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Chapter 1
Understanding Religion

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, students should be able to accomplish the following objectives:
1. Define religion.

2. Describe the key characteristics of religion.
3. Discuss the importance of the sacred in religion.
4. Discuss the importance of symbolism in religion.
5. Explain the various speculations on the sources of religion.

6. Explain the three patterns for comparing religions.
7. Discuss the multidisciplinary approaches to the study of religion.
8. Describe the key critical issues in the study of religion.

9. Explain the importance of studying the major religions of the world.
10. Describe the journey of studying religion in this book.
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Molloy’s text introduces students to different ways of experiencing the world’s religions through its cultural contexts. The discussions within categories such as sacred arts, symbolism, relationship to nature, and gender issues show particularly powerful human experiences. Using personal encounters, Molloy introduces students to the different religions in the world with its personalized stories on travel and cultural diversity that will help students imagine themselves in the story. This chapter begins with a discussion on what religion is. Students can begin to appreciate the role of human sensory systems in sensing the sacred when performing religious practices. The orientation to nature through natural landscape settings or sacred sites is a very down-to-earth way of introducing students to diverse religions.
The teaching of introductory courses on world religions has undergone significant transformations in recent years. Mark Juergensmeyer has edited Teaching the Introductory Course in Religious Studies: A Sourcebook (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1991; now available from Duke University Press) that brings together the insights of numerous teachers of world religions. This book is the product of several institutes that are supported by the National Endowment for the Humanities, and it broke new ground for the contemporary direction that Molloy’s text represents. In his book, Juergensmeyer gives a thorough presentation of the fundamentals of teaching an introductory course on world religions. He provides sample rhetorical questions to classify the course’s objectives and target specific areas of the course. With that classification set, he presents three options for an introductory course on world religions: World Religions, Introduction to Religion, and Introduction to Religious Studies. This book includes chapters on the pedagogical approaches used to teach various world religions, and it explains how scholars or teachers approach the course. As a complement to the Molloy text, the book covers the full range of pedagogical approaches to the course material, including the syllabi of the course.

In his paper titled “Meditation and Masks, Drums and Dramas Experiential and Participatory Exercises in the Comparative Religions Classroom” (Teaching Theology and Religion, no. 3 [2002]: 169–172), G. William Barnard discusses a number of experiential pedagogical techniques that will help instructors engage their students in religious studies. He discusses the difficulties of teaching students who hold specific or narrow religious views, and how to overcome some of the barriers that these students might face while learning about world religions. Many of his suggestions are very practical and applicable to classes with short time periods and a large number of students.
The use of experiments in learning by multisensory methods (whether visual, sonic, olfactory, or other sensory approaches) adds a dimension that enhances the cultural approach and examples discussed in Molloy’s text. On a more theoretical level, the essays in the book A Magic Still Dwells: Comparative Religion in the Postmodern Age, edited by Kimberley Patton and Benjamin Ray (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), chart a course toward a broader vision of comparative religion’s methodologies, assessing the current critical approaches with a view to address the problems raised by structuralism and deconstruction, cultural anthropology, and phenomenology and questioning whether comparisons are justified. It represents many views, ranging from Huston Smith to Jonathan Z. Smith to the most recent assessments within the disciplines of teaching Judaism, Buddhism, African, pluralistic American, and ancient culture and religious studies. While this text is not meant to be a guide for teachers, the scholars of religion who are using Molloy’s text will be stimulated by the critical assessment of religion as a discipline.

The following resources are useful for scholars who want a conceptual orientation to the study of religion through comparative, culturally oriented methods, including Molloy’s emphasis on the arts and on nature. None of these texts are of particular use to introductory students, yet they will be quite helpful for instructors who want to provide a methodological background to these issues. Russell McCutcheon, the author of the book The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion: A Reader (Controversies in the Study of Religion) (New York and London: Cassell, 1999), offers the first explanation in a new series of books that are confronting the people who are studying religion and facing questions such as “How can a nonparticipant describe or understand the causes of religious beliefs, social structures, and behaviors of ‘other’ people?” This anthology uses anthropological methodologies, linguistics, and philosophy to confront the questions that arise when people study religion. The book Guide to the Study of Religion, edited by Willi Braun and Russell McCutcheon (New York and London: Cassell, 2000) and published by Cassell and Co, is a substantial (560 pages), excellent volume and a modern guide to studying religion with contemporary methodologies. It explains various approaches such as cognition, gender, ritual studies, sociocultural studies, postmodernism, postcolonialism, ideological studies, ethnic cultural issues, and so on.

