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Course Outline
Our goal in this course is twofold: to understand the social con​struction or social sources of religion as well as its social significance to people and society. We will also​​ examine the social organization of religion over time in different societies. As sociologists, we are concerned with how culture, society,  social structure and religion mutually influence each other.  Since this is a sociology course, a distinction will be made between the socio​logical and theo​logical approach to religion, god, the sacred, and church or​ganization.

We will look at "the religious experience" of human beings independently of the supernatural or transcendental reference point in which it is as​sumed to be grounded or found. For us, religious behavior appears in the real and empirical world, and like all social phenomenon can be examined sociologically.

As sociologists, we are concerned with the effects of "sacred be​liefs" on the daily behavior of people rather than the truth content of any religious belief system.  We will begin by  establishing  the prop​er sociological approach to the study of so-called "religious phen​omena," as they appear and affect the actions of human beings. Then a sociological definition of religion will be given historically, that is, traced over time. In other words, we will examine what  the great thinkers have said about religion.  There will be a consideration of what relig​ion is, how it functions in different societies, why it is a human activity, and how it becomes shaped and informed by human activity and need.  The focus here will be on how knowledge and views of the sacred are influenced by societal arrangements and how society and culture have affected religious ideas, beliefs, and behaviors. 

To achieve the broadest understanding of religion, we will do both a functionalist and Marxist critique of how religion operates in the real world.  These insights will then be compared to the theo​logical explanation and to feminist perspectives on the sacred and organized religion. The concern here is on the interplay of religious ideas, cultural values, and psychological states on personal behavior and beliefs.  For example, we can look at the way religion affects how sexual activity is perceived and constructed in different cultures, how religion affects the way marriage and family life is defined, the rela​tionship of religious ideas to behavior and mental and physical health, and the role of religion in the AIDS epidemic. In effect, this means looking at the political nature and role of religion.

Examining the political and economic relationship of religion to society is a complex undertaking requiring the understanding of certain key sociological concepts such as "religion," "the relig​ious experience," "church," "sect," "this worldly," "other-world​ly," "the sac​red," and "healing." This will be examined in the lectures and are indicated throughout the read​ings indicated below.

Term Project Requirements:
Students are expected to familiarize themselves with the literature in the sociology of religion and in the following two journals which are dedicated to religion: Sociological Analysis, (now called  The Sociology of Religion) and The Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion.   The New York Times  also has a column on Religion which is regularly published, mainly on Saturday.

Project I: Topical Question
The following project should be done throughout the semester and is geared to help you understand how religion is socially rooted. We want to relate religion to some social issue or social characteristic. For example, how do political beliefs vary by religions? How does social class influence religious affiliation, practice and/or beliefs? Images of God or the Sacred and Authoritarianism or Open Mindedness? Religion or Religious Imagery and Attitudes about Abortion, Civil Disobedience, or the Death Penalty.  Religion and Economic Prosperity, Religion and Social Structure, etc. You can look at the phenomenon of conversions, that is, changing faiths. For example, the rise of the Nation of Islam, the charismatic movement, the growth of Islam in the United States. Or you may be interested in sects or cults and the characteristics of people who join these movements

We can do this by selecting some American religion, denomination, cult, or sect or some non-American or non-Western religion, like Islam, Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism. I strongly recommend a cross cultural perspective. This approach will help us relativize the absoluteness of religious beliefs. 

Step I:
Select a religion or denomination that you would like to know more about and then select a topic that you would be interested in studying in that religion. Say attitudes about the afterlife, beliefs about capital punishment or how certain religious beliefs affect the way we work and how we value money. 

Given the events of 9/11  you may be interested in Islam or religious nationalism and patriotism. Perhaps you can compare and contrast some religious idea (salvation, sin, afterlife, heaven, hell, justice, etc) across religions. Or even examine how social structure and cultural values intersect with religion. For example, competition and hierarchy and religious imagery

Perhaps you are interested in the rise of religious fundamentalism throughout the world or here in the USA. You may want to study why liberal Christian religions in the USA declined somewhat during the past decade, but now seem to be on the rebound.  Your topical possibilities are endless.

Step II:
Create a  bibliography, preferably articles from journals dealing with the sociology of religion (see above listing) or books on the topic. Do a search of the literature. Give me the full citation and select two articles from the list that you will compare and contrast.

