Class Guide

Teaching world religions provides an unparalleled opportunity for professors and students to interact with religions, cultures, histories, and religious texts that continue to be vitally important for billions of people worldwide. There are few places today that are religiously homogeneous, so usually within a comfortable driving or even walking range it is possible to visit religious communities and worship from a variety of religious traditions. Having taught world religions for more than a dozen years, I recognize the pedagogical significance of taking students as close as possible to the religious and cultural worlds of different believers. 

Enlivening the teaching and learning experiences can be enhanced by the use of guest speakers, films, religious site visitations, class discussions, and, possibly, additional readings of novels, histories, and sacred scriptures.
Guest speakers. Professors will have to select carefully if they decide to invite guest speakers that represent a religious tradition. First, it is important for the professor to have a clear understanding of the reasons why a guest speaker would be helpful to the learning. For instance, what additional information or perspective could the guest provide that the professor could not? Does the professor want a guest who passionately advocates for a particular view of his or her religion or a guest who can express the breadth of the tradition without arguing for a particular school of thought? In other words, how much messiness will the professor want to deal with as more issues and topics may come to the fore? Hosting classroom guests can be a fabulous opportunity for teaching and learning, but the professor will need to be comfortable with the open-ended nature of this kind of learning. There are obvious benefits to having an insider of a religion speak directly to students and field questions. Of course, communicating the expectations and parameters of the class is helpful prior to the visit. Some professors may find that the most effective way to engage with guest speakers is during site visitations, when it may be possible to speak with believers and religious leaders in the context of worship. For some, such a context provides a more authentic place of learning.
Films. Films provide a wonderful, even if artificial, way to learn. However, films can also be a major distraction from learning, so the professor needs to be committed to selecting the most appropriate films for the class and for the particular goals of the lesson. Film itself is a major area of study, but I would like to focus on two general kinds of films for classroom use: ethnographic and feature-length films. First, there are countless ethnographic and “talking heads” films produced by various outlets that feature religions in all their splendor, for example, aspects of history, culture, doctrine, practice, pilgrimage, and so on. The “talking heads” films usually feature interviews of religious scholars, with short visuals of religious practices interspersed throughout the interview, which, for some, creates an inauthentic voice and perspective on religion, as though the scholar is above the tradition, looking down. Maybe that is what scholars are expected to do. While there are many quality films of this type, other professors will want to consult films that let the lived experience of the believer drive the introduction to the religion, with the voice of the scholar occupying more of a peripheral position—such as that of a commentator. A particularly good, even if woefully outdated, film series that does strike a helpful balance between ethnographic depiction and narration is the Long Search series, which features all of the major world religions, along with additional film on African religions, alternative lifestyles in California, and religions in Indonesia. The Long Search series was created for classroom use, each feature being about 50 minutes in length. Second, feature films can be quite useful, particularly if they are seen outside of class as an additional viewing experience. While the quality of US-made films is about the best that the film industry can produce, using films made and produced in other countries often provides an insider’s perspective on religion. Several major filmmaking regions outside the United States are making superb films these days. Beyond the obvious choice of India, which produces more films than any other country in the world, try looking into films from a wide variety of countries and perspectives (e.g., Iran, South Korea, Japan). There are many international, feature-length films that do not necessarily focus narrowly on a particular religion but do present religions within the context of everyday living, which portrays the religion with more authenticity since it is embedded in a given context. Finally, some professors will find it pedagogically helpful to distribute questions prior to the film to help students’ viewing and enhance the learning experience by highlighting features of the film to which the professor would like students to pay particular attention. Naturally, the feature-length films will need to be previewed by the professor for its appropriateness for the students.
Religious site visitations. Teaching world religions provides an unparalleled opportunity and justification to meet religious leaders in one’s own community in order to learn firsthand from believers from different religions. It is recommended that visitations occur on the day of worship so that students can observe the religious life of believers and interact with them. Usually, more can be learned from seeing lived religion through worship than from visiting an empty space and trying to imagine religions being lived out there. Therefore, it is important that the professor learn what religions and religious organizations are within reach of the classroom. For instance, there might be a mosque or Buddhist temple within a comfortable range that would allow for site visitations. It is suggested that, prior to the course, the professor either visit the religious site or speak directly to one of the leaders about the upcoming course and the possible student visitation. Some of the reasons why it is important to visit the religious site prior to the course include the following: (1) the professor will learn about appropriate clothing, manners, and behavior expectations for the future class visit; (2) the professor can seek out possible contacts for discussions or tours guided by the members of that religion; and (3) the professor will know how to best prepare students about what to expect and field student questions prior to the visit (e.g., Is it inappropriate to take photos of the various deities represented in the temple? It is inappropriate to sit in a way where the bottoms of your feet point toward the deity?). The professor will want to clearly explain where students will be expected to sit or stand during the service, as well as give the students a sense of the liturgy of the service. Visiting religious sites often produces wonderful learning experiences. Will students attempt to worship with their hosts or will they simply observe the worship? Will students receive and eat the food that has been offered to a deity or refuse? On what basis will they make these decisions? As you can imagine, site visitations can provide a powerful way to learn together as questions emerge from the context of engagement itself. 
Class discussions. One of the challenges of teaching world religions is the sheer amount of content to communicate. When one considers the histories, sacred texts, various theological debates, leaders, conflicts, and schools of thought within each religion, one realizes the immense responsibility and necessary humility required to teach this material. Beyond the standard material on the world religions, perspectives from art, theater, science, ecology, economics, political science, psychology, cuisine, and just about any other discipline can be added because religion is about life. Class discussions can be organized around any range of topics, such as a reading from a sacred text, a film, or after a site visit. It is important to encourage students to think in multiperspectival ways—that is, not to be content with thinking that one aspect of religion can be disconnected from other elements of the religion (e.g., economics impacts religion and religion impacts economics). 
Readings of novels, histories, and sacred scriptures. Introducing World Religions includes some of the most important selections from sacred texts of the various religions. The book was designed for those professors who, for a variety of reasons—such as wanting to save students money—did not want to feel compelled to require students to purchase additional books for the course. Using the book without additional readings will provide students with an ample introduction to the world religions, their histories, practices, and sacred texts; however, for those professors who want students to delve into an area more deeply, additional reading may be required. Those books might include histories, poetry, anthropology, novels, or sacred scriptures. Each kind of reading makes its own contribution, thus the course can be quite flexible depending on the student interest and faculty expertise. 