A. Key questions: What is religion? What is the sacred? How is religion studied?

Students may often have preconceived text-oriented definitions of religion. One way to begin the initial classes is by asking students questions on defining religion and the sacred with various methodological approaches. The following two books may provide a background to these comparative approaches. Eric J. Sharpe, in his book titled Comparative Religion: A History, 2nd ed. (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1986), provides a historical context for the development of the field. The book also provides sketches of many of the important religious thinkers in a chronological order.

John Lyden, in his book titled Enduring Issues in Religion (San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 1995), brings together a survey of several short excerpts from theologians and religious insiders. The book includes short excerpts of skeptics and scholars’ comments on other religions. Chapter 1 includes definitions of religion by Otto, Freud, Marx, and Tillich (as well as others). Feelings of total dependence, awe and mystery, and ultimate concern are contrasted with reductionist theories such as religion as the opium of the people or as a psychological projection. Definitions of the sacred include the perspectives of monotheistic traditions, stressing God’s revelation, the triune God revealed through Christ, and Allah as the one God. The true reality of Brahman is presented from Vedantic Hinduism. Emptiness and the Tao are discussed from Buddhist and Taoist positions. The way of heaven as the basis for moral harmony is emphasized for Confucianism. The Native American position (from the Sioux perspective) finds the sacred as present throughout the world. With each selection spanning fewer than 10 pages, Lyden’s book provides a useful introduction for students who want to expand their knowledge on a variety of world religion topics and their methodological perspectives. Likewise, it provides the instructors with brief historical notes and thumb-note summaries of each of the theoretical perspectives. Each selection includes questions that could work for either class discussions or as short writing assignments.

Ninian Smart, in her book titled Dimensions of the Sacred: An Anatomy of the World’s Beliefs (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), offers a contemporary attempt to present a phenomenological discussion of trends, dimensions, and types of religious expression. The book provides an extensive glossary of important scholarly and traditional religious terms across several religions. Although the organization of content in the book is not likely to be easily understood by beginners, lecturers should find it straightforward. It is particularly useful for considering the categories across several traditions. For example, the ritual dimension is discussed in terms of several different religions. Other dimensions include doctrine, myth, ethics, politics, and society. It provides several clues that facilitate class discussion; for example, how ethical categories compare across traditions in religions such as Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam.
For an assessment of the religious studies discipline, an article in a special issue of the Journal of the American Academy of Religion titled “Settled Issues and Neglected Questions in the Study of Religion,” (62, no. 4 [Winter, 1994]), may assist teachers who seek a scholarly overview of specific key issues in particular religions. This issue offers scholarly questions, significant figures in the profession, and bibliographies on religions, although there have been rapid new developments within these religions since its publication. The book titled A Magic Still Dwells complements this collection of essays.

B. Key words: Tylor, Frazer, Freud, Durkheim, Eliade, Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, Derrida, structuralism, post-structuralism, theories of religions, evolutionism

One very useful book for sorting out methodologies for students by introducing pivotal thinkers is Daniel L. Pals’s Seven Theories of Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). Although this book does not offer a general overview of the dozens of theorists of religion, it thoroughly considers a select few. Its short introduction provides a summary of the history of the study of religion and an annotated bibliography. Pals’s book begins with E. B. Tylor and James Frazer’s intellectualist theories on the source of religion. Tylor’s introductory point was that religion is a belief in spiritual beings, for which he used the term animism. Tylor argued that beliefs are based on reasoning and observation but are simplistic because they arise at a low level of cultural development. According to his theory, cultural and religious beliefs evolve into more developed states. Animistic ideas initially develop into the ideas of multiple gods. Then, they develop into the ideas of one god. This idea eventually develops into the idea of a scientific worldview that replaces one’s belief in spirits and gods.
Frazer, through a comparison of the world’s mythologies, expands on Tylor’s evolutionary method by positing that primitive conceptions develop from the ideas of magic in religion and are ultimately disregarded in the face of scientific development. His theory assumes that magic is a pseudoscientific attempt to confront and control natural forces. As people become more intellectually sophisticated, they discover that magic fails when an idea of religion and religious conceptions replace magic. Religion is based on humans entreating gods for help in their encounters with nature, life, and death. Ultimately, people’s rational scientific thinking replaces these previous conceptions when they finally understand the laws of nature.

