we will all be using so we can be on the same page, literally, when we consult the text in class
together.






John Neihardt and Philip Deloria. Black Elk Speaks: The Complete Edition (ISBN: 9780803283916)
Mary Pat Fisher, Living Religions (8th edition, or whichever is cheapest) 978-0205835850
Diana Eck, Darsan: Seeing the Divine in India (ISBN: 978-0231112659)
Barbara Stoler Miller, Bhagavad Gita (ISBN: 978-0553213652
Michael Sells, Approaching the Quran: The Early Revelations (ISBN: 978-188399169)

Additional required readings are available through the Library Course Reserves, through Blackboard
or will distributed in class. As mentioned above, please print these out, unless otherwise indicated,
and bring to class on the day assigned. Coming to class without the day’s assigned reading will
count as an unexcused absence.
C. Writing:
Formal essays
Informal response papers
Short answer (1-2 sentences to 1-2 paragraph) questions to test basic comprehension of key
terms and concepts
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1. Formal essays: These are called “formal” because they will be evaluated for style--grammar,
spelling, punctuation--as well as content. Since this is a writing intensive class, I urge you to visit the
Writing Center for a one-on-one appointment early in the semester, to get the maximum benefit from
their excellent services. They are happy to meet with students at any point in the writing process –
from brainstorming ideas to refining the final argument (although they do not line-edit papers for
spelling, grammatical or stylistic errors). Please do have the writing tutor send me a report of your
session.
http://www.skidmore.edu/writingcenter/
Formal essays must be typed using a normal font (Times, Times New Roman, Helvetica,
Palatino, etc.) of 12 pt. and double-spaced with margins of 1 inch. You are welcome to print
your papers on recycled paper, so long as your essay is legible.
Note well: Because of the size of the class, late formal papers will not be accepted unless you have
explained ahead of time the reason for its being late, or are able to provide a documented reason after
the fact. If you and I agree that you may turn a paper in late, we will negotiate how many points will
be taken off for tardiness.
2. Response Papers: At regular intervals throughout the semester you will be responsible for a 1-1/2
to 2 page written paper in response to the required class readings. These papers will form a basis for
classroom discussion of the material, and so are due in class on the day assigned.
You will be given general directions for each response paper in advance. At the same time,
the response papers are an opportunity for you to engage the course material in a way that enables
you to achieve greater clarity concerning your own thoughts, and so there is no “right” or “wrong”
response.
These assignments will not be graded for either content or style, but I will make comments on
them. If you hand in a paper of sufficient length in class, you will receive a grade of 4. If the paper
is late for any reason, except a documented reason such as a doctor’s appointment, away-game,
illness (with a note from Health Services or your Academic Administrator/Dean), etc., you will be
given a 1. Late response papers will be accepted for one week after the due date. If you do not hand
in a paper, you will receive a grade of 0. If it is obvious that you have not read the assignment with
much or any care, and are handing in a paper based on nothing but your own imagination and
ingenuity, in all likelihood you will receive a 0.
3. Short-answer questions: Learning the words that people use to describe their beliefs and practices
is a crucial component of learning about other people’s religions. The formal essays will ask you to
demonstrate your understanding of the key terms and concepts used by Lakota Sioux, Muslims
Hindus and Buddhists to describe their religious lives, cosmologies and soteriologies. Your
knowledge of key terms and engagement with the reading may be tested using multiple-choice rather
than short-answer questions via quizzes, both scheduled and unscheduled, through the semester.
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IV. Evaluation
A. Grading Summary
Assignment
First formal essay
Response papers
Quizzes
Second Formal Essay
Final Exam Essay
Attendance and Participation

