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[Religion: Ethics and Philosophy] 
 

[Spring 2019] 
 

Classroom: F14 
Instructor: Dr. R. Rensma  
Email: r.rensma@ucr.nl 
Office no. & location: Franklin 2.07 
Office hours: Wednesday 9.00-12.00 (I’m always at UCR at these times so you are likely to 
find me in my office; however, if you want to be sure, make an appointment) 
 
 
I. Track information 

a) Prerequisites for this course: any course in the religion track or the philosophy track.  
Alternative prerequisites:  
- SSC 233 Religion and modernization  
- By permission of the instructor. 
 

b) This course serves as a prerequisite for: any other 200 or 300 level religion course 
c) Other courses which are relevant to this course – e.g. as part of a minor:  

 
 

Name Instructor 
Classical mythology Hochscheid 
Introduction to western philosophy Aiken 
Ethics Aiken 
Great philosophers I and II Aiken 
Topics in philosophy I and II Aiken 
Religion and modernization Tak 
All other courses in religion track  
 
Apart from a minor with only courses from the religious studies track, a minor which consists 
of a combination of religion and philosophy courses is a particular favourite among UCR 
students - any combination of courses from these two tracks will be supported by Dr. Rensma 
and Dr. Aiken as a minor. For further information about the religious studies track, please see 
the track document available on the UCR intranet. 
 
II. Course description 
In the 100 and 200 level courses in the religion track the emphasis is on gaining knowledge of 
the core ideas, texts and practices of specific religious traditions. Philosophical debates are 
touched upon - particularly in the 200 level course Wisdom of the East - but they are combined 
with historical and factual perspectives to enhance understanding of the tradition in question. In 
this course, however, several important philosophical questions regarding religion will take 
centre stage. A major area of focus will be the internal debates within the major world religions 
regarding ethical questions. Controversial topics like war, terrorism and gender inequality will 
be addressed, as well as benign contributions such as peace projects, creating a more just 
society, inter-faith dialogue and enhanced personal well-being. Where possible the focus will be 
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on religious figures who have had a strong influence on world politics such as Gandhi, Martin 
Luther King, Thich Nhat Hanh, Malcolm X and Osama Bin Laden. We’ll also look at religion in 
general, and try to make sense of what makes religions turn violent sometimes. Are religions a 
force for evil, a force for good, or a bit of both?    
 
III.  Study Load  
This course earns students four credits (equivalent to 7.5 ECTS). The class meets twice a week 
for two hours.  
 
IV. Course materials 
a) Required books and literature: 

Comparative Religious Ethics, Second edition. Fasching, DeChant and Lantigua (2011, Wiley-
Blackwell) 
Siddharta. Herman Hesse (2008, Penguin Classics) 
+ Digital handouts made available via Moodle 
 

 
V. Course organization and requirements 

a) General format of class meetings:  
To participate properly, careful preparation of the reading assignments is necessary. For 
those classes with a reading assignment, a list with compulsory study questions about 
the reading will be provided on Moodle beforehand – answers to these must be 
submitted on Moodle before class, or handed in in hardcopy if handwritten. In class we 
will discuss the study questions through group exercises, writing exercises and debates. 
Classes will also contain short lectures and excerpts from relevant documentaries.  

b) How to prepare for classes: 
For each class in which there is a reading assignment, students should bring their 
answers to the study questions to class. Printed and handwritten are both fine; you can 
also bring a laptop with the file on it. You can then use this during the group discussions 
to remind yourself of your answers. Your answers can be what is known in pedagogical 
terms as 'exploratory writing' - i.e. it doesn't have to have the same level as polish as an 
essay, and is writing which is intended primarily for yourself. It's a way for you to clarify 
your thinking about the subject matter at hand, but it should be precise enough so that 
you can talk about the topic in class in a way which shows that you’ve given the matter 
enough thought.  

c) Deduction system: 
Handing in the study question answers each class is compulsory. You can either hand 
these in in hardcopy (if you’ve written them out by hand) or if you’ve written them on a 
computer, submit them digitally on Moodle (instructions on how to do this will be 
provided in week 1). You can miss one study question assignment without a valid 
reason. Missing more study question assignments without a valid reason will lead to a 
5% deduction to your participation grade for each study question assignment missed 
over the allowed one. 

d) Rules for missing classes: 
My system for this is as follows: you are allowed to miss one class without a valid 
reason. Everything over this allowed amount will cost you 5% to your participation 
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grade per missed class. If you’re sick and you’ve let me know this via email on time no 
deductions will be applied. If you’re sick you also don’t have to hand in the study 
questions for that class. You don’t have to hand them in later either.  

e) Procedures for communication and use of Moodle: 
The study questions for each class + relevant handouts will be put on Moodle at the 
beginning of the semester.  

f) The exam is based on the readings from the Fasching book and will be scheduled in the 
week before the mid-term break. The questions will be based on the study questions 
and what we discussed in class. Together – i.e. study questions and class discussions –
give you a good impression of what to study for the exam. There will be a revision class 
before the exam during which you can still ask questions about what is unclear to you, 
or topics we did not get round to discussing in class. Please note that we are almost 
never able to discuss the reading material in its entirety during class, nor are we able to 
discuss all the study questions. It’s therefore wise to keep a running list throughout the 
classes with reading assignments on which you write down what you still want to 
discuss during the revision class. 

