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RE 241: Theorizing the Sacred 

Dr. Eliza F. Kent







Spring 2022
Office: Ladd 209







Ladd 107
Office phone: 
580-5405






TTh 12:40-2:00

Office hours: Tues. and Thurs. 2-3pm




ekent@skidmore.edu


Weds. 2-3 pm, and by appt.
I. COURSE DESCRIPTION: This course is designed as an intensive introduction to classic and contemporary theories and methodological approaches in Religious Studies. We begin with a look at how the intellectual, social and political context of eighteenth-century Europe created the conditions for the academic study of religion to arise. Like so many other academic disciplines, Religious Studies took shape in the context of the colonization of Asia, Africa and the Americas by white Europeans.  As we’ll explore throughout the course, our discipline is in the midst of a significant reckoning with those roots.  In the second module, we turn to nineteenth and early twentieth century intellectuals whose imaginations were fired by trying to understand the origins and nature of religion.  Is religion an irreducible aspect of human experience, or is it a “side effect” of other more fundamental aspects of our humanity?  For the most part, these theorists worked in an era when many intellectuals assumed that religion was becoming obsolete in the modern world, and that it would eventually be superseded entirely – probably by science. This so-called “secularization hypothesis” has been a spectacular failure. Certainly, some kind of secularization process has accompanied the emergence of modernity worldwide; the fascinating forms that religion takes in the midst of the secular, and the contestations surrounding what “counts” as religion in the first place are among one of the richest areas of scholarly research today. What methods or approaches to the study of religion are most effective now? In the second and third parts of the course we grapple with this question alongside contemporary scholars working on issues such as the rise of political religion as a reaction to secularization, the implicit religiosity of popular culture, the racialization of religion in the US, and the surprising alliance between cognitive psychology and those longing for immediate and indubitable religious experiences. 
III. COURSE OBJECTIVES: 

· to learn to read theoretical texts critically, with precision and depth, and in relation to their historical context

· to be able to describe and analyze patterns of change and continuity in the development of the academic study of religion, understanding that Religious Studies as one long, somewhat contentious conversation 
· to learn to use theories of religion as tools to illuminate aspects of religious phenomena (and implicitly religious phenomena) in the world around us
· to engage in hands-on research in religious studies, whether analyzing primary sources in an archive or conducting and analyzing an interview 

· to examine, challenge and clarify one’s own self-understanding, worldview and fundamental values

IV. COURSE FORMAT AND REQUIREMENTS: This course is designed as a seminar, so students are expected to take the lead in guiding and sustaining discussions. My role is to select and sequence a set of readings and assignments designed to stimulate your curiosity about religion and the academic study of religion. I will also endeavor to frame our discussions by providing historical and intellectual background information that, I hope, will deepen your understanding. But in order for this class to succeed your ACTIVE engagement is essential and entails both asking thoughtful and well-formed questions and listening carefully and responding to the questions of your classmates. Our goal is sustained conversation: it involves talking with and listening to others, rather than sitting quietly by (no matter how deep in thought you are). Real education is not a spectator sport. We are going to think through some difficult materials this semester and each and every one of you have something to contribute. [with thanks to Prof. Spinner for inspiring words on what a seminar-based learning consists of, at its best]
A. Books Required
· Robert Orsi, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  ISBN: 978-0-521-71014-5
· Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989 [1927]).  ISBN: 978-0-393-00831-9

· Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. By Karen E. Fields (NY: The Free Press, reprint 1995). (978-0-02-907937-9) 

Additional short readings will be made available in class or through theSpring. 
B. Attendance and Class Participation:  Regular attendance and active participation are essential to your learning experience and success in this course.   Having said that, our primary concern at this time is your health and well-being. In this difficult climate, I ask that you only miss class when absolutely necessary. If you do need to miss class, please let me know in advance, or as soon as possible, so that I can work with you to help you keep up. More than five unexcused absences, however, will be grounds for failing the course, where “unexcused” means you have not communicated with me about your projected absence.  
We will be meeting in person, but on rare occasions may need to meet online via Zoom due to weather or the pandemic.  The goal of all of our meetings is to foster positive, respectful intellectual community during the limited time we have together. Therefore, whether we are meeting on-line, or in-person please note:

· Plan to arrive on time and to stay in class the entire time.  

