
UNDERSTANDING RELIGION:  
THE WORLD'S RELIGIONS 

RELI 10013 
Taught at TCU  

 
 
Instructor: Dr. Brent Plate  
Time: MWF 10.00- 10.50 
E-mail:  b.plate@tcu.edu 
Phone: 257.6444 
Office hours: 11.00 - 11.50am Mon/Wed, or by appt. Room 222 Beasley Hall 
 
Course Goals and Aims: 

Is “Jedi Knight” a religion? Is Elvis a religious leader? Are Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, and Bruce Lee 
really dead? or will they return someday and lead their fans/followers? 

These and other fascinating religious questions will not be answered in this class. However, we will try 
and uncover some of the various aspects of the strange-but-wonderful, destructive-yet-peaceful experience of 
religion. Religion has been defined in a variety of ways. It has been thought of as an individual, subjective 
“experience”; it has been thought of as a construction of social situations in the world; it has been thought of as 
stemming from an overpowering and overwhelming divine source beyond “natural” possibility; and it has been 
thought of as various combinations of each of these, and more. There has never been, nor is there ever likely to 
be, any all-encompassing, agreed upon definition of religion.  

Because of the diversity involved in defining religion, this course will begin by asking the simply 
complicated question, “What is Religion?” exploring some of the ways people at various points and times have 
answered this question. Next we will “pluralize” this question and ask about the variety of religions, and how to 
study this diversity. In other words, how can we understand traditions not our own? What kinds of problems 
arise from such a study? Finally, the remaining 2/3 of the course will examine a number of religions and 
religious practices from around the world including Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. 
Each religion will be approached first by trying to understand the key thoughts and ideas in the religion, and 
then we will see some examples of the religious expressions found within the respective traditions. We will 
explore religious expressions found in literature, poetry, art, architecture, and film to come to further 
understandings of how the various religions are practiced. 
 
Course Materi als: 
Students will need to purchase the following book, available in the bookstore: 
 
 -The Illustrated Guide to World Religions, Michael Coogan, editor  
 -Anatomy of the Sacred (Fifth edition) by James C. Livingston 

-In addition, there will be a number of readings posted at the online syllabus website. 
 
Course Requirements and Grade Distri bution: 
There are 1,000 points possible in this class. The breakdown is like this: 

80 -Attendance  
70 -In class writing assignments 
400 -Exams (Two) 
275 -Final 
175 -Worship site report 

 



Attendance: 
Attendance will be taken every day. Each student begins with 80 points for attendance (easy way to 
make some points). Absences will be subtracted as follows: 

1 absence  0 points deducted 
2 absences 5 points deducted 
3 absences 15 point deducted 
4 absences 25 points deducted Etc… 

Late Arrivals: Each late arrival will count as ½ an absence. So, if you are late 4 times during the term, 
your grade will begin to go down. 
 
A note on cell phones: Cell phones will not be tolerated in this classroom. You must turn off any cell 
phones (or pagers) before class. A ringing phone during class will result in that student being marked 
absent for the day. 
 

In Class Writing:  
You will periodically be given short writing assignments in class through the semester. These will be 
short, but will require that you are paying attention to videos, lectures, and keeping up on readings. 

 
Exams: 

There will be two exams (dates noted below). Each will be made up of short definitions, and essay 
questions, worth 200 points each. There are no make up exams. If you know you will be absent due to 
athletics or other University excused event, you will need to make arrangements beforehand. 

 
Final: The final is comprehensive over the entire course. 
 

A note on language use: Use gender-neutral language. One can often avoid the awkward repetition of 
“he or she” by substituting “one.” Also avoid the abstract use of “man” and “mankind,” but if it is 
necessary, use “humankind” or “humanity.” 

 
Worship Site visit:  

Over the period of the course, students will visit a religious site outside of Christian churches and write 
a report on the visit (2-3 pages, typed). This is done on the student’s own time. There will be handouts 
and discussion in class at a later point giving further details, and more information will be given on the 
online syllabus website. Students are encouraged to make use of the Writing Center (Rickel Bldg, rm 
100; call 257.7221 for appointment) for this and all writing assignments at TCU. 

 
Doing well in this class (What previous students have had to say): 
If you want to do well in this class: 

  “You should attend every single class. You should also write down everything. Your notes are key 
in combination with notes that you take from reading the text.” 

 “Read! Read the book as often as possible. If you have questions, don’t be afraid to ask during class, 
other students may benefit from your questions.” 

 “Learn to think philosophically. Memorization in this class will only get you so far; to get an A you 
must think deeply.” 

 “I made the best grade on tests when I broke down each term and wrote a few paragraphs about it 
based on my lecture notes. Then, I discussed each term with classmates.” 

 “Pay attention to videos because they are very relevant and it helps to visualize what your are 
learning about.” 

 “This class is really based on interpreting and analyzing the religions. That was probably the hardest 
thing for me to do. Also, always look for connections that can be made to help you understand the 
information better. While learning about each religion, even your own, be very open minded 
because you will learn things you never knew or see them in a different way, which is very 
interesting.” 



The following list of definitions begins to get us  
thinking about the varieties of religious exper ience: 

 
Religion — that voice of the deepest human experience. - Matthew Arnold, Victorian poet. 
 
[Black] Religion is… the source of identity and survival, on the one hand, and the source of empowerment in the struggle 
for freedom on the other.  - James Cone, African-American theologian. 
 
Religion serves to endow ordinary events with an extraordinary or divine significance and to provide a pattern of meaning 
for life. -Robert Detweiler, professor of religion and literature. 
 