Tylor and Frazer wanted a scientific view of religion. They found this by borrowing evolutionist theories from natural sciences. Their theories are intellectualist theories on religion because they focus on religion as a matter of belief and intellectual orientation to the world. Modern theorists have rejected most aspects of these two theories, yet they are still important because they are the basis for most of the subsequent inquiry into both religion and culture.

Freud’s contributions to the study of religion are important not for their specific details but for their pervasiveness. Freud suggested that religion must be understood as more than just the surface manifestation of one’s beliefs and behavior. Deep, hidden motivations and personality traits shape religion in ways that must be examined and understood. Freud also continued the trend of viewing religion in terms of evolution, predicting that it would disappear as the world embraced scientific rationalism. Although Freud generally rejected any legitimate role for religion in the modern world, his theories have contributed much to understanding religious symbolism and hidden elements of human behavior.
Carl Gustav Jung was an early associate of Freud. Although they parted ways, Jung’s ideas on symbols and religion owe much to the intellectual environment provided by Freud. Jung was not as antagonistic toward religion as Freud was; thus, his and Freud’s theories together act as a base for theories of religion and personality.

The remainder of Pals’s book is devoted to considering the significant contributions of Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx, Mircea Eliade, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, and Clifford Geertz. Durkheim and Marx are considered (like Freud) in terms of their explanatory functionalism, stressing society and economics, respectively. Eliade is considered as a distinct departure from the explanatory (reductionist) theories of the social sciences, preferring a more sympathetic and subjective approach. Evans-Pritchard and Geertz are included for their more recent roles in attempting to overcome the division between approaches that are more reductive or less reductive. They are both interested in overcoming the polarization of interpretation versus explanation. Interpretation seeks to understand religion in its own context in a more subjective fashion. Explanation (which is often associated with reductionism) attempts objectivity from a scientific orientation.

All chapters are relatively short and straightforward. Explicit in these selected theorists are both outlines of some speculations on the why and what of religion and its key characteristics. Belief systems, community, ethics, emotions, rituals, and sacredness are key terms that in some cases were originally defined by the above theorists. The difference between the use of the term sacred by Durkheim and Eliade is one such case. Instructors will find this reference useful for summaries of these theories and for the section on the criticisms of each approach. This work is less appropriate for class discussions, but it can be helpful for students who desire more information or work on short research projects. Pals’s book also demonstrates how the study of religion is a mixture of many different approaches.

Many thinkers that Molloy discusses in this chapter are respected for their philosophical stances. Summaries of the contributions and positions of such people as Marx, Freud, Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, and Derrida, as well as the movements such as structuralism, post-structuralism, and post-modernism can be found on respected, well-established philosophical websites such as the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/) and Philosophy Pages, A Dictionary of Philosophical Terms and Names (www.philosophypages.com/dy).

Religious studies have always been informed by many disciplines. Thomas A. Tweed, in his book Crossings and Dwellings: A Theory of Religion (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 2006), advances a theory of religion as geographical. The theory also attempts to make “sense of the religious life of transnational migrants and addressed three themes—movement, relation, and position.” Tweed elevates geographical language to a metaphor, which is a central facet of his approach. Theories are “embodied travels (a line or course of travel; a route), positioned representations (a record or journal of travel, an account of a journey), and proposed routes (a sketch of a proposed route; a plan or scheme of travel).”