· Please be sure to keep your mask on, covering your nose and mouth, at all times. 

· No eating or drinking in class (because you have to keep your mask on). 

· Be sure your cell phone is off and stowed out of your sight and mine the whole class period (p.s. I have x-ray vision and can detect texting under a desktop).

· Laptop usage in class has been shown to disrupt not only the user’s flow of attention, but also those sitting near the user. Therefore, unless you have a documented reason why you need to use a laptop in class, and discuss this with me ahead of time, I ask that you keep your laptops stowed away during class.  You should plan to take notes in a binder or notebook set aside for this class. 

· Zoom etiquette: keep your mic muted and plug in your device to save operating system power for the app.  I would prefer you to keep your video on during our synchronous Zoom sessions. 

Beyond these, your regular, active participation is expected.  Please 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 and basic classroom etiquette (which is the bare minimum expected), 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 dynamic. Class participation may take other forms than questions or responses to in-class discussions.  You are encouraged to reach out over email, attend office hours, or meet with me over Zoom to continue conversations begun in class. Class participation counts for 15% of the overall grade.  
C. Assignments 
· Midterm – 4-5 pages (1000-1250 words) (20%)
· Take home final exam – 4-5 pages (15%)
· 8 Mind Maps that visually represent your understanding of the day’s reading  (24%). If you do 10, I will drop the two lowest grades.  See Guidelines Mind Map Assignment.  You must do at least two for each module to spread them throughout the semester. 

· Late paper policy, borrowed from IGR. I allow a 24-hour “grace” period after the deadline during which you may turn in an assignment with no penalty, because…stuff happens.   After that, I will deduct 1/3 of a grade for each day a paper is not turned in (e.g. a B+ would become a B, then a B-, then a C+, for each 24 hour interval it is turned in late), or 1/3 of a point for a Mind Map.  

D. Qualitative Research – Lived Religion In the World or In the Archive – 16%

In order to put to use some of the theories that we’ll be learning about and grapple first-hand with some of the questions that scholars of religion have been debating for years, you will do some hands-on qualitative research.  Your task is to conduct an interview with someone about their religious life, record it, and analyze it through the theoretical and methodological lenses we are learning about in this class.  If you would prefer to find about the religious life of an individual no longer living, or who is very remote from you socially or geographically, you could do archival research or digital ethnography instead.  You will present the results of your research in an oral presentation, and articulate what you learned in a short, informal self-reflective essay.  More specific guidelines will be handed out in class. 

E. Seminar leadership (10%) 
• Discussion Groups and Research Groups


On Wednesdays from 6:30-7:25 we have Ladd 107 available for group work outside of our usual class time.  The reading for the course is difficult, often theoretical or seemingly abstract, and/or presumes knowledge you may not yet have.  You will get a lot more out of it by reading collaboratively with your discussion group.  Everyone will be assigned to small group reading workshop containing 3-4 people total.  You must designate one hour a week to reading the materials for the next class.  As Prof. Hulsether writes in her guidelines for this assignment (which I have borrowed and adapted, with gratitude), “Maybe you all get together in a lounge and work independently, with a quick debrief at the end. Maybe you take turns reading aloud, with pauses to clarify what’s unclear, debate an argument, or to go down a rabbit hole the text opened up. The point is you aren’t going it alone, and you have friends for support and accountability.” Sometimes you will use this hour to prepare for facilitating the discussion for the class (see below).  By the middle of the semester, you will spend some of that time planning and executing the archival research or interview you’re doing, and working on the presentation.   If you want to use the classroom on Wednesday nights, that’s great, but you could also meet (on Zoom or in person) at other times that work for everyone in your group. 

Each time you meet, designate somebody to write a “report back” email to the instructor--a brief note telling me what you did and conveying any questions, themes, or issues that came up (especially if you want them to be addressed in class).  If the group isn’t going well, for whatever reason according to any member’s point of view, please come talk to me, so we can set you all back on course.  Collaborative learning can be super fun, but just like any other kind of deep learning, it takes attention and hard work.  