Percentage
17%
9%
12%
25%
22%
15%

B. Grading Standards: The following is designed to help you think about the level of participation
you’re prepared to give to this course, and the final grade you would like to shoot for. (Obviously,
there are finer gradations for each of the grades discussed below, e.g. A-, B+, C+)
1. “A” signifies outstanding. To earn that, you need to (a) maintain regular attendance and
participation in discussion; (b) keep up with your regular response papers, demonstrate consistent
care and thoughtfulness in your reflections on the issues and questions raised by the class; (c)
demonstrate in the in-class quizzes and formal essays a thorough understanding of the key terms,
historical background and basic structural features of the religious traditions we are examining; (d) do
a thorough, analytically acute job on the essays and get them in on time.
In addition, to merit an “A” your writing in the formal essays and exams must reflect the
following: a statement in the first paragraph of what you intend to accomplish; correct grammar and
accurate spelling; depth and complexity in your engagement with the materials (readings, lectures,
films, etc.); and an exceptionally creative original contribution--a new idea, a different way of
thinking about the issue(s) you’re discussing--that takes you beyond the accurate presentation of
someone else’s ideas.
2. “B” signifies good; it is a solid, good grade. To earn that, you need to (a) maintain regular
attendance and participation in discussion; (b) keep up with your response papers and your note
taking both in and outside of class; (c) demonstrate in the in-class quizzes and formal essays a firm
grasp of the key terms, historical background and basic structural features of the religions we are
examining; (d) do a thorough job on the essays and get them in on time.
In addition, a “B” grade essay typically contains: a statement in the first paragraph of what
you intend to accomplish; correct grammar and accurate spelling; solid engagement with the
materials (readings, lectures, films, etc.); and an original contribution that takes you beyond the
accurate presentation of someone else’s ideas.
3. “C” stands for satisfactory. To earn that, you need to (a) maintain regular attendance and
participation in discussion; (b) keep up with your response papers and your note taking both in and
outside of class; (c) demonstrate in the in-class quizzes and formal essays an adequate grasp of the
key terms, historical background and basic structural features of the religions we are examining; (d)
do a satisfactory job on the essays that meets the requirements of the assignment, and get them in on
time.
In addition, “C” level responses in essays or on the formal essays contain no statement of intent, or
a confused one at best; occasionally lapse into bad grammar or incorrect spelling; replace full
sentences with fragments; misconstrue or distort key ideas; display no clear development leading to a
supportable conclusion.

4

4. To fall below satisfactory (i.e. C-, D), you could fall behind in your note taking and response
papers, miss one or more of the in-class quizzes, turn in one of the formal papers several days past the
deadline, and/or be more irregular in attendance and discussion.
In addition, below “C” level essays do not adequately meet the requirements of the assignment.
They typically also contain no statement of intent, or a confused one at best; frequently lapse into bad
grammar or incorrect spelling; replace full sentences with fragments; misconstrue or distort key
ideas; display no development leading to a supportable conclusion at all.
C. Guide to Instructor’s Abbreviations in Marking Papers
Vertical line with check-mark = useful point, important idea
Double vertical line = good, strong idea or sentence
Exclamation point = yes! excellent point
Double-lined P = start a new paragraph
WW = wrong word
Wavy underline = something is wrong here - awkward expression or factual error
E = grammatical, spelling, or punctuation error
If your paper contains a great many grammatical, spelling or punctuation errors, and/or instances of
awkward expression or wrong word choice, I will ask you to locate and correct each “E,” “WW” or
underlined phrase that I have marked in the margin of your paper. You must make these revisions in
order to get full credit for your paper.
D. Students with documented disabilities: I strive to create an inclusive classroom that respects the
fact that our eyes, ears, brains and bodies all work a little bit differently. If you have, or think you
may have a learning disability, please work with Meg Hegener with the Office of Student Academic
Services to determine what strategies and accommodations are appropriate for your situation. If
together you determine that you need academic accommodation, you must formally request that from
her, and provide me with the documentation from her office which verifies the existence of a
disability and supports your request.
http://cmsauthor.skidmore.edu/academic_services/accessibility/
E. Sexual and Gender-Based Misconduct Information and Resources. According to both NY
State Law and Skidmore Policy, I am, like all faculty and staff at Skidmore, a mandated reporter of
any sexual or gender-based misconduct. What this means is that in the unlikely event that you share
with me information that indicates that you or someone else has been the victim of sexual assault or
misconduct, I’m required to pass on that information (i.e. your names) to the Title IX officer.
Skidmore College considers sexual and gender-based misconduct to be one of the most serious
violations of the values and standards of the College. Unwelcome sexual contact of any form is a
violation of students’ personal integrity and their right to a safe environment and therefore violates
Skidmore’s values. Sexual and gender-based misconduct is also prohibited by federal regulations.
Skidmore College faculty are committed to supporting our students and upholding gender equity
laws as outlined by Title IX. If a student chooses to confide in a member of Skidmore’s faculty or
staff regarding an issue of sexual or gender-based misconduct, that faculty or staff member is
obligated to tell Skidmore’s Title IX Coordinator or Title IX Deputy Coordinator. The Title IX
Coordinator or Deputy Coordinator will assist the student in connecting with all possible resources
for support and reporting both on and off campus. Identities and details will be shared only with
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those who need to know to support the student and to address the situation through the college’s
processes. If the student wishes to confide in a confidential resource, The Counseling Center Staff,
Health Services, and Victim Advocates are all options available.
F. Academic Honesty: Making references to the work of others strengthens your own work by
granting you greater authority and by showing that you are part of a discussion located within a
community. When you make references (by quotation or paraphrase) to the work of others, it is
essential to provide proper attribution and citation. Failing to do so is considered academically
dishonest, as is copying or paraphrasing someone else’s work. Please consult Appendix B for the
citation format I recommend for your work in this class.
Any confirmed instances of plagiarism or other forms of academic dishonesty (cheating,
fabrication or facilitating academic dishonesty) in this course will result in the work in question
receiving a zero. Assignments that receive a zero for this reason may not be rewritten or
redone. As per the Skidmore College Honor Code, documentation of the infraction will be kept
on file with Dean’s office and may impair eligibility for honor societies, study abroad, etc.
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Provisional Schedule of Classes and Assignments
Week One
9/6 W – Expectations for the course, pass out syllabus
9/8 F