Go to the world wide web (WWW) and find or search out some sites that are related to your topic. At least 5 and summarize the most important information or points that you learned from these sites.  

To prove that religious beliefs  or practices are not individualistically determined, we will search the web for appropriate data and look at some statistics available about religious attitudes in Microcase.

Required Texts
:

McGuire, Meredith

1997
Religion: The Social Context. Belmont, California: Wadsworth



Monahan, Mirola and Emrson.

 
2001   Sociology of Religion: A Reader. New Jersey: Prentice Hall

The following articles are also on reserve and are required:

Glock, Charles Y.

    1973     "Images of God," Images of Man, and the Organization of Society," in Religion in

                 Sociological Perspective: Essays in the Empirical Study of Religion.  Edited by

                 Charles Glock. Belmont: Wadsworth Publ. Pp. 297-311.

Mumford, Lewis

    1973     "Axial Man," in O'Dea's Readings in the Sociology of Religion.  Englewood Cliffs:

                 Prentice-Hall.

Stark, Werner

    1965     "The Routinization of Charisma: A Consideration of Catholicism," Sociological                             Analysis. Vol.26:4. Winter.

Durkheim, Emile

    1926    "Piacular Rites and the Ambiguity of the Notion of  Sacredness," in Religion, Culture,                    and Society. Edited by Louis Schneider. New York: John Wiley, pp. 91-109.

Greeley, Andrew

    1989      "Protestant and Catholic: Is the Analogical Imagination Distinct?" American                                Sociological     Review. Vol.54:4 (Aug​ust) Pp, 485-502.

Ebaugh, Helen Rose

   1992      "The Revitalization Movement in the Catholic Church: The Institutional Dilemma of                    Power," Sociological Analysis. Vol. 52. # 1 (Spring), pp. 1-13.


Course Expectations
Students are expected to attend all classes (unless excused by the professor).  Participation in class is expected and students are encouraged to seek out and contribute news items of special interest to the class either in the form of news reports, films, or other readings. All assignments must be done on time, unless an extension is granted by the professor.

In addition to the Projects indicated above, students are expected to participate in Discussion Groups via Blackboard throughout the semester. They are venues for students to raise and answer questions. Occasionally, I will put my two sense in, but basically you should be exchanging your opinions with your classmates on any issue relative to the course subject matter that interests you. You may want to discuss, for example, some cult practice you heard about or some stand taken by SHU on some student issue/question that may challenge traditional Catholic thought. 

Students are expected to make at least two contributions each (pose a question or a response to someone else's query) to the discussion groups.

Students should monitor their behavior at all times, avoid talking and whispering and any other, disruptive behavior. All students are expected to work alone on their projects except in cases permitted by the instructor. It is dishonest and unfair to represent another's work as your own or to use sources as your own without giving due credit.  Doing so constitutes a serious breach of academic process, normally resulting in course failure and dismissal from the university. 

GRADING: There will be three examinations in class as well as occasional e-mail questioning on themes just discussed in class that reflect readings and class discussions.  You grade will scored  accordingly, but I reserve to myself discretionary assessments based on your participation, behavior,  interest, quality of interaction, and general demeanor.  You cannot cut regularly and expect a good grade.  We can disagree on everything and you can get a good grade.  But opinion carries no value. 

Your term project will be about 25% of the grade and the 65% will come from official exams and the remainder is discretionary.You are welcomed and encouraged to e-mail me and each other regarding any topical item in the class and anything else you deem important and relevant.

Some important and useful Web Sites:

Sociology of Religion: Max Weber

http://www.ne.jp/asahi/moriyuki/abukuma/weber/society/socio_relig/socio_relig_frame.html
Religious pluralism and Tolerance

http://www.religioustolerance.org/
Comparative Religions

http://www.pscw.uva.nl/sociosite/TOPICS/Religion.html
American Sociological Association Section on Soc. of Religion

http://www.asanet.org/section34/
Religion Sites

http://www.abacon.com/sociology/soclinks/religion.html
Institute for the Study of American Religion

http://www.americanreligion.org/
On Line articles in the Sociology of Religion

http://hirr.hartsem.edu/sociology/sociology_online_articles.html#D
On line sites on Islam

http://islam101.com/dawah/true_religion.htm

http://islam101.com/dawah/02_concept_God.html

http://islam101.com/right/hrM1.htm
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