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RELI 100 The Human Religious Experience 
 
Spring 2024 
Mon and Wed 10:30 – 11:45 am 
Instructor: Prof. Alexandria Frisch 
Office Hours in Horizon 3117: Mon and Weds 12:00-1:00 pm and by appointment  
Email: afrisch@gmu.edu (please allow 24 hours for a response) 
 
Course Description 
 
This course introduces the study of religion as a critical, academic discipline. This 
course examines main forms of religious expression as embodied in several important 
religious traditions throughout history and in the contemporary world. Through an 
exploration of various religious traditions and practices students will gain a critical 
vocabulary to think about and discuss religion. Specific topics include myth and ritual; 
teachings and scripture; ethical, social, and artistic aspects of religion; and nature and 
function of religion in human society.  
 
A Note about our Religious Studies Approach 
 
In this course you will be graded on HOW you think, not WHAT you think. In other 
words, your beliefs, opinions and positions don’t affect your grade. You earn your 
course grade by demonstrating how well you’ve understood course materials and by 
applying and building upon concepts central to the study of religion. This course, 
however, might challenge your assumptions. You should feel free to speak from your 
own experiences and understandings of the issues, and assume that each member of 
our class operates from their own best intentions. As scholars of religion, it is not our job 
to evaluate the truth or validity of any tradition. We only scrutinize the evidence we 
have, so we might position that tradition’s beliefs, practices, teachings, and products in 
the broader context of religion and culture. 
 
Learning Objectives  
 
This course fulfills the Mason Core of Global Understanding and its following learning 
objectives: 

1. Identify and articulate one’s own values and how those values influence their 
interactions and relationships with others, both locally and globally. 

2. Demonstrate understanding of how the patterns and processes of globalization 
make visible the interconnections and differences among and within 
contemporary global societies. 

3. Demonstrate the development of intercultural competencies. 

More specifically, the course will help students to: 
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1. Understand and remember key concepts and theories in the academic study of 
religion. 

2. Understand that religions are diverse, change over time, and are embedded in all 
dimensions of human experience. 

Class Texts 
 

- Malory Nye, Religion: The Basics (New York: Routledge, 2008) 
- All other materials will be available on Blackboard 

 
Course Assignments and Grading 
 
Class participation      15% 
Reading Responses (20)     20% 
Religion as Relevant Presentation   10% 
Your Choice of Experience Reflection   15% 
Exam        20% 
Paper        20%

 
1. Class Engagement –  

a. Reading – you must do the reading prior to participating. It is very obvious 
when students haven’t done the reading (like the time I taught Medea and 
students didn’t know she killed her kids – sorry! Spoiler alert). Reading 
assignments should be completed by the corresponding class date. 

b. Please bring readings with you to class 
c. Participation – is a key component of the learning experience. A lot of class 

time involves discussion, so I want to hear your contributions. Attendance 
will be factored into participation, since you can’t participate if you’re 
not there! 

 
2. Reading Responses – You will be responsible for 20 short (limited to 100 words) 

writing assignments for your readings. I will give you a prompts ahead of time and 
they must be turned in on Blackboard by the beginning of class. You are responsible 
for doing 20 over the course of the semester. They will be graded based on 1) 
writing style (are you using correct grammar? Being concise?) and 2) content (have 
you understood the question and given an insightful and coherent answer based on 
the text?)  
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3. Exam –The purpose of this exam is to ensure that you complete all the readings and 
take notes in class as well as to give you the opportunity to synthesize and reflect on 
all of the material that we have covered throughout the semester. Given online 
during class time on Monday, April 22nd.  

 
4. Religion is Relevant Presentation – Social media, the internet, and news is all 

around us, connects us globally, and, whether you realize it or not, much of it 
intersects with religion. While some of the topics we will be discussing might seem 
“antiquated” and “irrelevant” in the modern context, you will see that they are very 
much still a part of our contemporary conversations and actually affect public policy, 
discourse, international relations, global health, national conflicts and more. You will 
choose one class for which you are responsible for finding ONE piece of content 
based on the class topic that you can share with the class at the end of that class 
period for approximately 5-7 minutes (for example, news article, social media post, 
blog, vlog, meme, podcast clip). 

 
5. Your Choice of an Experience Reflection – Religious experiences, life, ritual and 

education can take many different forms. You will choose what you want to do. This 
could be a religious event on campus, a museum or art exhibit on religion, cooking a 
religious food or a lecture by a religious studies scholar. You must email me or 
discuss with me your choice before you do it. Further instructions will be given about 
how to write the reflection. 

 
6. Final Paper/project – You will be responsible for writing one final paper/project. 

Instructions to follow. Due: end of day, Sunday, May 5th. 
 
Class Policies 
 
Technology: Regarding electronic devices (such as laptops, cell phones, etc.), please 
be respectful of your peers and your instructor and do not engage in activities that are 
unrelated to class. Such disruptions show a lack of professionalism and may affect your 
participation grade.  
 
Policy on late assignments:  Please make every effort to contact me if you think your 
work will not be submitted on time. Unexcused late work will be accepted at my 
discretion and, if accepted, will result in a lowered grade. 
 
