
 
 

RST 100: INTRODUCTION TO RELIGION STUDIES 
 
Instructor: David M. Reis 
Office: Humanities Building #11 
Phone: 473-6201 
E-mail: dreis@csf.edu
Web page: http://pubweb.csf.edu/dreis  
Office Hours: Mondays and Wednesdays 12:00-1:30 and by appointment 
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 This course will examine the methods and perspectives used in the academic study of religion, 
analyze the varied expressions of religious beliefs and practices, and assess the role of religion in the 
contemporary world. 
 
 
REQUIRED TEXT 
Kessler, Gary E. Studying Religion: An Introduction Through Cases. 2nd ed. New York: McGraw-Hill, 
 2006. 
 
 
RESERVE TEXT 
Matthews, Warren. World Religions. 4th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2004. 
 
 
REQUIREMENTS 
1. Readings 
 The weekly readings are taken from Kessler’s Studying Religion.  Students should read each 
chapter prior to its introduction in class and will be expected to incorporate this material into class 
discussions. 
 
2. Journal 
 Each student will begin the semester by offering a definition for “religion.”  After the completion 
of each of Kessler’s chapters, students should revise their definitions and explain why they made these 
modifications.  Definitions should be submitted to the instructor the day the class begins the next chapter.  
Late submissions will be accepted only in extraordinary circumstances.  
 
3. Discussion Group Presentation 
 Each week we will analyze a specific dimension of the religious experience (e.g. sacred story, 
morality, evil) and compare how different traditions understand this concept.  Students will choose a 
research case from one of Kessler’s chapters and lead the discussion on that topic.  To prepare for this 
project, students should investigate further the particular topic and provide a short presentation to the 
class that places the research case within the broader context of its religion and shows how it illustrates 
the particular religious dimension under discussion.  Thereafter, the presenter will lead the class 
discussion based on the questions Kessler poses as well as two others of his/her own.  The presenter’s 
questions should be posted to the WebCT at least two days (=48 hours) prior to class.  The rest of the 
class should be prepared to answer Kessler’s questions, and must compose written responses to the 
presenter’s questions.  The entire class is expected to participate fully in the discussion. 
 

mailto:dreis@csf.edu
http://pubweb.csf.edu/dreis
http://clave.nmsu.edu:6600/webct/public/home.pl?action=print_home
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4. Exams 
 There will be two exams, a midterm on October 12 and a final on December 9.  One week prior to 
each exam, a study guide will be provided listing a series of essay and short answer questions.  The exams 
will consist of a select number of these questions. 
 
5. Religious Center Visit 
 Each student will be required to visit a religious center from a tradition other than one’s own and 
attend its service.  Students will then write a four page reaction paper of the experience.  For help in 
choosing a religious center, students should consult the list of centers on the instructor’s website, and the 
instructor must approve this choice by October 19.  Students should also consult Kessler’s remarks on 
doing fieldwork (Studying Religion, 40-41), Harvard University’s Pluralism Project webpage on how to 
prepare for a visit to a religious center, and the instructor’s guide for writing a reaction paper.  Students 
will present their experiences to the class during final week of the semester. 
 
6. Participation and Attendance 
 Because this course is heavily structured around lectures and class discussions, participation and 
attendance are essential.  Students who have more than three unexcused absences will automatically 
receive a failing grade.  Effort and persistence will be rewarded accordingly. 
 
 
GRADING 
Journal      75 (15%) 
Discussion Group Presentation   75 (15%) 
Exams    200 (40%) 
Religious Center Visit    75 (15%) 
Participation/Attendance   75 (15%)
Total    500 (100%) 
 
 
COURSE OUTLINE 
Part I: Approaches to the Study of Religion 
WEEK 1 (8/22-24) 
Introduction; Thinking about Religion 
Readings: Kessler, xiii-xvi, 3-17; McCutcheon, “What is the Academic Study of Religion?” 
 
WEEK 2 (8/29-31) 
Defining and Studying Religion 
Readings: Kessler, 18-44; Lincoln, “Theses on Method” 
 
Part II: Religious Dimensions 
WEEK 3 (9/5-7) 
Sacred Power 
Readings: Kessler, 47-70 
Labor Day, 9/5 
 
WEEK 4 (9/12-14) 
Sacred Story 
Readings: Kessler, 71-94 
 
WEEK 5 (9/19-21) 
Sacred Action 

http://www.pluralism.org/research/guidelines.php
http://www.as.ua.edu/rel/pdf/rel100introhandout.pdf
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Readings: Kessler, 95-117 
 
WEEK 6 (9/26-28) 
Sacred Space, Time, and Art  
Readings: Kessler, 118-145 
 
WEEK 7 (10/3-5) 
Experiencing the Sacred 
Readings: Kessler, 146-179 
 
WEEK 8 (10/10-12) 
Midterm Exam, 10/12 
 
WEEK 9 (10/17-19) 
Evil 
Secondary Readings: Kessler, 180-206 
 
WEEK 10 (10/24-26) 
Religion and Morality 
Readings: Kessler, 207-236 
 
WEEK 11 (10/31-11/2) 
Organizing the Sacred 
Readings: Kessler, 237-278 
 
WEEK 12 (11/7-9) 
Human Existence and Destiny 
Readings: Kessler, 279-316 
 
Part III: Religion in the Contemporary World 
WEEK 13 (11/14-16) 
Religious Diversity and Truth 
Readings: Kessler, 319-345 
 
WEEK 14 (11/21-23) 
No Class, 11/21-23 
Thanksgiving Holiday, 11/24-25 
 
WEEK 15 (11/28-30) 
Student Presentations of Religious Center Visits 
 
WEEK 16 (12/5-9) 
Reading Day, 12/5 
Final Exam, 12/9 (1:30 P.M.) 
 


