
REL 100-001  

Introduction to the Study of Religion 
 

Fall 2021 

T/Th, 11:00 a.m. – 12:15 p.m.  
 

◆ THIS IS A DYNAMIC SYLLABUS THAT IS SUBJECT TO CHANGE ♦ 
 

Instructor: Dr. Christopher Bishop  

Office: Stone Center, 310 

E-mail: cmbishop@jsu.edu 

Office Hours: M/W, 10:00 a.m. – 12:30 p.m.; T/R, 10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m., 2:30 – 3:45 p.m. or 

by appointment. 

 
Course Description: 

This course is an introduction to the field of Religious Studies. This course will introduce 

students to important theories and theorists in comparative studies of religion, the function of 

religion, the history of religion, and the definition of religion. This course will put special 

emphasis on how ideas of religion organize social and political worlds. As a general education 

course, REL 100 will emphasize critical thinking, written and oral communication, reading, and 

note-taking skills.  

 

Outcomes: 

At the completion of the course student should be able to: 

• Identify and discuss the ideas of key theorists in the academic study of religion. 

• Examine various theoretical definitions of “religion,” and thoughtfully explore the 

implications of these meanings. 

• To think critically about the ways in which religion functions as an organizing method 

 

Instructor Statement on Student Success:  

The instructor cares about each student and strives to create a learning environment that will 

allow each of them to become their best self. Students should remain aware:  

• The office and the classroom are spaces for all students to express themselves. If a 

student feels, for any reason, that this is not true, talk to the instructor.   

• If a student needs accommodations for a documented disability, talk to the instructor.   

• If there is anything that is hindering the student from doing their best work – including 

mental or physical illness, loneliness, homesickness, trouble at home, trouble with 

relationships, trouble at work, personal safety, food insecurity, homelessness, or any 

other private, personal issue, please talk to the instructor. The instructor cannot help 

students unless there is honest, open communication. There are resources available to 

ensure that each student is successful, no matter their personal issues.   

 
Textbook and Other Readings: 

There is no required text for this course. For students who would like a textbook to use as a 

supplemental guide, the instructor recommends the following: 
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Sticky Note
For my course description, I decided to go for a "less is more" approach, mostly because of the demographics of the students at the institution where I teach. While I think there are institutional contexts where the course description might introduce students to the weighter concepts of the field, but I'm always thinking about the level of intimidation with first year students - sometimes when students to get to me, it's their first day of college and some of them are the first ones in their family to go to college, so I always try to make the course feel as approachable and straightforward as possible. 

ChristopherMichaelBi
Sticky Note
I subscribe to Jonathan Smith's view that "an introductory course serves the primary function of introducing the student to college-level work."

ChristopherMichaelBi
Sticky Note
I'm started including this statement recently on syllabi after a friend of mine showed me theirs. I'm modified it a bit, but the idea of putting this up front so that my students feel comfortable coming to me if they need a sympathetic ear. Students need to know we care about them. 

ChristopherMichaelBi
Sticky Note
Not a big fan of textbooks, overall, for a lot of reasons, not the least of which is the cost. I do like to provide some kind of resource and I do like Russ' book, which has greatly informed the way I've structured this course. 



 

McCutcheon, Russell T., Studying Religion: An Introduction, 2d edition. London and New York: 

Routledge, 2019. ISBN: 978-0-853-5363-8 

 

Throughout this course, there will be a series of assigned readings. The instructor has posted 

these readings that are in PDF format under the “Files” tab on Canvas. Links to online resources 

can be found on Canvas under the “Modules” tab, which will be updated weekly.  
 
Course Requirements: 

Midterm Exams:    30% (2 @ 15% each) 

Non-cumulative Final Exam:  15% 

Low-Stakes Writing Assignment 5% 

Analytical Essay   15% 

Quizzes:     20% 

Participation    15% 

 

Grading Scale: 

90 - 100%  - A 

80 - 89%  - B 

70 – 79%  - C 

60 – 69%  - D 

59% and under - F 

 

Rounding Up Grades: 

The instructor will round up grades when assigning letter grades at the conclusion of the course. 

If a student scores within a half point of a higher letter grade, the instructor rounds up student 

grades. For example, a student who earns an 89.5 average in the course will be assigned an A on 

their transcript. A student who scores an 89.4 average will be assigned a B for the course. 

 

Exams: 

The instructor will administer two midterm exams and a noncumulative final. Each exam will 

include four essay questions (25 points each) out of a possible six choices. Students are permitted 

to use hard copies of the document packets found under the “Files” tab on Canvas, provided that 

these are clean and do not include any notes or markings. Students must bring blue books for 

each exam.  

