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Prerequisites  
 There are none for this course: no prior knowledge is assumed, but a lively interest in the content 
is useful and certainly welcome. 
 
Course Description 
 An investigation of how world religions, past and present, deal with the universal experience of 
death and express their beliefs in an afterlife. The course will cover writings, images, beliefs, rituals and 
customs of selected world faiths as they show how humans face death and attempt to understand and 
transcend it. Ancient, western and eastern religious traditions will be considered as time and inclination 
allow. 
 
Course Goals 
 To introduce students to the various religions understanding of death and the afterlife 
 To help students understand the basic questions that death raises about human life and destiny 
 To show how ideas of the afterlife affect social, cultural and ethical behavior in this life 
  
 
Course Requirements 
 Class Participation – attendance at lectures, contribution to discussions, reading and interpreting 
writings, ideas and images. 
 Readings – as assigned and should be read before each class to help with understanding and 
participation – what you think is important. 
 
 Papers and Exams – TBD/A 
  

 

 

Grading by numbers should not be a feature of the humanities – however 

 

A  95-100, A- 91-94, B+ 88-90, B 84-87, B- 81-83, C+ 78-80, C 74-77, C- 71-73,  

             D 60-69, F 59 and below: numbers are only used to calculate the final grade if needed. 



Papers are evaluated according to the Writing Criteria established for Religious Studies, available online. 

Classroom Etiquette  
 The class begins at the appointed hour, please be there – tardiness seems an increasing 
phenomenon at GMU and does not help in the final grading process. Students must present papers and 
take exams on the dates and at the times in the syllabus. Should a very serious crisis make this difficult, 
the instructor must be notified as soon as possible. Excuses for illness must be accompanied by a medical 
certificate. Papers are due at class time on the assigned date - late papers will incur the loss of a grade 
point per week-day. If the course work is not completed the student will receive a failing grade for the 
course. IN (Incomplete) must be requested in writing and is given only under extreme circumstances.
 The use of cell phones for texting, browsing, twittering, e-mail or voice mode is definitely not 
allowed in class: they must be switched off and hidden. Students engaging in those activities will be 
asked to leave the class and even these enforced absences are recorded against the final grade Laptops, 
netbooks, tablets, e-book readers, etc. may only be used for reading assigned texts under discussion or 
taking notes and at the front of the class where the instructor can check. Unexcused late arrival to class 
and early departure are unacceptable and will also result in loss of grade points.  
 
Honor Code 
 George Mason University has an honor code. It is the duty of all members of this academic 
community to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity. Cheating, plagiarism, 
lying, and stealing are all prohibited. All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor 
Committee.  
See honorcode.gmu.edu for more detailed information.  
 
Disability Services 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see the professor 
and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474. All academic accommodations must be 
arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu 
 
Other Useful Campus Resources 
Writing Center: A114 Robinson Hall; (703) 993-1200; http://writingcenter.gmu.edu 
University Libraries “Ask a Librarian” 
http://library.gmu.edu/mudge/IM/IMRef.html 
Counseling and Psychological Services (caps): (703) 993-2380; 
http://caps.gmu.edu 
University Policies: The University Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu, is the central resource for university 
policies affecting student, faculty, and staff conduct in university affairs. 
 
Important Semester Enrollment and Withdrawal Dates 
 Students are responsible for verifying their enrollment in this class.  
Schedule adjustments should be made by the deadlines published in the Schedule of Classes. 
Last Day to Add: 9/6/2016  
Last Day to Drop: 9/6/2016 – without penalty  
After the last day to drop a class, withdrawing from this class requires the approval of the dean and is 
only allowed for nonacademic reasons. See the Academic Calendar for the dates of withdrawal at 
penalties of 33% and 67% respectively. 
Undergraduate students may choose to exercise a selective withdrawal as per the Academic Calendar. 
 
Required Texts 
 Harold Coward ed., Life After Death in World Religions (Orbis 1997) 
 C. J. Johnson and M. McGee eds., How Different Religions View Death and the Afterlife 



Recommended (these are in Fenwick: I’m not putting them on reserve as I will copy anything we need 
and I am sure you are all able to either view them on line or download them) 
 
 Douglas J. Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief (Continuum 2002) 
 Jon Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity (Routledge 1999) 
 J. H. Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt (U of Chicago Press 2001) 
 
I plan to use original texts (e.g. Bible, Qur’an) as much as possible and I’ll copy these.  
 

Outline of Course 
 

Week 1: (8/29, 31) Introduction to dying, death and the idea of an afterlife 
        Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt 1 
                                (Coward Introduction; Ancient Egypt – handout: Obayashi 34-48) 
 
Week 2: (9/5, 7) [Note: no class on Monday 5th, Labour Day] 
    Ancient Egypt ctd. 
 
Week 3: (9/12, 14) Other ancient Near Eastern concepts of death and the “beyond” 
       (Jon Davies 47-59 – handout) 
 
Week 4: (9/19, 21) Heaven, Hell and Human Destiny in Zoroastrianism 
                                (Johnson/McGee 246-263) 
 
Weeks 5-6: (9/26, 28; 10/3, 5) Death, the underworld, resurrection and immortality in Judaism 
             (Coward 11-30; Johnson/McGee 145-149) 
 
Weeks 7-8: (10/11, 12; 17, 19) (MW classes meet on Tuesday 11th) 
              Death, resurrection, judgement, heaven and hell in Christianty 
              (Coward 31-47; Obayashi 109-122 – handout) 
 
Weeks 9-10: (10/24, 26; 31, 11/2) Islamic approaches to death, resurrection and the afterlife      
              (Coward 48-65; J/McG 132-144) 
 
Weeks 11-12: (11/7, 9; 14, 16) Eastern Understandings: Hinduism and Buddhism 
               (Coward 66-104; J/McG 109-131) 
 
Week 13: (11/21) [Thanksgiving Recess 23rd-27th November] The “Undead:” Zombies and Vampires 
 
Week 14: (11/28, 30) Eastern Understandings: Daoism and Confucianism 
            (Coward 105-124; Obayashi181-192 – Handout) 
 
Week 15: (12/5, 7) Death and the Afterlife in Narnia and at Hogwarts 
        (Selections – Handout) 
 
Final Exam: 12/14 
 
Disclaimer 
This syllabus represents an agreement between the instructor and the students. The instructor reserves the 
right to make appropriate changes to it at any time and at his sole discretion and there will be changes. 
Students are responsible for keeping themselves up to date on course information. 