Tweed defines religions as the “confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human and superhuman forces to make homes and cross boundaries.” Confluences imply that religions are complex processes, a “flowing together of currents—some enforced as ‘orthodox’ by institutions—traversing multiple fields, where other religions, other transverse confluences, also cross, thereby creating new spiritual streams.” Both confluences and organic-cultural flows reflect an attempt to avoid static essentializing tendencies in theories of religion and the popular trend that only attends to contextualizing, seeing particular manifestations of religion as a construct of cultural-historical forces. Dwelling and crossing are guiding metaphors of his theory. Tweed states that religion is about finding a place and moving across space. Dwelling or homemaking situates people in time and space by orders of magnitude—in their body, their home, their homeland, and the cosmos. Boundaries will contract and expand across cultures and other contexts of meaning. Geographic terms expand further on the idea of dwelling, highlighting three overlapping processes: mapping, building, and inhabiting.

If religions are about being in place, they also concern moving across space. Religions enable adherents to make three specific types of crossings: terrestrial crossings, corporeal crossings, and cosmic crossings. Terrestrial crossings include pilgrimages, missions, social spaces, compelled passages, and constrained crossings. Religions mark shifting economic and social boundaries, and they also prompt crossings that traverse social space. Corporeal crossings confront embodied limits and traverse the life cycle to include one’s birth, one’s rites of passage, and one’s death. Finally, cosmic crossings involve people’s transportations that “can be analyzed according to the horizon they imagine, the space they highlight, and the crossing they propose.”

Tweed is philosophically astute, and he discusses many of the thinkers that Molloy presents for discussion in the first chapter. His development of metaphor fits well with Molloy’s use of sacred arts and symbolism in presenting and understanding religion. A theory of the geography of religion, literal and metaphoric, provides flashes of insight and literary beauty, while Tweed describes religions as “sacroscapes” and invites scholars to “attend to the multiple ways that religious flows have left traces, transforming people and places, the social arena and the natural terrain.”

C. Key words: religion, categories and definitions of religion, religion and emotion

In the article “The Category ‘Religion’ in Recent Publications: A Critical Survey” (Numen 42, no. 3 [1995]: 284–309), the author Russell T. McCutcheon presents an essay on the issues involved in using the term religion. He states, “What counts as religion and, more importantly, who gets to decide? How useful is this category, given its clearly European and largely Christian-influenced heritage? What is the role of the scholar of religion in attempting to determine a normative definition? And what is at stake in the long-standing debate over whether religion is sociopolitically autonomous—in a word, sui generis—or simply a scholarly, taxonomic category used for but one aspect of the continuum of human, historical practices?” After posing these questions, McCutcheon reviews several books and conference proceedings to find answers.

This article is most helpful in its delineations of the different approaches to definition and analysis. Under the section concerning key characteristics, Molloy briefly raises the issue on the use of the term religion, and he suggests a spiritual path as one possible alternative to religion. McCutcheon’s article briefly summarizes the debate on this issue. Since students who attempt to understand the world’s traditions will undoubtedly encounter this issue, instructors can use this article as a summary for the issues and for its relatively current bibliography. Specialists in non-European, non-Christian traditions tend to have the most difficulties with the terminology. It is helpful for students to be aware of the difficulties of translating terms and ideas across linguistic and cultural boundaries. Additionally, the question of “Who gets to decide?” provides a forum for assessing the political nature of scholarly research.

There are extreme views on both ends of this theoretical question. It is helpful to address the use of the term religion so that students can be aware of the provisional nature of its analytical categories. Categories make it easy for students to understand, and they should be emphasized in the broadest terms.
Key issues: All the various attempts at understanding and explaining religious behavior take a position on the category of religion. Some view religion as an autonomous category, an expression of some type of sacred reality that needs interpretation. Others tend to see religion as an artificially constructed research heuristic that is employed to select particular human behaviors for further examination and explanation. Students will encounter both of these perspectives and the various syntheses on these two polarities of analytical thought. By describing the place and orientation of different theories and ideas along this continuum from interpretation to explanation, students can comprehend how religion has been understood and how it could be understood.