 

Quizzes: 

The instructor will administer six quizzes throughout the course of the semester based on content 

knowledge from class lectures. When calculating final grades, the instructor will drop the lowest 

quiz grade for each student. Each quiz will consist of ten questions in multiple choice, fill-in-the-

blank, or short answer format. Students will receive fifteen minutes of class time to complete all 

quizzes. Students will be given at least one week’s notice prior to each quiz. 

 

Low-Stakes Writing Assignment: 

Students are required to complete a short, low-stakes writing assignment. This short essay 

(roughly two paragraphs) will serve as practice for students so they can become better acquainted 
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I've found that adding this does help forestall panic-driven emails at the end of the semester, to a degree. :)
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Sticky Note
These exams are structured as essay questions, not with a particular answer or content in mind, but are more geared towards articulating an argument and defending their claims thoughtfully with evidence. As Smith put it, the purpose of college education is to "evaluate the relationship of words to other words and to other acts of human imagination."
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I've struggled with the quizzes, but the reason I have included them is there is some "hard content" our students need to study and learn, and these do provide accountability to that end. 



with writing a thesis statement and supporting it with evidence. The instructor will provide each 

student with feedback to clarify how they should approach their longer paper. The instructor will 

post more specific requirements and instructions on Canvas. 

 

Analytical Essay:  

Students are required to complete one analytical essay (three to four pages) over the course of the 

semester. The instructor will provide three separate opportunities to complete this essay. When 

selecting a topic, students should consider their overall course load, schedule, and comfort with 

the material. While students are only required to write responses to one of the prompts, students 

can write responses to as many of the prompts as they wish. The instructor will only record their 

best score when computing final grades. Additional information for each paper can be found in 

Canvas under the “Writing Assignments” folder in the “Files” tab on Canvas. 

 

Participation: 

Participation grades are based on two equally weighted components: pre-class discussion boards 

and in-class discussions and activities. 

 

Throughout this course, there will be a series of assigned readings, available under the Modules 

tab on Canvas. Prior to the start of class each reading is due, students are required to respond to a 

series of questions on a Canvas discussion board. Students must identify the portion of the 

reading assignment they found most interesting and explain why they felt this way, identify the 

section of the reading they found most confusing, and pose one question to facilitate class 

discussion. Students will be graded on the quality and thoughtfulness of their responses and 

should be advised that their responses must demonstrate that they completed the assigned 

reading in order to receive full credit. 

 

Throughout the course, there will be in-class discussions and activities. All of these activities 

will be low-stakes and are designed to reward students who consistently attend class, are 

attentive, and actively engaged. Students who demonstrate engagement and thoughtfulness 

typically receive full credit on these assignments.  

 

Attendance Policy: 

Although the instructor will maintain attendance records, class attendance is not mandatory and 

students will incur no penalty for missing class. Students should be advised, however, that it is 

very difficult to perform well on exams and other activities if they are habitually absent. 

 

In the case of borderline grades, attendance will be the determining factor in student’s final 

grade. A borderline grade is defined as a grade no more than two points lower from a higher 

letter grade. Students with borderline grades and no more than two unexcused absences will be 

rewarded for good attendance with the higher grade. The instructor will round up grades when 

assigning the attendance bonus. For example, if a student has at least a grade of 87.5 and two or 

fewer absences, they will receive an A for the course. But a student with two or fewer absences 

and an 87.4 average will receive a B in the class. 
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I like to have the first assignment be something that feels more like practice, and in which most students get an A or a B because it gives them confidence early in their college career, because from my experience, first generation college students often have to deal with imposter syndrome. 
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Sticky Note
I do spend a good of time in class teaching students how to structure these papers, how to think about the papers, and I usually provide them a fairly detailed prompt so that they can know where to start, which usually does help students who aren't really comfortable with writing. In terms of the three separate opportunities, there are two reasons I do this - one is to spread the grading out so that it's as overwhelming. Another is to give students second, or even third chances, if they need to improve their grade. 
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I have been trying a variety of methods to encourage students to keep up with their reading, and this is one that has worked at least fairly well. One thing I've done is offer bonus points on their final grade for not missing a single reading, that has been somewhat effective. 
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From my experience, offer a little bit of positive reinforcement for attendance goes a long way and generates a lot of good will with your students. 