– How to study religion?
Read: Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “Comparative Religions – Whither and Why,” 31-58 (on Blackboard
Electronic Reserve [henceforth abbreviated as ER])
Read: Hindu Creation Myths (ER)
Key terms: Cosmology, cosmogonic myth
Homework: Please bring in the index card with a photograph and some information about yourself
that will help me get to know you a little better.

Week Two
9/11 M – Hindu Cosmology and Soteriology
Read: Mary Pat Fisher, Living Religions, chapter 3 (everything until section on “Major philosophical
systems.”
Key terms: Cosmology, soteriology, Veda, karma, dharma, samsara, varna, jati, kama, artha, moksha,
sanatana dharma
9/13 W – Hindu Cosmology and Soteriology
Read: The Bhagavad Gita, trans. by Barbara Stoler Miller, introduction & translator’s note (pp. 1-20)
and The First Teaching (23 – 28).
Watch at home: The Bhagavad Gita, Invitation to World Literature Website (Columbia Univ., 30
min) (http://www.learner.org/courses/worldlit/gita/watch/)
Key terms: Mahabharata, Bhagavad Gita, yoga, Arjuna, Vishnu, Krishna, avatar
9/15 F – Hindu Cosmology and Soteriology
Read: Bhagavad Gita, Teachings 2 – 6
Key terms: jñāna, jñānayoga, bhakti, bhaktiyoga, karma, karmayoga, kāma, niśkāma karma
RESPONSE PAPER DUE TODAY
Week Three
9/18 M – Hindu Soteriology
Read: Bhagavad Gita, Teachings 7 – 13
9/20 W – Hindu Soteriology – Self-Transformation through Ritual – Puja (ritual worship)
Read: Chapter 1 of Darshan, by Diana Eck
Key terms: puja, darshan, prasad, murti, bhakti, bhaktiyoga
View in class: 330 Million Gods slideshow
9/22 F – Hindu Soteriology: Self-Transformation through Ritual – Puja (ritual worship)
Read: Chapter 2 Darshan, by Diana Eck
QUIZ TODAY ON KEY TERMS (Hinduism and Study of Religion)
Week Four
9/25 M – Living the Gita
Read: Fisher, Living Religions, chapter 3, section on “Hinduism in the Modern World”
Read: Mohandas K. Gandhi, selections from My Experiments with Truth (ER)
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9/27 W – Living the Gita
Read: Miller, “Why Did Henry David Thoreau Take the Bhagavad Gita to Walden Pond?” in The
Bhagavad Gita, pp. 147-154
9/29 F – Hindu Soteriology: Self Transformation through Ritual – Yatra (pilgrimage)
Read: Chapter 3 of Darshan
Read: Irawati Karve, “On the Road,” pp. 13-29 (ER)
Key terms: varna, jati, Maratha, Brahmin, saint, Vitoba, Maharashtra
RESPONSE PAPER DUE TODAY
Week Five
10/2 M – Buddhism – Lives of the Buddha
Read: Mary Pat Fisher, chapter 5, beginning up to “Branches of Buddhism” (pp. 135-148)
Key terms: Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, dharma, parinirvana/parinibbana, nirvana/nibbana, dhyana,
bodhi
10/4 W – Buddhist cosmology – Four Noble Truths
Read: Jataka tales of the Buddha, Part I (Blackboard – ER)
Key terms: Jataka, bodhisattva, Four Noble Truths, anitya, anatman, duhkha, trishna, samsara, karma
10/6 F – Buddhist soteriology – Theravada
Read: Fisher, “Theravada Buddhism” (pp. 148 – 156)
View in class: The Long Search: Footsteps of the Buddha
Key terms: vinaya, dana, sila, tripitika, sangha, stupa
FIRST FORMAL PAPER DUE TODAY (CANTWELL SMITH AND LIVING HINDUISM)
Week Six
10/9 M – Buddhist Soteriology
Read: Linda Hess, “Craving” (ER)
RESPONSE PAPER DUE TODAY
10/11 W – Defining Religion – Religion as Culture
Read: Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System” (ER)
10/13 F - Defining Religion
Read: Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System” (ER)
Read: Pema Chodron, selections from When Things Fall Apart (12 pages) (ER)
Meditation practicum
Week Seven
10/16 M – Buddhist cosmology and soteriology - Mahayana
Read: Fisher, “Mahayana Buddhism” (pp. 156-171)
Key terms: Mahayana, hinayana, arhat, bodhisattva, pancha skandhas, anatman

