
RELG 101: INTRODUCTION TO WORLD RELIGIONS 

 

Instructor: David M. Reis 

Office: Macmillan 100A 

Phone: (315) 364-3474 

E-mail: dreis@wells.edu 

Web Page: http://aurora.wells.edu/~dreis  

Office Hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays 8:00-9:30 and by appointment 

 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 This course will survey the major religions of the world through an examination of the basic 

teachings, beliefs, and practices of each faith.  We will conduct our investigations from a historical and 

comparative perspective, analyzing the various religions through sympathetic readings of their literature 

and a respectful appreciation for their traditions.  Attention will also be given to the role of religion in the 

contemporary world as well as women’s religious experience. 

 

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

Eastman, Roger, ed. The Ways of Religion: An Introduction to the Major Traditions. 3
rd

 ed. New York: 

 Oxford University Press, 1999. 

Schmidt, Roger, Gene C. Sager, et al., eds. Patterns of Religion. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing 

 Company, 1999. 

 

 

OTHER USEFUL SOURCES 

Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s Most 

 Religiouly Diverse Nation  

Marianne Ferguson, Women and Religion 

Ninian Smart, The World’s Religions 

http://www.pluralism.org (Harvard University’s Pluralism Project) 

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/religion/pathfinder.htm#Sites (internet resources for religious studies) 

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/religion/essays.htm (guide for writing academic essays in religious studies) 

http://religion.rutgers.edu/vri/index.html (index for the world’s religions) 

 

 

REQUIREMENTS 

1. Readings 

 The weekly readings will be comprised of both primary and secondary source materials.  Primary 

source readings consist of works that reflect fundamental aspects of a particular religious tradition (e.g. 

the Bhagavad Gita, the Old Testament, the Qur’an).  Secondary sources consist of works written by 

contemporary authors that critically evaluate the problems and issues found in the primary sources.  The 

main secondary source will be Schmidt’s Patterns of Religion.  It is expected that both sets of readings 

will be completed before we discuss them in class. 

 

2. Research Papers 

 Each student will be required to write two research papers from the eight topics provided.  Each 

paper should be four to five pages and must display evidence of academic research.  Of the two papers, 

one must be completed during the first half of the semester (weeks 1 through 9) and one during the 

second half of the semester (weeks 10 through 16).  Late papers will be accepted only in extraordinary 

circumstances.   
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3. Discussion Group Presentation 

 Each week we will devote a class period to a discussion of the primary sources.  During these 

meetings, two students will be asked to lead the class discussion on these texts.  The students should 

prepare for the presentation by critically reviewing the assigned readings and forming a number of 

questions that will serve as the foundation for class discussion.  The presenters should begin with a ten-

minute summary of the major themes in the readings.  The discussion questions will then serve as a guide 

for a more thorough analysis of the material. The rest of the class will be required to compose responses 

to these questions and will be expected to participate fully in the discussion.  Discussion questions should 

be circulated to the group through the listserve at least two days (=48 hours) prior to the scheduled class 

meeting.  Students must inform the instructor when they wish to present their work by the third week of 

class; students who fail to meet this deadline forfeit their opportunity to complete this assignment. 

 

4. Exams 

 Two exams will be given, the mid-term on October 16 and the final on December 16.  One week 

prior to the exam, a study guide will be distributed listing one essay question and eight short answer 

questions.  During that week the student should prepare thoughtful responses to these questions based on 

the readings and class discussions.  Each exam will consist of the essay question (worth fifty points) and 

six short answer questions, of which five are to be answered (ten points each).  Make-up exams will be 

given only in extraordinary circumstances. 

 

5. Research Project 

 A central component of this course centers on appreciating the world’s religions as living faiths.  

To underscore this idea students will join together in groups of two to research the religious experience of 

a specific community in the region (a list of communities will be provided).  Each group must print out 

and carefully follow the guidelines and template for field research as outlined by Harvard University’s 

Pluralism Project (http://www.pluralism.org/research/guidelines.php and http://www.pluralism.org/ 

research/template.php).  Each group will be expected to attend the community’s religious service, take 

pictures of the site, and interview leaders and other members in order to document their specific 

tradition’s history, beliefs, and practices.  Students will be expected to find their own partners and choose 

a community to research by the sixth week of class.  Failure to do so will result in a twenty percent 

reduction in the final grade for this project.  During the final two weeks of the semester each group will 

present their research to the class.  Late projects will be accepted only in extraordinary circumstances. 

