REL 243-WORLD RELIGIONS
     
Instructor: Blair A. Gadsby
WEEK ONE 
Reading: Introduction to World Religions, Christopher Partridge, General Editor. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005. Preface, Part One, (pgs. 9-37).

LECTURE:
Background to the Study of Religion/Theories of Religion:

We cannot proceed to study religions until we understand how the very field of Religious Studies developed. We may take it for granted today that we can take a course in college or university in which we study religion from as “objective” a point of view as possible. In other words, we’re not even necessarily interested in the gods per se, maybe they exist, or maybe ONE exists, maybe they don’t exist, we don’t really know for sure. It takes FAITH to believe in such things. But the nice thing about this course is that we don’t have to worry about it. 
Let’s think of our material this way: 

‘Religion’
 

vs. 
‘the religions’
The term Religion is used here and in this course to identify a broad range of behaviors, which includes beliefs that make reference to non-identifiable or non-verifiable claims, for example about the supernatural, a life before or beyond this earthly life, or other references to which there is no way to confirm (at least to everybody’s satisfaction) the validity of the claim. Even the belief or idea that there is a God or gods at all is not testable. We cannot know for sure, it is a theoretical idea. Again, it requires faith.
This is essentially the same idea that is posted at the main page of this course titled: A further Statement about Religious Studies at MCC:
The Philosophy & Religious Studies department at MCC offers courses in religious studies, as distinguished from religious education. Whereas religious education seeks to strengthen a person in his/her particular tradition, religious studies seeks a perspective from outside all traditions in pursuit of an understanding of the historical, cultural, political and economic dimensions of various traditions. While the beliefs of religions are taught in our classes, our instructors do not evaluate the truth claims of these traditions, nor do we privilege or denigrate any particular religion.

I will leave my definition of Religion at that, given that there has been plenty of discussion within the field of Religious Studies of the validity of our use of the term. Check out this link for an outline of the debate and some of the terms used in defining religion.  Studying Religion.
The religions, however, are something else. When I refer to the religions I mean those individual beliefs such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and other specific or particular beliefs. 
*Read this article; it describes my own approach to teaching Religious Studies: June2006 Teaching religion and the religions in the CC.doc  A version of this article was published by the Council of Societies for the Study of Religion’s quarterly Bulletin. 
Our goal(s) in Religious Studies (and here in the Community College for that matter):
We are simply going to LOOK AT religions and what people do in the name of religion. In other words we will remain pleasantly “agnostic”. See page twenty-three (23) of Partridge, and pay special attention to the term “methodological agnosticism”. 

Since we are in a public institution, funded in part by taxpayer money (collected through our property taxes; because we are Maricopa County Community Colleges it means that it is the county that helps fund the institution. The way the county raises money is through property taxes, therefore we all pay to support these schools) this means that I cannot privilege any one of the religions, for example Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, etc., and this includes atheism. 
Check out the following sites dedicated to studying religion: (Note: when I suggest sites such as these they are for your own information. I DO NOT test from information from external website on your quizzes or exams.)
-The nation’s largest gathering of academics assemble under the umbrella of the American Academy of Religion. A very good site, and I’m a member of the AAR—not yet, though, at the AARP…yuk, yuk!!
-A consortium of societies that study religion The Council of Societies for the Study of Religion. 

-A site dedicated to evaluating a variety of methodological theories is NAASR - North American Association for the Study of Religion. 
-If you like statistics and a “hardcore” scientific and quantitative approach to data, then the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion is for you.
-An interesting site is Studying Religion based at the University of Alabama’s Department of Religious Studies.
I recommend reading from this website, especially the “biographies”. Read some of the profiles of the scholars of religion there: Hume, Durkheim, Freud, E.B. Tylor for example.

And one on teaching about Religion:
Teaching About Religion In Public Schools: Worldview Education
And, of course, for those of us who live in the Valley of the Sun, Arizona State University has their CSRC, Center for the Study of Religion and Conflict, and the Department of Religious Studies, Department of Religious Studies at ASU. 
Common terms for Religious Studies
You should work to memorize and utilize these terms throughout the course, and hopefully beyond. I will use these terms in the lecture repeatedly and you should be familiar with them.

* The red asterisk means the term is found in the “Rapid Fact-Finder” index on page 456 of the text, otherwise research the terms yourself from dictionaries, websites, other books…be creative.
- Agnostic-agnosticism
- Animist-animism*

- Anthropomorphism

- Atheist-atheism
- Cosmogony

- Cosmology*

- Deist-deism

- Dualist-dualism

- Exclusive-exclusivistic

- Inclusive-inclusivistic
- Monist-monism*

- Monotheist-monotheism*
- Pantheist-pantheism*

- Polytheist-polytheism* 

- Secular

These terms will be used throughout the semester so get to know their definitions.
Go to this World Religions Power Point presentation for a slide show of photos: REL243 World Religions Powerpoint Presentation.ppt. 