· Facilitating Discussion
Twice during the semester it will be your group’s responsibility to launch our conversation about the day’s reading, and to keep the conversation going with follow up questions, responses, examples, exercises, etc. The night before your day to facilitate discussion, you will email your questions to the entire class, and me. Before the class meeting, all other members should read the questions carefully and be prepared to discuss the questions and the reading. 
Questions should be succinct, call our attention to significant passages (with page numbers), identify and tease out any problems, issues, and/or implications that merit focused and fruitful discussion. Generally speaking, effective questions begin with some kind of observation about the reading (what moved, surprised, annoyed, perplexed or fascinated you?), and often take up the following concerns: 
· What is the author's purpose - implicit or explicit, manifest or unconscious? 
· What claim or claims are being put forth - about religion, history, human nature, the nature of history, etc.? 
· What kinds of theories or assumptions about religion have influenced (or goaded) the writer? 
· What is your assessment of the author’s thesis? 

E. Grading Summary

	Attendance and participation
	15%

	Facilitating discussion (2 times)
	10%

	Research project on Lived Religion 
	16%

	Mindmaps
	24%

	Midterm paper
	20%

	Final paper
	15%


IV. 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 A 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. 
V. 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 major 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.  For more info on the “definitions and guidelines” section of Skidmore’s Academic Integrity Guide, see here.  
VI. Title IX:  Skidmore College faculty and staff are committed to supporting our students and upholding gender equity laws as outlined by Title IX. We consider 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.

If you choose 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 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 to the student. More information can be found at https://www.skidmore.edu/sgbm/ or by contacting the Title IX Coordinator, Joel Aure, or Deputy Coordinator, Sarah Green.
Schedule of Classes and Assignments

Subject to Change

Module One: Theorizing the Sacred

Week One
T 1/25 – Introduction to the Study of Religion and to each other 
Read: Malory Nye, “What Gloves to Wear?” 
Th 1/27 – The Study of Religion and Decolonization

RListen or Read: Interview with Natalie Avalos, Religious Studies Project Podcast, “Decolonizing Religious Studies and its Layers of Complicity.”  

Week Two
T 2/1– Brief History of the Academic Study of Religion


Read: Robert Orsi, “Introduction,” Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies, 1-13.


Read: Russell McCutcheon, “Can Sports Be a Religion?” pp. 14-17 (theSpring =ER)
W 2/2- Getting our Groups Together – part 1


Read: Readings on Collaborative learning on theSpring


Do: Survey on theSpring from Prof. Kent on what you’re interested in 

Th 2/3 – The Creation of “Natural Religion” in the context of Western colonialism

Read: David Hume, The Natural History of Religions (1757), pp. 1-5, 14-17, 18-20. (ER)
Week Three
T 2/8 – The Hermeneutics of Suspicion  - Psychology 
Read: Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion (1927), selections
W 2/9 – Assigned to groups, groups sign up for what days they want to facilitate discussion

Th 2/10 – The Hermeneutics of Suspicion – Philosophy and History 
Read: Karl Marx and Friederich Engels – selections (ER)
Week Four
T 2/15 – The Hermeneutics of Appreciation – Theology and Comparative Religion 
Read: Daniel Pals, “Rudolph Otto: Religion and the Sense of the ‘Numinous’” Introducing Religion, pp. 205-235 (ER)
Th 2/17 – The Hermeneutics of Appreciation – Philosophy and Comparative Religion

Read: Pals, “Mircea Eliade: Religion as Response to the Sacred,” pp. 271-286.  (ER)
Week Five
T 2/22 – Sociological Theories of Religion – Durkheim 
Read: Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, pp. 34-44
Attend: Lecture by Chenxing Han, “Be the Refuge: Re-Centering Asian Americans in the Study of American Buddhism, Gannett Auditorium, 6 pm – required!!!
Th 2/24– Sociological Theories of Religion – Durkheim

Read: Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp. 65-66; 90-93; 99-101; 111-122, 132-140

Week Six

T 3/1 – Sociological Theories of Religion – Durkheim


Read: Durkheim, The Elementary Forms, pp.190-93; 207-212, 216-221(Trigger warning 218-220 contain a description of Aboriginal ritual redolent with the racist tones of colonial ethnography).  