Absences that result from verifiable illness, family emergencies, and university-related business 

will be excused with valid university-approved documentation. Students must provide 

documentation within one week of returning to class in order to absences to be excused. 

 

Attendance requires presence in both body and mind. Certain classroom behaviors demonstrate 

mental absence and will be interpreted by the instructor as such. Behaviors that demonstrate 

mental absence include (but are not limited to) sleeping, talking, web-surfing (including social 

media), having a chat window open on their laptop, checking, sending, or reading e-mail, playing 

computer games, cellphone usage and so forth. Students observed engaging in such behaviors 

will be marked absent by the instructor. 

 

Submissions and Late Work: 

Assignments are due in class on the dates indicated on the schedule at the beginning of class 

time. If a student cannot submit their work on time due to illness, family emergency, or other 

university- related business, late work will be accepted with no penalty if the student provides 

the instructor with a valid university-approved excuse. Students with a valid university-approved 

excuse should contact the instructor directly to discuss turning in an assignment late. Other late 

work will be accepted but will be penalized 10 points per day late. 

 

Make-ups: 

Student who are absent on the day of an exam or quiz as a result of verifiable illness, family 

emergencies, and university-related business will be allowed to make-up missed work provided 

that they present the instructor with valid university-approved documentation. Students must 

complete all make-up tests and quizzes within one week of their return to class. Students 

should contact the instructor to arrange a time and a place for make-ups. Failure to complete a 

make-up will result in a score of zero for that exam or quiz. 

 

Communication with Instructor: 

The instructor’s preferred method of communication outside of class is e-mail. Because of the 

risk of computer viruses, students must use their university e-mail account to communicate with 

the instructor. E-mails from non-university accounts will be ignored. The instructor will 

typically respond to e-mails within a few hours, but students should allow 24 hours for a 

response during regular weekdays. If the instructor has not responded to an e-mail after 24 hours, 

students are encouraged to resend the e-mail, although e-mails sent over the weekend might not a 

receive a response until the following weekday. Students who have complicated issues or 

questions that cannot be clearly addressed in a written e-mail will be asked to visit the instructor 

during office hours. Due to privacy laws concerning student confidentiality, no grades will be 

given out through e-mail. 

 

In addition to e-mail, the instructor will create an account on GroupMe that will allow students to 

easily communicate with each other and the instructor. Participation in the GroupMe is entirely 

voluntarily. Students should participate with the awareness that the instructor will routinely 

check all the messages. 

 

Extra Credit:  

No extra credit will be offered during this course.  
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Sticky Note
I was nervous about using GroupMe for the first time, but I've really enjoyed it the past year. Students can see a different, more human side of me. Again, part of this is just the institution where I work, but first generation college students tend to find professors pretty intimidating and this can go a long way in breaking down those barriers. 



 

Canvas: 

Students should check Canvas regularly for class announcements and reading assignments. In 

addition, the instructor will post this syllabus, assignments, and student grades on Canvas. 

 

Academic Honesty: 

In a University community, true knowledge can be gained only through honest means. All 

academic dishonesty is expressly prohibited. This policy is applicable for campus and distance 

learning activities. Students who violate this Academic Honesty Policy will be subject to 

disciplinary actions which could range from a zero on an assignment to failure of the course; 

repeated offenses can result in dismissal from the university. Violations include BUT ARE NOT 

LIMITED TO, the following: 

 

a. The use of unauthorized materials or the receipt of unauthorized assistance during an 

examination or in the completion of any other assignment, exercise, experiment, or 

project for academic credit. Unauthorized materials may include, but are not limited to, 

notes, textbooks, previous examinations, exhibits, experiments, papers, or other 

supplementary items. 

b. Copying or utilizing information from a paper of another student during an examination. 

c. Rendering unauthorized assistance to another student by knowingly permitting him or her 

to copy an examination, project, paper, assignment, exhibit, exercise, or other material to 

be submitted for academic credit. 

d. Illegally obtaining or attempting to obtain unauthorized prior knowledge of an 

examination or test materials. 

e. Selling or giving to another student unauthorized copies of tests or examinations or 

research assignments. 

f. The use of a commercially prepared term paper or research project or the submission of a 

paper, project, or experiment completed by someone other than the student submitting 

any of the above for academic credit. 

g. Falsifying class attendance. 

h. Falsifying reasons why a student did not attend a required class or take a scheduled 

examination. 

i. Taking an examination in the place of another student. 

j. Making unauthorized change in any reported grade or on an official academic report 

form. 

k. Unauthorized collaboration between two students on an examination, paper, or project. 

l. Plagiarism, which is the deliberate act of copying, writing, or presenting as one's own the 

information, ideas, or phrasing of another person without proper acknowledgment of their 

true source. 

m. Making use of computing facilities in an academically dishonest manner. 