10/18 W – Buddhist Soteriology - Mahayana
Read: Selections from Buddhist Scriptures, ed. by Donald S. Lopez, Jr. (ER)

10/20 F – Buddhist Soteriology - Mahayana
Read: The Heart Sutra (ER)
View in Class: Principals and Practices of Zen, selections
Key terms: śunya, satori
QUIZ TODAY ON BUDDHISM KEY TERMS
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Week Eight

10/23 M – Muslim Cosmology – The Prophet Muhammad
Read: Fisher, Living Religions, chapter 10, beginning to the “Five Pillars” (pp. 381-396)
Key terms: Islam, Allah, Muhammad, Muslim

10/25 W – Muslim Cosmology – the Ka’aba
Read: Reza Aslan, ch. 1: “Sanctuary in the Desert,” There Is No God But God, pp. 3-22.
Key terms: ka’aba
10/27 F – Muslim Soteriology – The Five Pillars
Read: Fisher, Living Religions, chapter 10, section on The Five Pillars (pp. 396-404)
Key terms: iman, five pillars, shahada, salat, zakat, hajj, dhikr, mosque
SECOND FORMAL PAPER DUE TODAY, COMPARING HINDUISM AND BUDDHISM
Week Nine

10/30 M - Muslim Cosmology and History - Sunni, Shi’a Split and Development of Hadith
Read: Selections from the Hadith (ER)
Key terms: sunna, hadith, Sunni, Shi’a, Sufi, shariah