The study of emotion has developed rapidly in the past decade among a number of disciplines including the humanities, sciences, and social sciences. The book Religion and Emotion: Approaches and Interpretations, edited by John Corrigan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), is comprised of twelve papers that address emotion in various religions and historical periods. John Corrigan’s 28-page introduction in the book presents a superb review on the emergence of religious studies as an academic field and the critical issues that it continues to wrestle; debates in the study of emotion; emerging themes in recent research on emotion; and, finally, a detailed introduction to each of the twelve essays.
Noteworthy in the introduction of the book are several items such as follows: His simple but nuanced definition of reductionism in religious studies is “a reference to meaning that is lost and gained in the process of explanation.” Corrigan turns to universalist and relativist approaches on the study of emotion along with a summary of five universalist pathways that “decontextualize” emotion, including Charles Darwin’s biological view; language models with roots in Renaissance and Enlightenment thought embraced by linguists and anthropologists; a structuralist approach springing from Durkheim and developed by Victor Turner and others; theological or philosophical perspectives of a foundational sort exemplified by Schleiermacher and Otto; and, finally, the approach of neuroscience, which resonates with Darwin’s legacy.
By contrast, ethnographic studies over the past few decades have generally interpreted emotions as cultural creations, “an aspect of cultural life formed by the navigation of persons through various matrices of social relations . . . the result of a person’s engagement of highly complex social codes.” When embracing historical and cultural context, these theories fall prey to disembodiment if they focus exclusively on cultural embeddedness. Corrigan also discusses the role of emotion in cognition and its relationship to morality and judgment, citing William James, Carl Lange, and contemporary philosopher Robert Solomon.

In chapter one of Corrigan’s book, William A. Christian Jr. investigates religious weeping in Spain during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Christian sees Spanish religious weeping as a learned behavior. The timing and public expression of emotion in tears reflected and reinforced certain theological views and cultural expectations, which produced desired God-pleasing emotional states.

In chapter two of the book, Helene Basu examines how the emotional element in a cult of Black saints in Gujarat forms a resistance to its traditional social hierarchies. She explains how groups of low-status people are transformed to the height of social status through the expression of religious emotion in complex ritual.

In chapter three of the book, JaHyun Kim Haboush presents another challenge to the social order. He shows how the portrayal of emotion in Buddhist-based popular literature in Korea challenges the dominant Confucian worldview, particularly in the elevation of the first-born son and female filiality.

In chapter four of the book, Debora K. Shuger studies Renaissance literature between the year 1500 and the year 1700. She argues that emotion, a key element of religious experience during this period, was linked to knowledge in a pre-modern epistemology. Through their appeal to emotions, the writings opened people to a full apprehension of truth that was otherwise only vaguely sensed, making “what is unseen accessible to both feeling and thought.” Emotion accordingly was fused with argument, morality, and knowledge.

In chapter five of the book, Harvey Whitehouse explores the rites in Malenesian initiation cults that evoke fear and terror among the people who are initiated to the cult. He argues that “extreme emotions and cognitive shocks become intertwined” in the rites, leaving the initiated person with a “flashbulb memory” of the events that continuously shape the person’s religious and political views of the community.

In chapter six of the book, Steven M. Parish presents his study of the Newars of the Kathmandu Valley, maintaining that emotions prepare people to be actors and agents. He states, “I may use emotion concepts without feeling them, but when I feel an emotion I am more completely and powerfully engaged with my world.” Parish favors a middle ground between theories that decontextualize emotion in favor of universal psychological or physiological processes and those that disembody it. He says that the Newars don’t construct judgments based exclusively on their understanding of social norms, but they actually feel the pain of shame or remorse in their moral orientations in their bodies, especially in their hearts.

In chapter seven of the book, Gary L. Ebersole, in a study of the function of ritual weeping, criticizes some researchers who view other people’s tears through the lens of their own cultural assumptions and devalue such events. Instead, he proposes that weeping may have different meanings that are complex and framed both by personal interests and social expectations.

