Discussion Questions

What is religious history and sociology? How do we do religious history and sociology? 

Defining Religion:

What is religion? How would you define religion? Are religious definitions rent through with western ideologies? If you had to choose would you choose to take a functionalist or a substantivist perspective on religion? Is religion a hard science or an interpretive science?

Are Star Wars, Star Trek, and Buffy group’s religions? Are political or ideological groups like religions?

Studying Religion:

What methods can we use to study religion? Is there a difference between religion and spirituality? Is religiosity a decent measure of individual spirituality?

Religion as meaning system:

Is religion rational? Is rationality singular or plural? Do humans create their own worlds with their own rationalities? Is the Catholic position on abortion and birth control rational if you accept the reality of the presuppositions upon which such views are founded, namely, Scholastic Theology? 

Religion and the Individual:

Religion, on both the institutional and cultural level socializes one into a host of social and cultural environments—life cycle rituals
Do you want to share your religious experiences with the class? Have you gone through any religious rituals? Baptism? Bar or Bat Mitzvah? Purification rituals in the Ganga/Ganges? Pilgrimage to Mecca?

Have any of you converted from one religion to another? One denomination to another? Have any of you been involved in new religious movements? In New Age movements? In Paganism? In the Occult? In a Star Wars group? 
For those of you who are still believers in the religion you were brought up in do you want to share your experiences of how you came to that faith and why you still believe in it? Has anyone changed religious traditions? Why? Has anyone had a conversion experience? What was it like? How would you describe it? How does religion or some meaning system impact your sense of self? Your view of the world? Your perception of social issues? Your perception of politics? Your perception of economics? Your perception of culture?
Have any of you had what you would call a religious experience? A mystical experience? Can you describe it? Has your religion impacted your politics? Your perception of the economy? Your social activism?

Religion and Identity:

Is religion inherently ethnocentric? Was Yahweh a tribal god who led his chosen people to victory in a holy crusade or jihad against the Canaanites? Is Pesach an ethnocentric celebration celebrating the victory of Yahweh over the Egyptian gods and their representative the Pharaoh? 

Do religions always mark themselves off by distinguishing themselves from others and by seeing themselves as superior to these others?

Typologising Religion:

Church-denomination-sect-cult—Buddhism and Hinduism, Judaism and 
   Christianity, Catholicism and Protestantism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam

Are types of religion abnormal? Can one apply biological and psychological models of physical and mental health to the social and cultural realm?

Demonising Religion:

What do you think of the persecution “radical” religious groups like the Mormons, Shaker, and the Oneida Community faced? Should Americans be allowed to engage in polygamy if they want to?

Were the actions of the federal government at Mount Carmel justifiable? Do academic and intellectual prejudices, caricatures, and stereotypes of new religious movements sometimes lead to tragedy?
Is there a difference between the financial charges Scientologists levy for their auditing sessions and special courses and what psychoanalysts or psychologists charge for their therapies? Is there a difference between Scientology fees and Christian collection baskets and tithing?  When one puts money in the collection basket in a Christian church is one trying to assure one’s salvation? Does Scientology have valid concerns when it comes to psychological and psychiatric categorizations and treatments? Are Scientology’s tales of cosmic wars and Eight Dynamics any “bizarrer” than Christianity’s tales of a God who came to earth to die for humankind’s sins, was killed, was resurrected to life, who returned to heaven to sit on his heavenly throne, and who will, in the future, judge all for the lives they led?

Official versus popular religion:

Are there differences between official versions of religion and popular practices of the same religion?
Civil Religion:

Does America have a civil religion? Does it have its national sacred symbols, rituals, heroes, and pilgrimage sites? Do pluralistic social formations need some sort of civil religion to hold them together?
I now want to turn to a statement made by a former student of mine (yes, he is an RPI student) on RateMyProfessors. This student asserts that Canadians cannot teach American history. Taken to the extreme the logic of this assertion is that only American can teach American history, Canadians, Canadian history, New Zealanders, history, women, women’s history, American women, American women’s history. Well you get the gist I hope. Do you think this is the case?

Our methodologist doesn’t stop here, however. He goes on to say something that reveals where he is coming from. I quote “This guy has about as much use for my country as I have for his.” In other words, for this student American history must reflect his image of what the US is. And his image of the US is? Ethnocentrically driven, of course. I want us to reflect on the prejudices and biases that often underlie the study of virtually anything. But first, I want us to reflect on the aesthetics of nationalism. Can one develop objective or dispassionate criteria that would allow us to say which country or countries are the “best” (best, better, good, bad, evil, cool, looser, are all aesthetic and ethical categories)? If we can, what are these criteria? If not, what does this say about such statements like those of my former students?

For me, of course, it says that bias, prejudice, and ideology are a factor in much social science and humanities analysis. History should not reflect the prejudices of consumers. It must be grounded in the fair and dispassionate analysis of the evidence (and any intelligent human can explore the evidence). That it sometimes isn’t and that some consumers don’t want it to be says much about the human condition.

Religion as defender of the status quo:

Religion as promoter of the status quo
Religion as justifying and legitimating class, wealth gender, ethnicracial variations—the 
    gospel of wealth

Durkheim and religion as society’s worship of itself

Religion as revolutionary:

Radical religious movements and apocalypticism
The gospel of the poor—Anabaptism, Quakerism, liberation theology
Secularisation:
Declining role of religion in broader social contexts—privitisation of religion—decline

   in church membership in Europe

Is secularization a European only phenomenon? Are Fundamentalisms reactions to the rise of the modern Western world? Are their struggles between modernity and tradition in the Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist worlds? Are rational capitalism and globalization undermining national and religious communities, national and local identities, and absolute moral systems? Is religious belief actually declining or are we looking for religiosity in the wrong measures?
Are non-traditional religious groups growing? Are the ties between generations of individuals and religious “denominations declining? Are many in the West religious bricoleurs? If religion has been individualized as religious reorganization theorists claim, is this itself an argument for secularization theory and its claims that religion is being shoved into the private sphere by modernity and that religion has been transformed by increasing individualism?
Sacralisation:

Increase in new religious groups and new age movements—sacralisation of liberalism or
   Conservativism (neo-liberalism as a utopian religious like movement)

Religion and Modernity:
Are strict religious groups like Evangelical and Fundamentalist Christianity and Judaism growing in the American religious environment? Can supply side religious economics tell us about the motivations of believers?
What did you think of this class? What did you like about it? What would you change? What did you think about the book?
