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REL 205-RELIGION and the MODERN WORLD
Instructor: Blair A. Gadsby
WEEK ONE 
Reading: Steve Bruce, Religion in the Modern World: From Cathedrals to Cults, chapter 1; and 
    Linda Woodhead, et al, Religions in the Modern World: Traditions and Transformations. pgs.1-12; 
Handout: Peter Harrison, "The Decline of Sacred History". Links here: REL205 Decline of Sacred History.jpg 
and page 2 REL205 Decline of Sacred History b.jpg. Read these two links in order, if you need to, enlarge them 
if they get difficult to read. I’ve simply scanned some of the handouts I use in my classes.
LECTURE:
Introduction: What is Religion? What is Modernity?
RELIGION and “the religions” in Modern Europe
I suggest that you scan over (very quickly) this webpage: ..\..\REL243 World Religions\INTERNET REL243 course\REL243 Week 01lecture Intro-Background Study of Religion.doc. 
It is the first week of the World Religions course and has some useful links and background material that I won’t test you on, but will be helpful in understanding the material below. Don’t

spend lots of time at it, just look it over and note some of the names, main ideas, etc.  Enjoy!

The above is supposed to familiarize you with the question, the primarily academic question, of the nature of religion. We will look at some theorists of religion in the modern period, from 
1500 C.E. and since. That is the period of interest for this course, the so called, modern world.

First off, I want to discuss the reading “The Decline of Sacred History” by Peter Harrison. Click on the above links to read the essay. This reading is four pages taken from his book Religion and the Religions in the English Enlightenment. Amazon.com: 'Religion' and the Religions in the 
English Enlightenment: Books: Peter Harrison; 'Religion' and the Religions in the English Enlightenment - Cambridge University Press; or finally, Barnes & Noble.com - Books: 'Religion' and the Religions in the English Enlightenment, by Peter Harrison, Paperback. You can check out any of these links to find out more about his book. 
What Harrison is describing for us in the reading is that by the 1700s it was becoming clear to most Europeans that the way to view the world, including the universe and nature, was not through the Biblical/religious lens, but through the lens of science. Explorations of the world by various travelers and even missionaries had proven that there were people living in far-flung places around the world (read carefully the first couple of paragraphs[image: image2.wmf]) and they were not descendents of or a part of the Biblical stories. Augustine was wrong about that, but he was correct when he said they hadn’t got there by boats. These people in the far reaches of the earth were native to those regions. 

But Augustine when on to say more, that the Scripture is never wrong. In other words, we all come from Adam and Eve and it’s unthinkable that there could be people other than us, Augustine’s people of the then-known Roman world. 
“Scripture is never wrong.” That was the problematic idea by the 17th century. Evidently Scripture is not the final authority regarding our knowledge of the 

world. 
Hmmm…So our view of ourselves is not what it has been? This is no simple adjustment.
The theories of human life and society Augustine had argued back in the fourth century C.E. turned out to be disastrously wrong. You must understand who St. 
Augustine is in the intellectual life and history of the Roman Catholic Church, the same church that dominated Europe from roughly the fourth century and 
Augustine’s lifetime, right up to the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. He helped define what were some of the key issues about human life and 

religion: such as, the supremacy of Christianity, predestination, the nature of souls, the God-centered vision of the universe, the Bible as a document containing
God’s revelation which meant reinforcing the story of The Garden of Eden and Adam and Eve. The increasing knowledge of the world that was trickling back

to Europe directly contradicted the pristine stories of our origins. This would set in motion a series of critiques of religion in Europe that would change forever the way Europeans
see themselves and religion. 