In chapter eight of the book, Paul M. Toomey explores three Krishna bhakti traditions of pilgrims converging at Mount Govardhan. He analyzes how emotion is objectively represented in the ritual of eating. In consuming food, people consume the holy emotion supplied to them by the deity. He shows how variations in the emotions experienced by people are determined by their membership in the different sects of the pilgrims.

In chapter nine of the book, June McDaniel, in an analysis of language and metaphor, explores emotion in the bhakti traditions of Bengal. Intense emotion is viewed as a pathway to God that is very much in contrast to Vedanta, which values wisdom over emotion. Raw emotions are cultivated, disciplined, and refined into an essence that shapes a perfected spiritual self.

In chapter ten of the book, Elliot R. Wolfson discusses Jewish mysticism by exploring extreme emotions in sixteenth-century Kabbalism, specifically the writings of Hayyim Vital. Ecstatic weeping enabled the soul to ascend and obtain special knowledge. Intense emotion was combined with views on gender, the phallus, and further symbols of the eye, sleep, and death in a complex framework.

In chapter 11 of the book, Catherine Peyroux offers an analysis of St. Gertrude’s furor in the context of the world of seventh-century nobility. Gertrude expressed rage when her parents presented her with a prospective husband. This rage revealed her devotion to Christ, her only true husband, and her realization that she would be liable to the charge of adultery should she agree to the arranged marriage. Thus, emotion embodied her religious identity as the bride of Christ, her emerging authority as a spiritual leader, and her grasp of the socioemotional codes of the Frankish aristocracy.

Finally, in chapter 12 of the book, Charlotte E. Hardman considers the interconnected world of the Lohorung Rai in Nepal, with no sharp boundaries between the past and the present and the natural and the supernatural, in which emotions such as the anger of powerful ancestor spirits, the sammang, are experienced by the people. The ancestors’ anger can result from a person’s transgression of social codes for behavior, and it can be experienced as physical pain or an unfortunate event, such as a landslide. Hardman maintains that emotion is a key to understanding Lohorung conceptualizations of morality, the self, and the superhuman. Her essay adds to the discussions about the embodiment of emotion alongside its construction in culture.

D. Key words: art, religion, material culture

The natural world is often interpreted through symbolism and sacred arts such as masks, paintings or other images, architecture, carvings, chants, dance, and other multisensory methods of interpreting religious experience. One emphasis that students might begin with is that “culture texts” are not always written as alphabetic texts, but they may be written as visual scriptures and other forms of sacred texts. This direction in religious studies incorporates anthropological methodologies with other disciplines of participant observation such as the on-site observation of ceremonial arts and symbols. When first viewed through oral traditions and Asian religions, the approach to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam (discussed in the later parts of the course) may be more culturally based in the methods that students have acquired. Then, examining the arts as sacred texts makes more sense to students as they can appreciate Western traditions in fresh and culturally sophisticated ways, instead of limiting their purviews to the written texts of scholarly European traditions.

Until recently, most introductions to the world religions were entirely in alphabetic texts without pictures. In his article titled “Art, Religion, and Material Culture: Some Reflections on Method” (Journal of the American Academy of Religion 64, no. 3 [Fall, 1996]), John Cort discusses how the “focus on written texts in the study of religion is due . . . in part to the nature of the Euro-American academy itself” (p. 614). He remarks that “even when visual materials are brought into the classroom, most teachers of religion use them to supplement texts, and implicitly or even explicitly view the visual data as secondary to the textual data. Intellectual culture in Euro-American society is, and has been for many centuries, primarily concerned with the explication, interpretation, and furtherance of the written word” (p. 614). Molloy illustrates how the study of religion has turned in a new direction, emphasizing a textuality of culture in the varieties of religious expression through art and social organization.

