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[AH-RELI102, World Religions] 
 

[Fall 2019] 
 

Class times: Tuesday 11.00, Friday 08.45 
 

Instructor: Dr. R. Rensma 
Email: r.rensma@ucr.nl 
Office no. & location: Franklin 2.07 
Office hours: Wednesday 9.00-11.30 (These are not official office hours but I’m always at 
UCR at these hours and likely to be in my office) 
 
 
I. Track information 

a) Prerequisites for this course: None 
b) This course serves as prerequisite for: Wisdom of the East (200 level), Christian scripture 

and doctrine (200 level), Religion: Ethics and Philosophy (300 level), Philosophies of religion in 
a time of science (300 level)  

c) The following courses from other tracks are popular choices when it comes to 
constructing a minor with religion courses in it: 

 
Name Instructor 
Classical mythology Hochscheid 
From Rome to the 
Renaissance 

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 
 
Apart from a minor with only courses from the religion track, a minor which consists of a 
combination of religion and philosophy courses is also a common concept for a UCR minor - 
any combination of courses from these two tracks will be supported by Dr. Rensma and Dr. 
Aiken. For other suggestions or questions please contact Dr. Rensma.  
 
For further information about the track, including information about Religious Studies master 
programs, please see the track document available on the UCR intranet. 
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II. Course description 
The religious traditions of the world represent a category of life most of us take for granted. 
We are used to being bombarded with news fragments about events related to the major 
world religions, and tend to assume that we understand what we read or hear. Yet few of us 
have taken the time to truly study the religious traditions that have an impact on the events of 
our time. In this course, the student will be introduced to five of the most influential ‘living’ 
religious traditions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism. Where possible we 
will make use of documentary films to highlight core ideas and practices and establish cross-
connections to recent events. 
 
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: Living religions – 8th edition, Mary Pat Fisher (Laurence 
King, 2011), plus digital handouts offered by the instructor on Moodle (in ‘downloads’ 
section). 

b) Recommended books and literature (for essay and presentations): see appendix A & B 
 
V. Course organization and requirements 
We will meet twice a week for two hours each session. Most of the classes will consist of two 
student-led presentations, followed by a lecture, group discussion or documentary. For the 
classes in which there is a reading assignment, handing in a one to two page summary of the 
reading material is compulsory. These can be handed in in hardcopy during class or, if you are 
writing them on a computer, handed in digitally on Moodle (more info on how to do this will 
follow in week 1).  
 
 
 
VI. Assessment 
 

• Class Participation      10% 
• Presentation no. 1      10% 
• Presentation no. 2      10%    
• First exam       20% 
• Second exam       20% 
• Essay outline       5% 
• Research essay      25% 

 
Participation 
This will be a highly interactive course, and the way you participate in class will be part of your 
overall mark through your participation grade. There are several ways you can participate 
during classes: making an effort during group exercises, asking good questions after 
presentations or during lectures, or saying sensible things during group discussions. 
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 Your participation grade will count for 10% of your overall mark. When assessing your 
participation grade, I will also take your summaries and attendance record in mind. My rule of 
thumb for this is this: you can miss three summaries, and one class without a valid reason. If 
you go over these cut-off points, I will make a deduction of 5% for each missed class or 
summary to your mark. So, if you have missed four summaries and one class, you will get minus 
5%; if you have missed three summaries and two classes, also minus 5%; if you have missed four 
summaries and two classes, minus 10%, etc. etc. Of course, if you feel you have a valid reason 
for missing classes or summaries, communicate this to me a.s.a.p and I will see if I can take this 
into account. If you are sick, for example, it’s fine to miss a class and the summary. Finally, I’d 
like to urge all of you to arrive for class on time! Arriving late when there is already a 
presentation going on is disturbing for your fellow students, and doing so repeatedly for no 
good reason will cause me to lower your participation grade. 
 
Presentations 
Each student will be expected to give two presentations (each worth 10% of your final mark). 
The presentations make up a substantial part of the classes, so it is crucial that you make your 
presentation engaging and do a satisfactory amount of background reading so that you can tell 
the rest of the group something that wasn’t in the book. Some guidelines for how to structure 
your presentation can be found on Moodle in the ‘Student Presentations’ section. In this section 
you will also find a document called ‘recommended sources’ with suggestions for different 
places to look for sources. This document has some very useful tips – including a link to a small 
research library I created which contains some very useful encyclopaedias about the religions 
we will study. Please upload the .ppt file of your presentation to Moodle afterwards so I can 
look at your bibliography (the link for this is also in the ‘Student presentations’ section). 
 
Exams 
Two exams will be held throughout the course (20% each). The first exam will deal with 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam; the second exam will be on the material studied after the break 
(primarily Hinduism and Buddhism). 
 