Read: Adam Grant, “There’s a Specific Kind of Joy We’re Missing,” NY Times 7/10/21 (ER)
Th 3/3 - Sociological Theories of Religion – Durkheim

Read: Karen E. Fields, “Durkheim and the Idea of Soul,” Theory and Society 25,2 (April 1996): 193-203. (ER)
Read: “Responsible Research Practices: A Statement of Standards of Professional Conduct for AAR Members,” American Academy of Religion, February 2016 (ER)
Module Two: Methods for Religious Studies - 

Radical empathy or radical critique?
Week Seven

T 3/8 – Post-Hermeneutics of Appreciation 
Read: Bruce Lincoln, “Theses on Method,” Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 17, 1 (2005): 8-10 (ER)
MIDTERM Paper Due
Th 3/10 Post-Hermeneutics of Appreciation

Read: Bruce Lincoln, “The Study of Religion in the Current Political Moment,” “Final Instructions to the Hijackers of 9/11”,  pp. 1-18 and 93-96. (ER)
Week Eight – Spring Break!  3/14-3/18 
Week Nine
T 3/22 – Post-Hermeneutics of Suspicion


Read: Robert Orsi, “Snakes Alive,” Between Heaven and Earth, pp. 177-204 (ER)
W 3/23 - Post-Hermeneutics of Suspicion

Read: James Bielo, “Doing Religious Ethnography,” Anthropology of Religion: The Basics , pp. 41-53 (ER)
Th 3/24 – Post-Hermeneutics of Suspicion 

Read: James Bielo, “Doing Religious Ethnography” 


Guest Speaker?: Prof. Lucia Hulsether 
Week Ten
T 3/29 – Post-Hermeneutics of Suspicion – Durkheim revisited 

Read: Ann Taves, “Special Things as Building Blocks of Religion,” In Cambridge Companion, 58-83
W 3/30 - Read: Ruthellen Josselson, “The Empathetic Attitude of Listening” Interviewing for Qualitative Inquiry (ER)
Th 3/31 Post-Hermeneutics of Appreciation - Otto revisited 


Read: Robert Orsi, “The Problem of the Holy,” in Cambridge Companion, pp. 84-107


Read: Tanya Luhrmann, “On Small Acts of Real-Making,” Nov. 11, 2020 (ER)
Module Three – Modernity, secularism and religion 
Week Eleven
T 4/5  – Modernity and Religion – Practice, Belief and the Secular State 

Read: Talal Asad, “Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category,” pp. 27-30,33-35, 40-48 (ER)
Th 4/7 – Modernity and Religion – Practice, Belief and the State

Read: Saba Mahmood, “Feminist Theory, Embodiment and the Docile Agent,” Cultural Anthropology, pp. 202-225 (ER)
Week Twelve

T 4/12
– Modernity and Religion – Race, Religion the State

Read: Tisa Wenger, “Indian Dances and the Politics of Religious Freedom, 1870-1930,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 79, 4 (Dec. 2011): 850-878 (ER)
Th 4/14 - Modernity and Religion – Race, Religion the State

Read: Judith Weisenfeld, New World A Coming: Black and Religion and Racial Identity, Selections (ER)

Read: Weisenfeld, “The House We Live in: Religio-Racial Theories and the Study of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 88, 2 (June 2020): 440-459.
Week Thirteen

T 4/19 – Texts and Interpretative Communities (or other readings depending on student interest)

Read: Anna Blackburn, “The Text and the World” The Cambridge Companion
Th 4/21- Material Religion (or other readings depending on student interest)

Read: Matthew Engelke, “Material Religion,” The Cambridge Companion
Week Fourteen
T 4/26 – Student Presentations  
Th 4/28 – Student Presentations 
Week Fifteen
T  5/3 – Conclusions – class party! 
Final Exam take home paper due Weds 5/11 