As the reading by Harrison refers, the discovery of new worlds on planet earth led to the speculation about worlds in outer space—see  pages 128-129. 
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Harrison wraps up his essay with the observation that there have been Four Key Factors in the Erosion of Biblical Authority:
1. the growth of the natural sciences
2. development of an historical-critical method

3. the acceptance of the supremacy of extra-Biblical sources in some spheres of history



and finally,

4. substantial disagreements among sacred historians themselves, contradicting religious claims.
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James Thrower noted in his book A Short History of Western Atheism that there were Five Trends Towards Unbelief:
1. the naturalistic understanding of the world that begun with the Presocratic Philosophers of 6th century B.C.E. Greece.
2. the moral criticism of the traditional religions of the Greeks by the satirists, dramatists, and poets.
3. the tendency toward agnosticism which peaks with the Skeptics of Late Antiquity (their schools and all the Pagan philosophical schools were closed by Justinian the Christian in 529 C.E. Some historians point to this date as a turning point and the beginning of the so-called “Dark Ages”)

4. the rise and increase of a naturalistic understanding of Religion.

and finally,

5. the increasing prevalence of a materialistic view of the universe which now permeates our sciences. 

The fourth trend is the one that is of particular interest to us here. In western science it became clear that religion itself is subject to being observed and evaluated just as any other facet of human existence. If we are going to understand religion then we need to have some elementary principles or frames of reference by which to evaluate it. This has developed into what we know call the ‘academic study of religion’ or Religious Studies.  
How did this process of inquiry get started? Below is a brief sketch of…Theories of Religion: 
In class I would lecture on the six Theorists of Religion listed in this handout: REL 205-TheoristsofReligion.doc. *Not those with the asterisk beside their names*
Study this handout carefully and perhaps do some web research on the six theorists listed: Bodin, Herbert, Tiele, Spinoza, Hume, and Weber. I will be using their names in 
following lectures so do a bit of INTERNET research. www.wikipedia.org is a good place to start. 
*POINTS HERE: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 20% of your grade. These are separate from your four (4) other written assignments which are longer papers. Write a one-page essay on ANY ONE OF THE THEORISTS LISTED IN THE ABOVE HANDOUT. (You will need to search the Internet to find more information on the details that you are interested in beyond what is discussed below) 

As you read something about each of the six theorist listed above, you may have notice that they are not necessarily anti-religious. It is important to stress this fact. They were simply reflecting their times and attempting a good faith effort to understand what Religion consists of as a human phenomenon. I use the term Religion here implying all of the theoretical explanations attempted by various scholars. 
MODERNITY

Some of the key factors in the development of modernity cited by Woodhead pgs. 5-12 are: 
1. Dominance of the nation state

2. Colonialism and post-colonialism

3. Rationalization, cultural and economic

4. Universalism and difference

5. Turn to self and turn to life

6. Secularization and sacralization


STUDY THESE CONCEPTS FROM THE TEXT, THEY ARE TESTABLE MATERIAL.
Steve Bruce dates the beginning of the Modern World to 1517 and the start of the German Protestant Reformation. Woodhead’s text (in the chapter on Christianity) dates Modernity in Europe from around the time of the French Revolution of 1789. For our course we’ll go with Bruce and evaluate those changes that took place since the 1500s. Several of the Theorists of Religion lived in the 1500 and 1600s you’ll notice. But there were also dramatic events that helped propel Europe in a more modern direction as it relates to religion. One of the incidents was the Execution of Michael Servetus (1511-1553). This poor guy was burned at the stake in Switzerland by the Calvinist Protestant Reformers only to be burned again at the stake in effigy by the Catholic Inquisition in France. PUUUULLLLEEEEASE!!  All because he wrote a controversial book titled On the Error of the Trinity. What is wrong with this picture?  We’re talking about religion here—people were killing each other in the name of religion, specifically over the doctrine of the Trinity, in Europe at this time, mostly fomented by the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) and its persecution of what it believed to be heretics (now there’s a lovely concept!). There was widespread revulsion at Michael Servetus’ death and it is sometimes referred to as one of those events that helped liberalize religion in Europe by forcing the RCC to stand down on some of its more repressive requirements...more on them later. It would take time and the church would definitely put up a fight, but ultimately secularization of Europe prevailed. 
*POINTS HERE: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 20% of your grade. These are separate from your four (4) other written assignments which are longer papers. Write a one-page essay on Michael Servitus and his death OR write a PHE on the topic of Secularization (You will need to search the Internet to find more information on the details that you are interested in beyond what is discussed here) 
END OF POSTED LECTURE FOR WEEK ONE
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