Honor Code: All George Mason University students have agreed to abide by the letter 
and the spirit of the Honor Code.  You can find a copy of the Honor Code at 
academicintegrity.gmu.edu. All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the 
Honor Committee for review. Instances of plagiarism will receive a strict penalty, which 
includes the possibility of a grade of “F” for the course. Plagiarism consists of presenting 
the writing, research, or analysis of others as one’s own. It applies not only to the lifting 
of the verbatim text of another author’s work without quotation marks and accurate 
citation, but also to the taking of specific information, analysis or opinions―even if not in 
the exact words of the author him/herself―and presenting them without citation in one’s 
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own paper. This applies both to material in printed format and to material found on 
internet sites. Any instance of outright plagiarism, as described above, or cheating on 
an exam will be reported to the Honor Council.  
 
Any text generated by an artificial intelligence (AI) text-generation tool (such as 
ChatGPT) is not accepted in this class as “the student’s own work,” and so will be 
considered similarly to text published on paper or online or text composed or 
significantly edited/altered by another person. The use of such text without proper 
attribution is a violation of academic integrity.  
 
Disability Services: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic 
accommodations, please see the professor and contact the Office of Disability Services 
(ODS) at 993-2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. 
http://ods.gmu.edu 

Inclusion Statement: in class, we will work to create an environment that lets everyone 
feel safe, welcome, and respected. We place great importance on considering the 
mindset and values of the ancient world but that is not an endorsement of that mindset 
and those values. Your participation is valuable, as is that of your peers. Please let that 
inform your behavior. 

Religious Observances: If a class session or due date conflicts with your religious 
holidays, please notify me so we can make alternative arrangements. Look over the 
schedule carefully now and let me know if this is the case at least two weeks prior. 
https://ulife.gmu.edu/religious-holiday-calendar/ 
 

Course Schedule 
 

Date Topic Reading 

Weds, Jan 17 Introduction  

Mon, 
Jan 22 

Why Study 
Religion? 

(BB) Religion for Breakfast, “What is the Difference Between 
Theology and Religious Studies?” 
(BB) Malory Nye, “I Don’t Study Religion: So What Am I Doing 
in the Study of Religion?” 
 

Weds, 
Jan 24 

What is 
Religion? 

Nye, “Religion: Some Basics” 

Mon, Jan 29 Culture Nye, “Culture” 

Weds, 
Jan 31 

Culture  (BB) Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) “Of Cannibals” (1580) 
From The Complete Essays of Montaigne 
(Stanford U. Press, 1958) trans. Donald Frame 

 

Mon, Feb 5 Ritual Nye, “Ritual” 

http://ods.gmu.edu/
https://ulife.gmu.edu/religious-holiday-calendar/
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Weds, Feb 7 Ritual (BB) Leviticus 1-9 

Mon, Feb 12 Belief Nye, “Belief” 

Weds, Feb 14 Belief  (BB) Selections from Augustine, Confessions  

Mon, Feb 19 Texts Nye, “Texts” 

Weds, Feb 21 
 

Texts (BB) Excerpts from Bible, New Testament, Talmud and Qu’ran 

Mon, Feb 26 
 

Power Nye, “Power” 

Weds, Feb 28 Power (BB) Excerpts from Mencius and Confucius 

Mon, March 
11 

Space/Place (BB) Thomas Tweed, “Space” 
(BB) Jeremy F. Walton, “Space, Place” 

Weds, March 
13 

Space/Place (BB) Deloria, Jr., Vine. God Is Red. Golden, CO: Fulcrum 
Publishing, 2003. 
(BB) Neihardt, John G. Black Elk Speaks. Lincoln, NE. 
University of Nebraska Press, 2014 

Mon, March 
18 
 

Bodies (BB) Sarah Imhoff, “Body” 
(BB) Angela Zito, “Body” 

Weds, March 
20 
 

Bodies (BB) Excerpts from the Bhagavad Gita 

Mon, March 
25 
 

Race (BB) Moustafa Byoumi, “Racing Religion” 
(BB) Excerpts from Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and 
Me 

Weds, March 
27 

Race (BB) Malory Nye, “Race and the Study of Religion” 
(BB) Genesis 1-3 

Mon, April 1 
 

Gender and 
Sexuality 

(BB) Carly Daniel-Hughes and Donald L. Boisvert, 
“Introduction” from The Bloomsbury Reader in Religion, 
Sexuality, and Gender 

Weds, April 3 Gender and 
Sexuality 

(BB) The Book of Ruth  

Mon, April 8 (Dis)ability (BB) Listen to Keeping It 101, “So Glad You Asked! About 
Religion and Disability” 

Weds, April 
10 

(Dis)ability (BB) Yiddish Stories 

Mon, April 15 Objects and 
Feeling 

(BB) Rebecca Moody, “Sensing Eid al Kabir’s Tactile, Viscous 
Stickiness: Affect, Embodiment and Material Religion” 

 

Weds, April 
17 

Objects and 
Feeling 

(BB) S. Brent Plate, “1/2” 
 

Mon, April 22 No Class 
(Passover) 

 (ONLINE EXAM DURING CLASS TIME) 



6 

 

Weds, April 
24  

Innovation, 
Media, 
Technology 

(BB) Kelly Hayes, “Intergalactic Space-Time Travelers: 
Envisioning Globalization in Brazil’s Valley of the Dawn” 

Mon, April 29 Innovation, 
Media, 
Technology 

(BB) Adam Possamai, “Yoda Goes to Glastonbury: An 
Introduction to Hyper Real Religions” 

 