Essay 
At the end of the semester all students are expected to submit a research essay on a topic of 
their choosing. This can be about any topic related to what we discussed in class or read about. 
The essay should require extra research, though – just rehashing something we discussed in 
class would be too easy. 
  The essay should be at least 2500 words (bibligoraphy does not count; there is no maximum 
word-count) and needs to be structured properly, with a clear introduction, middle and 
conclusion. I will also look critically at references and bibliography: it is imperative that these 
meet academic standards. The essay does not have to be argumentative; it can be explorative. It 
should demonstrate that you are able to juggle a wealth of quality academic sources and use 
these to explain your research findings clearly.  

IMPORTANT: More guidelines and some suggested topics can be found in the 
document called ‘How to write your research essay’ on Moodle (in the ‘essay’ section). In this 
section you will also find a document called ‘recommended sources’ with suggestions for 
different places to look for sources. This document has some very useful tips – including a link 
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to a small research library I created which contains some very useful encyclopaedias about the 
religions we will study. Do look at it, it will save you time! 

Before writing your essay you will have an opportunity to meet with me – these 
meetings will take place in week 12. After these meetings (beginning of week 13) every student 
will have to hand in an essay outline. Guidelines for the outline are on Moodle in the essay 
section. 
 
VII. Course schedule  
 

 
Week 1 27-08 Introduction   
 30-08 What is religion? No reading 
Week 2 03-09 Judaism 1 Fisher pp. 239-262 

(until ‘Kabbalah’) 
 
 

06-09  
Judaism 2 

 
Fisher pp. 262-286 
(until 
‘Contemporary’) 

Week 3 10-09 Judaism 3 Handout 1  
 13-09 Judaism 4 Re-read Fisher pp. 

269-273 
Week 4 17-09 Christianity 1 Fisher pp. 298-330 

(until ‘revival’) 
 20-09 Christianity 2 Fisher pp. 330-360 
Week 5 24-09 Christianity 3 Fisher pp. 360-362 

& pp. 368-376 
+ Handout 2 

 27-09 Islam 1 Fisher pp. 381-404 
(until Sunni and 
Shi’a) 

Week 6 01-10 Islam 2 Fisher pp. 404-421 
(until ‘resurgence’);  

 04-10 Islam 3 Fisher pp. 421-436 
Week 7  8-10 Revision   
 11-10 Exam number one  
  Break  
Week 8 22-10 Hinduism 1 Fisher pp. 73-85 + 

Handout 3 
 25-10 Hinduism 2 Fisher pp. 85-97 + 

Handout 4 
Week 9 29-10 Hinduism 3 Fisher pp. 97-118 
 01-11 Moderation  
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Week 10 05-11 Buddhism 1 Fisher pp. 135-148 
+ Handout 5 

 08-11 Buddhism 2 Fisher pp. 148-164 
+ Handout 6 

Week 11 12-11 Buddhism 3 Fisher pp. 164-180 
 15-11 Theorizing about religion Handout 8 
Week 12 18-11 Deadline essay outline – 

submit on Moodle at 
9.00 

 

 19-11 Essay meetings  
 22-11 Essay meetings  
Week 13 26-11 Revision  
 29-11 Exam  
Week 14 03-12 No class – work on your 

essay 
 

 06-12 No class – work on your 
essay 

 

Week 15  10-12 No class - work on your 
essay 

 

 13-12 No class – work on your 
essay 

 

 
 
 
VIII. Student learning outcomes 

 
At the end of this course the student should be able to: 

SLO 1: Outline the main beliefs and practices of the traditions studied; 
 
SLO 2: Understand both the historical processes that have shaped the traditions and the 
way the traditions interact with the modern world; 
 
SLO 3: Relate the traditions to each other in terms of key similarities and/or differences; 
 
SLO 4: Think critically and independently about the – sometimes controversial - topics 
involved, and display a willingness to look beyond his or her own cultural horizon. This 
should be demonstrated in group discussions and presentations, but most of all in the 
compulsory essay. In this essay (and to a lesser extent in their presentations as well) 
students should show that they are able to individually research a topic related to one of 
the traditions discussed during the course and are also able to put forward a clear analytical 
argument based on this research. Writing should be of a high academic standard, as should 
be references and bibliography. 
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Period Teaching activities Student is able to do 
Week 1-15 Student presentations SLO 1 

SLO 2 
SLO 3  

Week 1-15 Lectures SLO 1 
SLO 2 
SLO 3  

Week 1-15 Group discussions SLO 1 
SLO 2 
SLO 3  
SLO 4 

Week 8-15 Work on student paper SLO 1 
SLO 2 
SLO 3  
SLO 4 

 
  

 