In her article titled “Material Culture, Understanding, and Meaning: Writing and Picturing” (Journal of the American Academy of Religion 66, no. 4 [Winter, 1998]), Nadine Pence Frantz further explains the methodologies of material culture studies in religion that view how a tradition transmits and adapts as a response to change, making it “a constitutive part of the construction of a culture’s worldview” (p. 793). She develops an excellent way of knowing how to read the symbolism of architecture, dance, song, and other culture texts through one’s body and senses. “The question of representation through material culture becomes one of interpretation, performance, and re-presentation” (p. 794). This essay provides a much needed understanding that cultures are not static or frozen in abstract texts but are dynamically adapting to change and evolving through varieties of human expression and interpretation. This will be a revelation for students who struggle with romanticized or stereotyped perspectives on other cultures, and it will open their eyes to other avenues of discourse through material artifacts and social contexts. The book titled Meditation and Masks, Drums and Dramas Experiential and Participatory Exercises in the Comparative Religions Classroom by G. William Barnard will assist teachers with techniques and exercises on these topics.

Notes on For Fuller Understanding 
1. Explore the insights of Freud or Jung regarding religion, and use those insights to examine the religious tradition with which you are most familiar. How would Freud or Jung understand that religion?

Students’ answers will vary. Freud’s book The Future of an Illusion, which is short yet challenging, is a good introduction to his thought on religion, and it would be useful for this exercise. For an introduction to Jung’s view on religion, students could read an anthology or a theme-oriented selection of his writings on religion (for example, Mandala Symbolism or Four Archetypes). Videos on the lives and thoughts of these two thinkers are also available.

2. Can you add to the list of human needs, given in this chapter, that religion might sometimes fulfill?

Students’ answers will vary. Students are likely to know several people who take one or another religion seriously. One way to approach this task is to have them list such persons under pseudonyms and describe the needs each person’s religion or religious practices fulfills. Another approach is to have students perform a web search on the terms, religion or religious practices. Students are likely to be amazed by the results of their search as they see the various needs that religions can fulfill.

3. Karl Marx argued that religions arise as an escape from poverty and social oppression. Consequently, he thought that when social problems were eliminated, religions would die away. What arguments and examples would you give for and against this position?

Students’ answers will vary. Students can be asked to investigate and consider the cases of religion in different regions of the world where major economic changes have taken place, such as Russia, China, Japan, and Western Europe. Students can also examine the impact of religious figures such as Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and Desmond Tutu, who seem to counter Marx’s critique about religion being the opium of the people during oppression.

4. In this book, architecture and travel is used as ways of studying religions. You might begin to make a list of interesting religious buildings and travel destinations in your area.

Students’ answers will vary. Teachers can be especially helpful in this regard because they will be more familiar with their region than most of their students. They can help students discover, visit, and learn more about significant temples, churches, and sites that are sacred to native religions. Local libraries and reference librarians can also be helpful to students. This exercise would be especially valuable as a group project since each student will bring some knowledge of his or her region.

5. Begin keeping a notebook or a journal of references for each religion that you see in newspapers and on television. What patterns do you see there? What issues recur?

Students’ answers will vary. Newspapers frequently have a regular section on religion in their Saturday editions. On television, religion is often mentioned not only in the news but also in documentaries and travel programs. Religion is more sporadically mentioned in television sitcoms, but it is a valuable topic of investigation.

The lyrics to popular songs and the themes in films should also be investigated for any mention of religion. Some instructors have their students create a scrapbook or chapbook of religiously inspired or tinged texts—from radio advertisements through song lyrics and movie titles. If you do this, you may also want to occasionally provide class time for students to share their personal compilations.

6. Work out a preliminary religion of your own, developing at least the following major categories: beliefs, moral rules, holy days, and sacred places. Please write a descriptive essay about your religion and share it with your classmates.

For beliefs, students can either decide which of the three basic orientations (sacramental, prophetic, or mystical) would be dominant or develop the answers to key questions (Where do we come from? What is our purpose? What is our ultimate destiny? What is the nature of sacred reality? How inclusive or excusive is your religion?). Holy days and sacred places can be integrated into the exposition.

Discussion Starters

1. After one dies,
a. one is dead. This life is all we have; there is no afterlife.

b. there are good reasons for believing that life goes on in some form.

c. reincarnation, experiencing many lifetimes, is a real possibility.

d. sooner or later one faces a divine being who passes judgment and determines whether one spends eternity in heaven or hell.

e. no one knows what happens—it is a great mystery.