Assignments should aim to educate students both in depth within particular aspects of a religion as well as the across the breadth of the tradition. Keeping in mind that the level of intellectual maturity of the students will determine the professor’s pedagogical strategies, it is critical to anticipate what will be for some students a significant challenge to their worldview or self-understanding. Each professor will have his or her own goals for teaching a course in world religions, but it seems best to allow the tradition, as much as possible, to speak for itself, without feigning complete objectivity. Some professors will want to bring a more critical or less critical perspective to bear on the religions, whether or not the professor embraces an apologetic approach. The book is not an apologetic text, but rather seeks to provide a sympathetic approach to understanding the world religions for a predominately Christian audience. 

Students whose intellectual maturation can only see “black and white” may have a more difficult time with the material since an accurate understanding of the world religions usually requires an acceptance of a degree of ambiguity for which some students may not be accustomed. While some professors may be more willing or desirous to pigeonhole every student question or the nuances of the details of a religion (e.g., the Buddhist concept of emptiness), it is essential to keep in mind that doing so does not represent religion well. Such moments of pigeonholing may satisfy a student in the short run, but in the long run—for example, when the student travels or befriends believers of other religions—the student may look back on their education and feel short shifted in his or her education about the religion. The bottom line is that during the teaching process it is important to keep in mind that a genuine representation of a given religion will seek to convey the nuance and subtlety of religious life, text, and practice. It is necessary to resist easy answers that may not authentically represent the religion.  

The sample syllabus that follows is based on a 16-week teaching semester. However, with minimal thought, it is easy to trim down or expand the syllabus according to the number of weeks in the course. For instance, some professors will want to spend more time on a particular religion and, likewise, may want to spend less time on another religion. Others may want to focus more closely on a particular geographic region of the world or explore the religions in the context of a particular discipline, such as art, history, or Christian mission. There are countless ways to prune or lengthen the course. Furthermore, the kinds of religions represented in a region of the university or seminary may inspire the class to spend more time learning and engaging with believers from that tradition. For instance, the syllabus below includes two weeks each for a discussion of (1) theory, (2) Hinduism, because it is so foundational for the later development of Buddhism and Jainism, (3) Buddhism, because of its increasing attraction in the West, (4) Christianity, and (5) Islam. But a professor may want to spend more time on the Chinese traditions of Taoism and Confucianism rather than on, for instance, Christianity or Hinduism.

If one’s students are primarily Christians who know something about their own tradition but little about other religions, one approach to the course would be to begin by introducing the concept of “religion,” which of course is fraught with difficulties itself, but at least it gives students a language through which to approach religious traditions. Generally, this book employs a phenomenological perspective on religion, which is both broad enough to encompass the major religions and yet retains a high view of Christian faith. The professor’s approach will vary, but the sample syllabus situates the course within a broader religious studies framework without giving up on the uniqueness of Christian commitments. Although the Long Search series films are listed in the sample syllabus, professors may want to substitute other films if they think a more contemporary film might work better. This is where contemporary feature-length films can provide a necessary balance. 

Throughout each section of the course it is crucial that the professor utilize the terms from the specific religion, being attuned to the importance of letting the religion “speak for itself” by using those terms and concepts that the religion itself uses. For professors new to the subject, it may be tempting and easier to rely on the English translations of various terms, but for learning purposes it is much more effective for the professor and student to employ the terms from the tradition using the non-English terminology. In addition, employing the religion’s terms in the original languages also gives students confidence to engage intelligently with believers of various religions and will demonstrate respect for the religion and believer. For instance, once the concept of samsara (reincarnation) is introduced, it is more effective to use samsara rather than “reincarnation.” Get the students to employ the terms in their written and oral work in class, keeping in mind that learning the various terms of the religion is similar to learning the names of the various parts of the human anatomy in order to speak insightfully about the body, this will help students adopt a language that is universally accepted by those within the religion.
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