11/1 W – Revelation – The Quran
Read: Sells, Approaching the Quran, Introduction

11/3 F – Revelation – The Quran
Read: Sells, Approaching the Quran, selected suras
Week Ten
11/6 M – Muslim modernities
Read: Fisher, Living Religions, chapter 10, from Spread of Islam to end of chapter
Read: TBA
Key terms: jihad, modernity, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, hajj, Mecca, al hijra
11/8 W – Pilgrimage to Hajj
Read: Malcolm X (or Malik el-Shabbazz), “Mecca,” The Autobiography of Malcolm X (ER)
11/10 F – Pilgrimage to Hajj
Read: Farid Esack, On Being a Muslim, selections (ER)
RESPONSE PAPER ON EITHER ESACK OR MALCOLM X DUE TODAY
Week Eleven
11/13 M – Geertz Critiqued - Power and Religion
Read: Talal Asad, “The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category” (pp. 27-54) (ER)
11/15 W – Geertz Critiqued - Power and Religion
Read: Talal Asad, “The Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category” (ER)
QUIZ: KEY TERMS IN ISLAM
11/17 F – Lakota Sioux Religion – The Great Vision
Read: Black Elk Speaks, prefaces 1, 2 & 3 (pp. xvii-xxvii), and chapters 1-4 (pp. 1-37).
Key terms: wakan, wakantanka, wakanpi, wicasa wakan, White Buffalo Woman
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Week Twelve
11/20 M – No Class. Professor at American Academy of Religion Conference
11/22 W - 11/24 F – NO CLASS. THANKSGIVING BREAK!
Week Thirteen
11/27 M – The Indian Wars
Read: Black Elk Speaks, chapters 5-9 (pp. 38-80)
Read: Timeline of post-contact history of Lakota people (Blackboard)
Key terms: wasichu, Crazy Horse, Red Cloud, Sun Dance, waga chun
RESPONSE PAPER DUE TODAY

11/29 W – Enacting the Vision
Read: Black Elk Speaks, chapters 10-18 (pp. 81-132)

12/1 F – The Ghost Dance Religion
Read: Black Elk Speaks, chapters 19-24 (pp. 133-164)
Read: DeMallie, “The Lakota Ghost Dance: An Ethnohistorical Account,” pp. 385-405 (ER)
Weeks Fourteen

12/4 M – Read: Black Elk Speaks, chapters 25 to postscript (pp. 165-172)
12/6 W – Religion and Resistance
Read: Patricia Limerick, “The Repression of Indian Religious Freedom,” Native American Rights
Fund Legal Review 18, 2 (1993): 9-13 (ER)
Read: Steltencamp, Black Elk: Holy Man of the Oglala, 29-43 (ER)

12/8 F – Representations: Truthful, Partial, Pious
Read: Steltencamp, Black Elk: Holy Man of the Oglala, 29-43 (ER)
Read: Philip DeLoria, Black Elk Speaks, “Introduction,” (pp. xxix-xxxv)
RESPONSE PAPER DUE TODAY

THIRD AND FINAL FORMAL PAPER DUE ON THE DAY OF THE FINAL EXAM:
DECEMBER 12TH, 9 – 12 NOON
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Appendix A
Citation Format
For this class, please use the MLA in-text citation system for citing quotations and ideas that you have arrived
at from reading other authors. See Purdue University’s OWL guide to citations, for a complete discussion of
this system [https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/02/].
Briefly, in this method of citation, one introduces the source in a signal phrase that gives the author’s name
(first and last at first mention, last name only thereafter). Parenthetical references following the cited material
supply the page number or numbers. No abbreviations like p. or pp. precede the page number, unless the
absence of them would cause confusion for the reader. These parenthetical references are keyed to a list of
works cited, which is placed at the end of the paper. This list is arranged alphabetically and may bear the title
“Works Cited,” or “Bibliography.”
If you want to comment on a citation but do not want to do so in the body of the paper, you may add a
footnote, which is easily done with the footnote function of your word processing software.
CITATION EXAMPLE
In Shamans, Mystics and Doctors, Sudhir Kakar argues that Indian medical systems depend on a
distinctive sense of “freedom.” He writes, “Human freedom in the traditional Indian context, then, seems to
imply an increase in the potential to experience different inner states while limiting action in the outer world”
(272). This notion of freedom inhering in mental states rather than external conditions is corroborated by the
philosophy of Yoga. Barbara Stoler Miller emphasizes this by titling the fourth section of Patanjali’s YogaSutras, “Absolute Freedom” (74). This is not to say that India lacks this-worldly thinkers who have worked
hard to win political and social freedom by changing external conditions; rather, it is to emphasize the role that
ascetic other-worldly thinkers have had in defining and shaping core Indian values.
[Note: It seems odd at first, but the concluding period or other punctuation mark must go outside the final
quotation mark, and after the closing parenthesis].
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