 
VI. Assessment 
a) The following percentages will together constitute your final grade for the course: 

 
Participation 15 
Exam 25 
Writing assignment I (Siddharta 
reflection paper) 

15 

Writing assignment II (First 
exploration of possible essay topics) 

10 

Essay outline 5 
Presentation 5 
Writing assignment III (Argumentative 
research paper) 
Deadline: last day of semester at 
16.00.  

25 

 100 
  

 
An explanation of these components will be given during class in week 1. Descriptions of the 
writing assignments can be found on Moodle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VII. Course schedule  
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Week 1 28-1 Introduction – no 
reading 

 

 31-1 Introduction to ‘deep 
work’  

Handout 1 
(Bring a laptop) 

Week 2 4-2 The sacred and the holy Fasching chapter 1 

 7-2 The demonic inversion 
of the sacred 

Fasching chapter 2 

Week 3 11-2 The Gilgamesh epic + 
Joseph Campbell 

Fasching pp. 77-84 
+ Fasching chapter 
3 + Handout 2 

 14-2 The ethics of Socratic 
doubt 

Fasching pp. 100-
125 

Week 4 18-2 Hinduism Fasching chapter 5 

 21-2 Buddhism 1 Fasching chapter 6 
part I (pp. 163-182)  
+ Handout 3  

Week 5 25-2 Buddhism 2 Fasching chapter 6 
part II (pp. 182-202) 

 28-2 No class Read Siddharta 

Week 6 4-3 Siddharta Hand in writing 
assignment I 

 7-3 Judaism Fasching chapter 7 

Week 7  11-3 Christianity Fasching chapter 8 
+ Handout 4 

 14-3 Islam Fasching chapter 9  

Week 8 18-3 Revision  

 21-3 Exam  

  break  
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Week 9 1-4 Work on writing 
assignment II 

 

 4-4 Work on writing 
assignment II 

 

Week 10 8-4 How to write an 
argumentative paper + 
discuss writing 
assignment II 

Hand in writing 
assignment II; bring 
laptop to class. 

 11-4 Meetings to discuss essay 
topic ideas 

 

Week 11 15-4 Meetings to discuss essay 
topic ideas 

 

 18-4 Meetings to discuss essay 
topic ideas 

 

Week 12 22-4 No class Easter monday 

 23-4 Hand in essay outline 
(9.00) 

 

 25-4 Meetings to discuss 
problematic outlines 

 

Week 13 29-4 Work on paper  

 2-5 Work on paper  

Week 14 6-5 Presentations  

 9-5 Presentations  

Week 15 13-5 Presentations  

 16-5 Compulsory class: 
Discuss process 
reflection study 
questions + do course 
evaluation. 

Hand in process 
reflection study 
questions (These 
can be found in the 
dropbox folder 
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with all the other 
study questions; the 
access link is in the 
‘downloads’ section 
on Moodle) 

 17-5  Hand in writing 
assignment III 
(16:00) 

 
 
VIII. Student learning outcomes 
At the end of the course the student: 
SLO1: Has an understanding of the outlook on religious ethics of each of the different world 
religions we have studied; 
SLO2: Can relate these different systems of ethics to each other in terms of key similarities 
and/or differences; 
SLO3: Can discuss the theoretical framework we have used to study these ethical ideas 
critically 
SLO4: Can write a 4000 word argumentative research paper about a topic related to religious 
ethics 
SLO5: Has mastered a variety of research tools to streamline the creative process (Evernote, 
Wunderlist, Mendeley)  
SLO6: Can reflect critically on the creative process of writing the research paper and suggest 
areas of improvement. 
 
 
Period Teaching activities Student is able to do 
Period 1 
(Weeks 1- 8) 

Analyzing the outlook on 
ethics of 5 major world 
religions 

SLO 1 
SLO 2 
SLO 3 

Period 2 
(Week 9) 

Discussing writing assignment 
II 

SLO 3 
 

Period 3 
(Week 10) 

Introduction to argumentative 
writing + research tools 

SLO 4 
SLO 5 

Period 4 
(Weeks 14-15) 

Student writes research paper 
+ process reflection paper 

SLO 4 
SLO 5 
SLO 6 

 