 

Tutoring Resources and the Writing Center 

All students can access online tutoring assistance through tutor.com.  To access tutor.com, log 

into Canvas and click the tutor.com link in the navigation pane.  For more information about 

tutor.com, contact Debra James at dmjames@jsu.edu.  For assistance with writing, The Writing 

Center is available through: http://www.jsu.edu/english/jsu-writing-clinic.html  

http://www.jsu.edu/english/jsu-writing-clinic.html


 

Disability Support Services Statement: 

Any student with a documented disability needing academic adjustments or accommodations is 

requested to speak with Disability Support Services DSS and the instructor, as early in the 

semester as possible. All discussions will remain confidential. Disability Support Services is 

located in 139 Daugette Hall or students can call (256) 782-8380 or email dss@jsu.edu. 

 

Title IX Statement: 

Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 1972 prohibits discrimination based on sex in any 

educational institution that receives federal funding. The University does not tolerate sex 

discrimination of any kind including: sexual misconduct, sexual harassment, domestic violence, 

stalking or other conduct that is addressed in the university’s “Title IX Gender-Based and Sexual 

Misconduct Policy.” This type of conduct may interfere with or limit an individual’s ability to 

benefit from or participate in ducational programs or activities. Anyone with knowledge of this 

type of conduct are asked to immediately report such incidents to the University Police 

Department at (256) 782-5050 or the Title IX Coordinator at (256) 782-5769. These incidents 

may also be reported to an instructor, faculty or staff member, who are required to notify the 

Title IX Coordinator. If a student wishes to keep the information confidential, the student may 

speak with a counselor at the Counseling Services office at (256) 782-5475 or a medical provider 

at Student Health Services (256) 782-5310. For more information about Title IX, please visit the 

Title IX webpage at www.jsu.edu/titleix. 

 

Emergency Contingency: 

If normal course activities should be disrupted due to emergency or crisis situations (pandemic 

outbreaks, extreme weather, or serious crises), this syllabus might be modified to allow 

completion of the course. Should such a situation arise, an addendum will be added to this 

syllabus. 

 

Tentative Schedule of Topics and Important Course Dates (Subject to Change): 

 - Denotes reading assignments available on Canvas. 

Week 1 

Aug. 19: Course Introduction 

 

Week 2 

Aug. 24: Writing for College Humanities Courses: Providentialism and Lincoln’s Second 

Inaugural Address  

Aug. 26: Classifications and Definitions of Religion 

Assigned Reading: “Just What Is a Restaurant?” The Desert Sun, 18 Nov 1975. PDF  

 

Week 3 

Aug. 31: Low-Stakes Writing Assignment due; Theoretical Approaches to Religion: The 

World Religions Paradigm 

Sep. 2: The World Religions Paradigm (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Excerpts from Stanley Cook, “Religion,” in Hastings, Encyclopaedia of 

Religion and Ethics. PDF  

mailto:dss@jsu.edu
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Sticky Note
Before distributing the syllabus, I will ask students to write down their expectations for this course, what they expect to learn, which I will then collect and engage the students on; on the last day of class, students will get these back and write down what they got out of the class, perhaps with bonus points for the final exam, but mostly as assessment tool and reflections exercise.
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Sticky Note
This is an assignment to prepare students for the low-stakes writing assignment that I've taught before, which includes some basics like how to write a thesis, etc. A big part of what I do here is fill in the context of the speech, regarding the progress of the Civil War, the recent events on the battlefield, the politics of the moment, but also the broader importance of Providentialism to American Protestantism. While I'm not going to do the "World Religions" approach, there is still room to teach context and improve the religious literacy of our students. 
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This is the first day of the course in which I really want to start problematizing the idea of religion and then really exploring the implications of how we define religion, and importantly, how are the stakeholders and why do they matter? 
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I do want to introduce students to big schools of thoughts regarding the academic study of religion, starting with the World Religions Paradigm. 



 

Week 4 

Sep. 7: Theoretical Approaches to Religion: Essentialism 

Sep. 9: Essentialism (cont.) 

