October 19, 2008

CS270: Introduction to Comparative Religion 

Course Rationale
A. CS270 is a literature course that examines significant literary texts within western and eastern religious traditions.  The class analyzes how oral traditions are codified into written texts; how theology is reflected in literary genres such as song, storytelling, epic poetry, and verse; and how the texts reflect the relationship between humans and differing concepts of the sacred.  The literary texts include selections from the Hebrew Bible, New Testament, Upanishads, Bhagavad-Gita, Buddhist Scriptures and the Qur’an.  This literature is central to a complex understanding of religious traditions.  They are also among the most significant literary texts in the world.  They are analyzed for their literary content as well as cultural context.  
B. The class utilizes selections from several anthologies of scripture including Mary Fischer, Living Religions Primary Sources and James Fieser, Scriptures of the Worlds Religions.  These sources provide a breadth of religious literature available within each tradition even if we cannot cover everything in a 10-week course.  In some versions of CS270 (syllabus attached), students have read the entire Bhagavad-Gita or the entirety of the Qur’an.    

C. Students read literary texts to understand the development of theology and doctrine within religious traditions.  For example, the Mahabharata, an epic poem, describes the ideal relationship between humans and the divine.  The story illustrates a central belief and tension within Hinduism regarding karma and a person’s duties as a soldier.  The poem confronts a central theological problem of how humans should interact with the gods and goddesses.  
D&E.  Literature is a broad category and includes many types of important cultural texts that invite differing interpretations, including those that emphasize cultural context.  For instance, not all the courses in the GEC literature category such as Asian philosophy focus specifically on literary interpretation or employ methods of literary criticism when interpreting texts.

F.  Students are required to read the literary texts for each class meeting. As a graded assignment, each student must present one literary text to their section, analyzing its literary style (poetry, narrative, song, verse, parable, etc.), and how it reflects the theology of that particular religious tradition.  This close examination enables students to comprehend literature that is often complicated and unfamiliar.  Class engagement in close textual readings of short but significant excerpts as a group enables students to grasp the relationship of this literature to the religious traditions as a whole.  
G.  An older syllabus that does not incorporate literature is attached.  I have also attached a syllabus that includes literature as the primary texts of the course.