 

6. Participation and Attendance 

 Because this course is heavily structured around lectures and class discussions, participation and 

attendance are essential.  Participation consists of active participation in class discussions and the 

completion of responses to the discussion group questions.  Effort and persistence will be rewarded 

accordingly.  Unexcused absences during the final two weeks of the term will be counted as the 

equivalent of three unexcused absences. 

 

 

GRADING 

Research Papers     80    

Discussion Group Presentation   50   A= 500-450 

Exams    200   B= 449-400 

Research Project  100   C= 399-350 

Participation/Attendance   70   D= 349-300 

Total    500   F = 299-below 
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COURSE OUTLINE 

WEEK 1 (8/28) 

Introduction: Religious Pluralism 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, xvii-xxii; Eastman, 3-11, 528-535 

 

WEEK 2 (9/2-4) 

Religion, Religious Dimensions, and Approaches to the Study of Religion 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 3-36 

 

WEEK 3 (9/9-11) 

Indigenous Religious Traditions 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 127-172 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 173-176, 177-184, 189-191, 197-200; Eastman, 520-526 

 

WEEK 4 (9/16-18) 

Hinduism I 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 207-226 

Primary Readings: Eastman, 13-39 

 

WEEK 5 (9/23-25) 

Hinduism II 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 226-253 

Primary Readings: Eastman, 40-53, 59-75 

First Research Paper Due, 9/25 

 

WEEK 6 (9/30-10/2) 

Buddhism I 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 279-299 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 323-325, 326-327; Eastman, 77-79, 91-94, 96-105 

Second Research Paper Due, 10/2 
 

WEEK 7 (10/7-9) 

Buddhism II 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 299-322 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 333-334; Eastman, 116-129, 144-148, 154-160 

Fall Break, 10/11-14 

 

WEEK 8 (10/14-16) 

Taoism 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 337-379 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 391-395; Eastman, 215-217, 226-240, 246-254 

Mid-Term Exam, 10/16 

Third Research Paper Due, 10/16 

 

WEEK 9 (10/21-23) 

Confucianism 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 397-431 

Primary Readings: Eastman, 163-165, 176-201 

Fourth Research Paper Due, 10/23 
 

WEEK 10 (10/28-30) 
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Judaism  

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 445-496 

Primary Readings: Eastman, 287-288, 293-313, 326-335 

Fifth Research Paper Due, 10/30 

 

WEEK 11 (11/4-6) 

Christianity I 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 515-540 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 564-569; Eastman, 337-338, 343-352 

 

WEEK 12 (11/11-13) 

Christianity II 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 540-563 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 574-581; Eastman, 373-395 

Sixth Research Paper Due, 11/13 
 

WEEK 13 (11/18-20) 

Islam 

Secondary Readings: Schmidt, 583-623 

Primary Readings: Schmidt, 634-637; Eastman, 397-399, 406-415, 428-444 

Seventh Research Paper Due, 11/20 

 

WEEK 14 (11/25-27) 

No Class, 11/25 

Thanksgiving Break, 11/26-30 
 

WEEK 15 (12/2-4) 

Research Project Presentations 

Eighth Research Paper Due, 12/4 

 

WEEK 16 (12/9-11) 

Research Project Presentations 

Study Period, 12/11-14 
 

WEEK 17 (12/16) 

Final Exam: 12/16 (7:00 P.M.-10:00 P.M.) 
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RELG 101: Introduction to World Religions 

Paper Topics 

 

Identify and examine the religious dimensions found in one of the texts listed below.  How does this text 

exemplify the basic beliefs and practices found in its particular religious tradition? 

 

1. Native American Traditions: Black Elk Speaks or Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions 

2. Hinduism: The Upanishads or the Bhagavad Gita 

3. Buddhism: The Dhammapada 

4. Taoism: The Tao-Te Ching or the Chuang-Tzu 

5. Confucianism: The Analects 

 

6. Identify and examine the religious themes found in Israel’s “Primeval History” (Genesis 1-11).  What 

do these chapters say about the construction and nature of the world, the nature of God, and humanity’s 

relationship with God? 

 

7. Choose one of the following issues and compare and contrast the positions held by two different 

Christian denominations. 

 a. creationism and evolution 

 b. abortion 

 c. women priests 

 d. homosexuality 

 

8. Examine how the Qur’an views the role and status of women and compare this with their treatment in a 

contemporary Islamic country (e.g. Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Iran). 
 


