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AH-RELI203, Wisdom of the East: The religious traditions of Asia, Fall 2019 

Class times: Monday 11.00; Thursday 11.00  
 
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) Prerequisite for this course:  
-Any course in the religion track.  
or:  
-Any course in the philosophy track  
or: 
Religion and modernization 
or: 
- World Religions taken in the same semester as Wisdom of the East 
or:  
-By permission of the instructor 
 

b) This course serves as prerequisite for: all 200 and 300 level religion courses 
 

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 
 
In this comprehensive introduction we will survey the history, core ideas and practices of 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Daoism. Because all of the traditions discussed in this course are 
highly philosophical in nature, the course will appeal strongly to students interested in 
philosophy (particularly ethics, metaphysics and the philosophy of mind). Students interested in 
psychology will also find many dominant themes in the course of great interest, as particularly 
Buddhism has a refined outlook on psychological issues (for this reason, Buddhist ideas and 
techniques are increasingly used in therapy nowadays). Apart from theoretical knowledge, 
students will also gain experience of the practical dimension of both Hinduism and Buddhism, as 
the course will contain workshops on both Yoga and Meditation. Throughout the course, the 
emphasis will be very much on how you can apply the ideas and practices of these traditions to 
your own life. 
 
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 
Reading assignments will come primarily from the following three books:  
The Indian way (first edition), by John M. Koller (Macmillan, 1982).There is a more recent 
version in print but this is way too expensive – the first edition serves nicely.  
The Antidote: Happiness for people who can’t stand positive thinking, Oliver Burkeman (Canongate, 
2012) 
What is Tao? by Alan Watts (New World Library, 2000) 
 
For some classes we will also a handout – these will be provided digitally on Moodle in the 
‘downloads’ section. 
 
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 study questions about the reading will 
be provided on Moodle beforehand. You can download the study question assignments 
in the ‘downloads’ section on Moodle. Classes will also contain group exercises, 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 a hard-copy 
version to class with their answers to the study questions (printed and handwritten are 
both fine). If you wrote out the study questions on a computer, you can also bring a 
laptop. 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  
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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. You can miss a total of two study questions 
without a valid reason; no questions asked. Missing a study question assignment over the 
allowed two without a valid reason will lead to a -5% deduction to your participation 
grade for each missed assignment over the allowed two. 

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 
grade per missed class (of course this rule doesn’t apply if you inform me about a valid 
reason beforehand). I’d also like to urge all of you to arrive for class on time. Arriving 
late when class has already started is disturbing, both for me and for your fellow 
students. If you are ill or have another valid reason for missing class, you must 
communicate this to me before class – this is especially crucial when it comes to exams. 
Missing more than six classes will result in an automatic fail (as per the new UCR rules 
and regulations). 

 
 
VI. Assessment 
 
• Class Participation      15%   
• First exam        25% 
• Second exam        25% 
• First writing assignment     10% 
• Second writing assignment     25% 
 
 
 
Comments on the above: 
 
-The exam questions will be based on the study questions which we will discuss in class, which 
therefore give a good overview of the level of difficulty of the exam and the topics which are 
most important. 
-During the semester you will have to hand in two writing assignments. The descriptions of the 
assignments can be found on Moodle in the ‘writing assignments’ section. You can also find a 
small research library here, which contains some digital reference books relevant to the 
assignments. 
- This will be a highly interactive course, and I will look critically at the way you participate in 
class. Group discussions based on the reading questions will form the backbone of most classes, 
so it's important that everyone participates in these in order to make the course a success. 
When assessing your participation grade, I will look predominantly at your willingness to 
participate in discussions, and my impression of how well prepared you came to class. 
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VII. Course schedule  
 
Week 1 26-08 Introduction  
 29-08 Intro to Indian traditions Koller chapter 1 + 

Handout 1 (Vedas) 
Week 2 02-09 Vedas 1 Koller chapter 2 
 
 

05-09 Vedas 2 Koller chapter 3 

Week 3 09-09 The Hindu way of life Koller chapter 4 
 12-09 The Upanishads Koller chapter 5 
Week 4 16-09 Buddhism 1  Koller chapter 7 + 

Handout 2 
 19-09 Introduction to The 

Antidote by Burkeman. 
Burkeman chapter 1 

Week 5 23-09 Buddhism 2 (Comparison 
to Stoic philosophy) 

Burkeman chapters 2 
and 3 

 26-09 Buddhism 3 (Anatman or 
'no self' concept) 

Burkeman chapter 5 

Week 6 30-09 Buddhism 4 (Zen) Handout 3 + 
Campbell chapter 7 
('Zen') + Herrigel 
chapters 3-5 

 03-10 Meditation Preparation: 
complete writing 
assignment 1 
(description on 
Moodle; contains 
required reading). 

Week 7 07-10 Revision   
 10-10 Exam  
  Mid-term break  
Week 8 21-10 Yoga workshop  
 24-10 Yoga philosophy Koller chapter 8 
Week 9 28-10 Bhagavad Gita Koller chapter 9 
 31-10  No class - moderation  
Week 10 04-11 Devotional Hinduism Koller chapter 10 + 

11 
 07-11 Daoism 1 Watts part 1 ('The 

way of the Tao') 
Week 11 11-11 Daoism 2 Watts part 2 ('The 

gentle way') 
 14-11 Daoism 3 Zen 
Week 12 18-11 Individual meetings about 

writing assignment 2 
 

 21-11 Individual meetings about  
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writing assignment 2 
Week 13 25-11  Revision   
 28-11 Exam 2  
Week 14 02-12 Work on writing 

assignment 
 

 05-12 Work on writing 
assignment 

 

Week 15 09-12 Work on writing 
assignment 

 

 12-12 Work on writing 
assignment 

 

 13-12 Hand in writing assignment 
2 at 16.00 at reception 
desk; also submit on 
Moodle 

 

 
 
 
VIII. Student learning outcomes (SLO) 
At the end of this course the student: 
 
SLO 1: Is familiar with key texts and concepts; 
SLO 2: Has an understanding of the philosophical outlook or ‘worldview’ behind each of the 
traditions studied; 
SLO 3: Understands both the historical processes that have shaped the traditions and the way 
the traditions are related to each other in terms of historical influence; 
SLO 4: Can relate the traditions to each other in terms of key similarities and/or differences. 
SLO 5: Can apply the main concepts and ideas in a creative and critical manner 
 
Period Teaching activities Student is able to do 
Week 1-15 Lectures SLO 1-4 
Week 1-15 Group discussions SLO 1-4 
Week 8; Week 
15 

Writing assignments SLO 5 

 