Note specifically, the first picture of the map of the distribution of world religions. 
Here is an example of Anthropomorphism: do you recognize this rock feature that is here in the Phoenix area? If so, email me and identify it for five (5) extra points. You must include the name of it and where specifically it is located.
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BONUS POINTS! BONUS POINTS! BONUS POINTS!
This is an example of anthropomorphism (in the shape of humans).

The ancient Greek philosopher Xenophanes is often credited with observing what we now call the anthropomorphic tendency of the human mind. 
Xenophanes noted that people make gods that look like themselves. He is purported to have said:

“Homer and Hesiod have ascribed all manner of evil to the gods; stealing, lying, as though they were mere mortals. The Thracians’ gods have red hair and blue eyes. The Ethiopians’ gods are flat-nosed and dark-skinned. But if horses, and lions and cattle had hands and could draw as men do, their gods would look like horses, and lions and cattle.” 

Observant fellow, remember though, he’s living in the 6th century B.C.E.! (Before the Common Era)
*Go to this link, it’s the same one as the link above: REL243 World Religions Powerpoint Presentation.ppt to see more pictures of anthropomorphism and a general slide show for this course. This link will be helpful to view at various points throughout the course and you should visit it frequently as I direct you to look at certain photos. 
From Ancient Xenophanes to the Enlightenment
Being in a Religious Studies course such as this one is really the legacy of the European Enlightenment of the 1700s. During this period religion was challenged and certain philosophers spoke up to overthrow the hold religion had over many spheres of life. It was after this period that Religious Studies begins to separate itself from Theology (which is a religious-undertaking itself, people who want to go into ministry study Theology, the doctrines and teachings of a particular denomination). 

Most notable among the philosophers who challenged religion was a man named David Hume (1711-1776). He was Scottish and is part of the school of philosophy known as Empiricism. The empiricists took experience and the physical senses to be the basis of knowledge, not merely abstraction and ideas. David Hume was very skeptical about the claims of religion and challenged it to the point of angering religious leadership in various countries. His books were banned. 
In short, his ideas centered around the nature of the human mind. He said that our minds are constituted to always look for these three features of our experience:
1. causality, that is we look for cause and effect relationships between events, all events

2. we rely most upon and trust our inductive reasoning more so than deductive reasoning, in other words, when you see it yourself you tend to believe it more strongly than if somebody else merely tells you about it.

3. we take for granted that there is a self and a separate outside world.

He then applied his understanding of the human mind to religious statements, especially statements of a miraculous nature. Hume defined a miracle as a violation of natural law. For David Hume, and science in general, miracles cannot exist. The laws of nature cannot be violated. (I tried walking on the water of my pool—guess what happened?) So when people make claims of a miraculous or supernatural nature, they must instead have been tricked by the very nature of their minds.
For example, you pray that your car may start in the morning, since it’s been acting up lately. You turn the key, nothing. You pray again, it starts. Given what our minds tend to do, based on those three features listed above, we may believe that a god heard our prayer and answered it. Especially if this happens to you whereas this would be a real snoozer if someone else were telling you this same “testimony”.
David Hume wrote two very important books on religion:

1. The Natural History of Religion

2. Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion

In the end, Hume rooted his understanding of religion in the natural world seeing it as a creation of the human mind’s own operations. Thus, he was very skeptical about religions’ claims to the supernatural and miraculous. You could say that David Hume gave us a “psychological” understanding of religion. But what’s important for us here is that David Hume opened up the way for others in Europe to begin looking at religion in new ways. Over time various theorists would put forth their respective ideas about what they thought religion consisted of.
Let’s take a look at some of the other theories of religion that help us understand this multi-faceted aspect of humanity’s behavior:
Some of the different theories of religion that our text discusses are:

Phenomenology of religion, pgs. 14-18
Anthropology of religion, pgs. 19+22

Myths and symbols of religion, pgs. 20-21

Sociology of religion, pgs. 23-25

Psychology of religion, pgs. 26-28

Critical Theory and religion, pgs. 28-31
Ritual and performance, pgs. 32-33







PLEASE READ ABOUT EACH OF THESE!
*PHE* POINTS HERE ESSAY: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 30% of your grade. These are separate from your two (2) other written assignments which are longer research papers. Write a one-page essay any one of the above theories of religion explaining why you think it provides unique or helpful insights into the nature of religion. (This is an argument essay so express your opinion based upon the information in the text or other research you do independently. You may need to search the Internet to find more information on various theories, also see above links.)
END OF POSTED LECTURE FOR WEEK ONE