Assignment: Watch “Did I Stutter?,” The Office (Season 4, Episode 16). DVD – on reserve at 

Gorgas Library (also available on streaming service Peacock, but subscription is required) 

 

Week 5 

Sep. 14: Theoretical Approaches to Religion: Functionalism 

Sep. 16: Functionalism (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Excerpts from William M. Patterson’s, Manual of Architecture. PDF  

 

Week 6 

Sep. 21: Theoretical Approaches to Religion: Family Resemblance 

Sep. 23: Family Resemblance (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Spiritual Outreach Society v. Commissioner of Internal Revenue. PDF  

 

Week 7 

Sep. 28: ANALYTICAL ESSAY 1 DUE; Catch-up and Review 

Sep. 30: EXAM 1 

 

Week 8 

Oct. 5: Key Topics: The Insider/Outsider Dilemma 

Oct. 7: The Insider/Outsider Dilemma (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Benjamin ben Jonah of Tudela, from Book of Travels. PDF  

 

Week 9 

Oct. 12: Key Topics: “Religion” as a Colonialist Project 

Oct. 14: “Religion” as a Colonialist Project (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Excerpt from John Eliot, The Day-Breaking, If Not the Sun-Rising, of the 

Gospell with the Indians in New-England. PDF  

 

Week 10 

Oct. 19: Key Topics: Religion and Public Discourse 

Oct. 21: Religion and Public Discourse (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” PDF  

 

Week 11 

Oct. 26: EXAM 2 

Oct. 28: Mid-Semester Study Break (NO CLASS) 

 

Week 12 

Nov. 2: ANALYTICAL ESSAY 2 DUE Special Topics: Popular Religions 

Nov. 4: Popular Religions (cont.) – Baseball as “Religion” 

Assigned Reading: Roger Angell, “The ‘Go!’ Shouters,” in The Summer Game. PDF  

 

ChristopherMichaelBi
Sticky Note
This is a fun example that can help us get to the bottom of Plato's Euthyphro and quest for eusebia. 
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Sticky Note
This is the source that is important to my own research, but it is an architectural manual that allow us to look at physical spaces to practice functionalist theory. 
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Sticky Note
The great thing about this source is that the court itself is using the family resemblance theory to try to define what is and isn't a religion - it's a great source and accessible, to show how this theory functions in a real-world situation. 
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Sticky Note
Teaching Islam in Alabama can sometimes be a fraught experience, but this source can be helpful to expose students to what some historians have called the "Islamic Golden Age." 
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With a source like this, I do like to provide a minilecture of context, not just about the Praying Towns, but also some of the wars between English immigrants and the indigenous populations, Puritian beliefs, and some of the broader political realities in England to do help with this document in terms of clarity. 
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There are a number of challenges in terms of approaching this document because students have often seen this particular source before (although I've noticed that students have often never seen this one). Part of the approach here is, again, historical context to connect King to Gandhi and decolonization movements across the world and explore issues surrounding "good religion." I have also considered pairing this with a pamphlet issues by the Methodist Laymen's Union in Birmingham, which was vocally opposed to all integration efforts.
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Partially, this is just selfishness on my part because I love baseball and really good sports writing. Roger Angell, famed as the fiction editor at the New Yorker, is perhaps most well-known for his writing on baseball. In this particular piece, Angell writes about the early New York Mets seasons, which were notoriously bad, to make a broader statement about the needs of humans. 



Week 13 

Nov. 9: Special Topics: Civil Religion 

Nov. 11: Civil Religion (cont.) – The Lost Cause 

Assigned Reading: Julian Carr “Speech at the Dedication of Silent Sam.” Available online: 

https://hgreen.people.ua.edu/transcription-carr-speech.html  

 

Week 14 

Nov. 16: Special Topic: Church and State 

Nov. 18: Church and State (cont.) 

Assigned Reading: Stephen Dawson “Agonistic Federalism: The Alabama Ten Commandments 

Controversy.” PDF  

 

Week 15 

Nov. 23: Thanksgiving Holiday (NO CLASS)  

Nov. 25: Thanksgiving Holiday (NO CLASS) 

 

Week 16 

Nov. 30: Special Topic: Religion and Comedy 

Dec. 2: ANALYTICAL ESSAY 3 DUE; “What is Religion?” and Review for Final Exam 

 

 

FINAL EXAM: TBD 
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This lesson will be based on Charles Reagan Wilson's Baptized in Blood, a classic text on the subject. 
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Sticky Note
For the last class period, we will review students earlier statements about what they expected to learn and then use that as a jumping off point to think about how "religion" functions in society and the takeaways from the course. 
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Sticky Note
This will be a great way to provide students with a bit of a civics lessons, which for some students, is a really valuable exercise. 




