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Course Overview 

In this course, we will be considering some of the key questions and debates in the 

academic study of religion, including: what is religion? who has religion? what is 

religious studies? what are “world religions?” what does it mean to be “religious?” 

and many more.  We will explore these themes multi-modally through discussion, 

readings, podcasts, and contemporary examples in an effort to establish that how 

we answer these questions is a serious socio-political project with significant 

consequences locally, nationally, internationally, and transnationally.   

Objectives 

Throughout the course of the semester, we will consider, question, and critique 

some of the most fundamental organizing principles of the academic study of 

religion.  The field of religious studies both shapes and is shaped by its socio-

political context.  This course is designed to allow you to explore this relationship 

so that you can better understand how and why studying religion is never 

objective or value-neutral.  Indeed, the field of religious studies generates 

powerful disciplinary tools that work to establish who does and does not have 

religion and the various privileges (or lack thereof) this designation entails.   

Requirements 

This course will be highly collaborative and discussion based. In order to facilitate 

discussion, you will be assigned and assessed on the following: 

 Class Preparation: You will write a total of (6) two-page summary-analysis 

papers within which you will write a response to one of our guiding questions.  

In these essays, you will craft a compelling thesis in response to your chosen 

question, which you will support through textual evidence and original 

analysis.  Each paper is due during the week we’re discussing your chosen 

question. Percentage of Grade: 60% 

 Class Participation: You will be expected to engage with texts, lecture material, 

and each other during every class period.  To actively participate in class, you 

will be expected to have read or listened to the assigned text before coming to 

class. You are permitted to miss (3) class periods throughout the semester 

with no penalty; further absences may directly impact your participation 

points.  Percentage of Grade:  20% 
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 Group Presentation: You, as part of a group, will offer a live podcast on a 

keyword of your choice. Your keyword should reflect a core concept in the 

field of religious studies.  You will be responsible for 1) identifying and 

researching a keyword, 2) presenting your findings to the class, including a 

clear definition of your keyword, 3) preparing and leading the class through 2-

3 discussion questions that connect your keyword back to assigned course 

material, and 4) writing and virtually distributing show notes for your episode, 

including references and suggested readings. Percentage of Grade: 20% 

Materials Needed  

All of the assigned texts will be available on the course management system.    

Course Schedule 

Week Subject Reading Assignment 

Week 1 Introductions January 17: No Class 

January 19:  Introductions 

January 21: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 2 What is religion? January 24: Keeping It 101.  

E101: What the heck is religion, 

and what the heck is this podcast? 

January 26: Charles H. Long, 

“Primitive/Civilized: The Locus 

of a Problem” 

January 28: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 3 Who has religion? January 31: Keeping It 101.  

E102: Who gets left out of 

religion? 

February 2: Native American 

Rights Fund, “‘We Also Have 

Religion:’ The American Indian 

Religious Freedom Act and the 

Religious Freedom Project of the 

Native American Rights Fund”  

February 4: Contemporary 

Examples 
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Week 4 What is religious studies? February 7:   Keeping It 101. 

E103: Major religions? Minor 

religions? Must we? 

February 9: Russell T. 

McCutcheon, “What Is the 

Academic Study of Religion?” 

February 11: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 5 What are “world religions?” February 14: Keeping It 101.  

E104: World Religions: Shall we 

not 

February 16:  Religion in 50 

Words: “World Religions” 

February 18: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 6 What does it mean to be “religious?” February 21:   Keeping It 101. 

E105: What does it mean to be 

“religious?” 

February 23:   Art Remillard, 

“Steelers Nation and the Seriously 

Religious Side of Football” 

February 25: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 7 What is a cult? February 28: Keeping It 101: 

SGS1: Cults 

March 2: Jonathan Z. Smith, “The 

Devil in Mr. Jones” 

March 4: Contemporary Examples 

Week 8 Spring Break March 7: No Class 

March 9: No Class 

March 11: No Class 

Week 9 What is the relationship between religion 

and identity? 