2. Ultimately, there is little distinction between being religious or spiritual.

a. Agree

b. Disagree
Note: Many people distinguish between the two terms. For our studies, it is important to be clear on the difference between the two terms and its implications.

3. Of crucial importance in the religious life that I might embrace are the ancient texts that reveal the deepest truths about life, the world, and what is ultimate.

a. Agree

b. Disagree
Note: Discuss the place of sacred texts or scriptures in the religious life. Not all religions have a central focus on holy books.

4. If you are religious, the most important thing is to believe the right things and live your life according to moral rules in relation to God.

a. Agree

b. Disagree

c. I am not religious.

5. If you are religious, the sacred is best experienced during communal celebrations while participating in tried-and-true patterns of worship or ceremonies.

a. Agree

b. Disagree

c. I am not religious.

6. If you are religious, the most important thing is to be present with or merge with a higher power or reality.

a. Agree

b. Disagree

c. I am not religious.

Video Resources

The descriptions of these videos are drawn from their companies’ brochures and websites.

The World Within: C.G. Jung in His Own Words (2008, 62 minutes) [Kino Video]
This video takes a fascinating look at the philosophy and personal life of Carl Gustav Jung. It offers a glimpse into Jung’s The Red Book, in which he recorded images from his unconscious. In the video, Jung discusses his work on dreams, archetypal figures, ritual, and fantasy.

The Forbidden Goddess (1993, 26 minutes) [Films Media Group]
This video explores how Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike have for millennia believed in a solitary male God known by his Hebrew name, Yahweh. It shows that the recent work in the heart of the Holy Land reveals a different story: one of a dual partnership between Yahweh and his wife, the Canaanite goddess Asherah.

Joseph Campbell: The Hero’s Journey (2007, 57 minutes) [Acorn Media]
The video shows a portrait of Joseph Campbell, who is best known for the book series The Power of Myth that he wrote with Bill Moyers. In this video, Campbell is shown to be on his own personal quest as he talks about his boyhood interest in American Indians, which led him to understand that myths were more than fanciful tales. When he studied Hinduism and Buddhism as a young man, read the story of Ulysses, and was introduced to the work of Carl Jung, he formulated his belief that myths are symbolic stories alive with meaning to guide people. Campbell is also seen teaching classes, where one gets to watch the master storyteller at work. Full of ideas to live by, this is an engaging, thoughtful, lively biography of Campbell.

Jung on Film (1990, 77 minutes) [Public Media Video]
This video shows Dr. Richard I. Evans (who was a nominee for the Presidential Medal of Freedom) interviewing Carl Jung. In the video, Jung describes his collaboration with Sigmund Freud, the insights he obtained from listening to his patients narrate their dreams, and the turns his own life has taken. This video gives viewers a rare glimpse into Jung’s life and career of this important historical figure.

Who Am I, Why Am I Here? (1996, 58 minutes) [New York, NY: Wellspring Media]
In this public television special, Thomas Moore, the best-selling author of the books Care of the Soul and Soul Mates, shows how the great spiritual traditions try to answer timeless questions such as “Who am I?” and “Why am I here?”
C.G. Jung: Wisdom of the Dream (2013, 3-part video series, 159 minutes) [Kultur]
This is a three-part video series on the dreams and the unconscious in the life and work of Carl Jung. This video is a wonderful introduction to Jung and also offers a new depth of understanding to those who are familiar with his work. This video also shows interviews with Jung’s followers who illuminate his user-friendly psychological approach to life. Wisdom of the Dream video series captures the essential spirit of Jung, a gentle man who was a psychiatrist, a scholar, a painter, and a traveler, but above all a healer and a dreamer. This video won the gold medal at the 1989 New York International Film and TV Festival.

The Wisdom of Faith with Huston Smith: A Bill Moyers Special (2004, 5-part video series, 58 minutes each) [Films Media Group]
This is a five-part video series. In the first four videos, Huston Smith discusses his experiences with Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, Christianity, and Judaism with Bill Moyers. In the final video, Smith explains his philosophy of religion, which originated from his knowledge and his faith. He also demonstrates how all “wisdom traditions” share some common fundamental truths.
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