True religion is the practice of making eternal happiness out of the flux of ordinariness by the way we attend to it, cast 
ourselves into it, identify ourselves with it, and relate ourselves to others in it. True religion is saying Yes to life, Yes to 
transience…the aim is to become able in the end to say Amen to one’s own life.- Don Cupitt, philosopher of religion. 
 
I’ve found what’s truly sacred in life’s small things. My religion is simple things, like love for my family. Hopefully, the 
world can be changed through acts of kindness, acts of affection and love – the idea of doing normal, everyday things that 
actually have an effect down the line. Plant a tree, have a baby. Be kind. Because the opposite works as well. You can send 
your hatred into the future. And we all know the end result. - Sting, musician. 
 
Religion is the most dangerous energy source known to humankind. The moment a person (or government or religion or 
organization) is convinced that God is either ordering or sanctioning a cause or project, anything goes. The history, 
worldwide, of religion-fueled hate, killing, and oppression is staggering - Eugene Peterson, bible translator and scholar 
(from the introduction to the book of Amos in the Bible paraphrase The Message). 
 
Religion can be understood as a system of symbols (creed, code, cultus) by means of which people (a community) orient 
themselves in the world with reference to both ordinary and extraordinary powers, meanings, and values.- Catherine 
Albanese, American religious historian. 
 
All men needed the bridle of religion, which, properly speaking, was the dread of the Hereafter.- George Eliot, English 
novelist. 
 
Religion, the thing that makes God go round. -Atlanta College of Art student 
 
Religion is a childish, obsessional neurosis which mankind will outgrow. - Sigmund Freud, founder of psychoanalysis. 
 
Religion is a big flashlight. You shine it around you to help you illuminate your life, and find what it is you’re missing. -
Reverend Ike, on the T.V. show Ed 
 
Religion is “the establishment, through human activity, of an all-embracing sacred order . . . a sacred cosmos that will be 
capable of maintaining itself in the ever-present face of chaos;” it is “the audacious attempt to conceive of the entire 
universe as being humanly significant.” -Peter Berger, sociologist 
 
“Religion is to be lured by the transitory that reveals the transcendent, to be captured by the aesthetic that discloses the 
divine word . . . Religion, like the meaning of life or a good joke, defies definition or explanation.” -Lynda Sexson, scholar 
of religion 
 
Course Outl ine 
 

Introducing Religion 
19 Jan-Wed Introduction to class 
21 Jan -Fri Readings: Read through the definitions of religion given above in the syllabus 

& Anatomy of Sacred, pp. 3-10. Think about what definitions of religion you 
agree with most and come to class prepared to discuss. 



 
24 Jan -Mon The Study of Religion: Readings (in other words, come to class already having 

read):  Anatomy, pp 11-19. 

26 Jan – Wed The Sacred: Readings: Anatomy, pp 39-55 

28 Jan – Fri Symbols and Myths: Readings: Anatomy, pp. 58-77  
31 Jan – Mon Myth and Cosmos: Readings: Anatomy, pp. 196-213 

2 Feb – Wed Ritual: Readings: Anatomy, pp. 80-101 
4 Feb -Fri Ritual: Take two 

7 Feb - Mon Ethics: Readings: Anatomy, pp. 273-297 
9 Feb - Wed Social Life and Experience: Readings: Anatomy, pp. 135-137 

11 Feb - Fri First Exam 

  
Judaism 

14 Feb - Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 14-29 
16 Feb –Wed Readings: World Religions, pp. 30-39 

18 Feb -Fri Readings: World Religions, pp. 40-51 
21 Feb -Mon Readings: “sacred scripture” section from Anatomy, 104-112; 121-122 

23 Feb -Wed Readings: Handout in class 
25 Feb -Fri Readings: none for today 

  
Christianity 

28 Feb -Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 53-67 
2 Mar-Wed Readings: World Religions, pp. 68-79  

4 Mar -Fri Readings: World Religions, pp. 80-87; online reading, “Image” 
7 Mar - Mon Readings: On theodicy from Anatomy of the Sacred, pp. 247-256; 260-270 

9 Mar - Wed Readings: none 
11 Mar -Fri Second Exam  

12 Mar- 20 
Mar 

Spring Break 

  
Islam 

21 Mar- Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 89-103 
23 Mar-Wed Readings: World Religions, pp. 104-111 

25 Mar-Fri No Class - Good Fr iday 

28 Mar- Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 112-123 



30 Mar- Wed Readings: online reading on calligraphy 
1 Apr -Fri Readings: none  

  
Hinduism 

4 Apr -Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 125-137 

6 Apr - Wed Readings: World Religions, pp. 138-145 
8 Apr -Fri Readings: World Religions, pp. 146-161 

11 Apr- Mon Readings: on deities: Anatomy, pp. 165-174; 179-191 
13 Apr-Wed Readings: online reading: “Darshan” 

15 Apr -Fri Worship Site Report Due 

  
Buddhism 

18 Apr -Mon Readings: World Religions, pp. 163-177  

20 Apr-Wed Readings: World Religions, pp. 178-185  
21 Apr -Fri Readings: World Religions, pp. 186-197 

25 Apr- Mon Readings: none 
27 Apr- Wed Readings: Handout in class  

29 Apr-Fri Readings: none 
2 May-Mon Wrap up 

4 May- Wed LAST DAY OÕCLASS - Review 

  

13 May- Fri Final Exam: 8.00-10.30 
 