March 14:   Keeping It 101: E201: 

Race, Gender, and Sexuality: 

What’s Religion Got to Do with 

‘Em? 

March 16: Kimberle Crenshaw, 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection 

of Race and Sex: A Black 

Feminist Critique of 
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Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 

Feminist Theory and Antiracist 

Politics” 

March 18:   Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 10 What is religious nationalism? March 21: Keeping It 101: SGS2: 

Religious Nationalism 

March 23:  Joseph Massad, “The 

Persistence of the Palestinian 

Question” 

March 25: Contemporary 

Examples 

Week 11 What is white supremacy? And why is it 

linked with Evangelical Christianity? 

March 28:  Keeping It 101: E304: 

White American Evangelicalism + 

Racism = BFF 

March 30: Anthea Bulter, “The 

Racist Foundations of 

Evangelicalism in the Nineteenth 

Century” 

April 1: Contemporary Examples 

Week 12 How is religion portrayed in pop culture? April 4: Keeping It 101: SGS4: 

Religion & Pop Culture 

April 6: Dohra Ahmad, “Not Yet 

Beyond the Veil: Muslim Women 

in American Popular Literature” 

April 8: Contemporary Examples 

Week 13 What is a “none?” April 11: Keeping It 101: E106: 

You Might Be Done with 

Religion, but Religion Is Not 

Done with You 

April 13: Megan Goodwin, “Costs 

of Corporate Conscience: How 

Women, Queers, and People of 

Color Are Paying for Hobby 

Lobby’s Sincerely Held Beliefs” 

April 15: Contemporary Examples 

Week 14 Study Hall April 18: No Class 

April 20: No Class 
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Policies  

EMAIL: I encourage you to contact me via email with questions or concerns about class.  During the week, I will 

respond within 24 hours.   

FEEDBACK: I am happy to work with you on your assignments during office hours or by appointment.  I will not 

read drafts of papers or provide feedback, however, through email. 

LATE WORK: Late work should not be a problem in this class.  You will turn in all summary-analysis papers on 

the day we discuss the text you analyzed.  For the final presentations, you and your group will sign up for a 

presentation time that works with your schedule.  Barring truly extenuating circumstances, no extensions will be 

given. 

Students with Disabilities 

Virginia Tech welcomes students with disabilities into the University’s educational programs. The University 

promotes efforts to provide equal access and a culture of inclusion without altering the essential elements of 

coursework. If you anticipate or experience academic barriers that may be due to disability, including but not 

limited to ADHD, chronic or temporary medical conditions, deaf or hard of hearing, learning disability, mental 

health, or vision impairment, please contact the Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) office (540-231-

3788, ssd@vt.edu, or visit www.ssd.vt.edu). If you have an SSD accommodation letter, please meet with me 

privately during office hours as early in the semester as possible to deliver your letter and discuss your 

accommodations. You must give me reasonable notice to implement your accommodations, which is generally 5 

business days and 10 business days for final exams. 

Undergraduate Honor Code 

The Undergraduate Honor Code pledge that each member of the university community agrees to abide by states:  

“As a Hokie, I will conduct myself with honor and integrity at all times.  I will not lie, cheat, or steal, nor will I 

accept the actions of those who do.” 

Students enrolled in this course are responsible for abiding by the Honor Code. A student who has doubts about 

how the Honor Code applies to any assignment is responsible for obtaining specific guidance from the course 

April 22: No Class.  Consider 

doing something to honor Earth 

Day. 

Week 15 Presentations April 25: Presentations 

April 27: Presentations 

April 29: Presentations 

Week 16 Presentations May 2: Presentations 

May 4: Presentations 

May 6: No Class 
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instructor before submitting the assignment for evaluation. Ignorance of the rules does not exclude any member of 

the University community from the requirements and expectations of the Honor Code.   
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