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THE PLACE of RELIGIOUS 
STUDIES in the LIBERAL ARTS 

CURRICULUM

RELIGION IN THE LIBERAL ARTS: 
REFLECTIONS ON TEACHING

Jonathan Z. Smith

The author delivered this paper on 
October , , in Swift Lecture Hall.

Iam more delighted to be present at this occasion than
any other I can recall in this heavenly hall. A  task

force of the American Academy of Religion (henceforth,
AAR), as part of a larger project on the Arts and Sciences
major, sponsored by the Association of American Colleges
and Universities in collaboration with twelve learned societies
and professional associations, issued A Report to the Profession:
Liberal Learning and the Religion Major,1 arguing that “the
disparity between the undergraduate Department of Religion
and most of the available graduate programs that train its
faculty constitutes the most serious problem that afflicts
the field today.” I am encouraged by the Divinity School’s
commitment to a renewed, sustained attention to matters
of teaching, an attention that augurs well for our corporate
capacity to face and, hopefully, redress this “disparity.” (As
an old University of Chicago College hand, I should note
that I only use the term “undergraduate” when it occurs in
a quotation from someone else. Despite the word’s history,
it smacks too much of the bottom’s role in the missionary
position. So you will need to accustom yourself to the term
“collegiate,” at least for the next forty minutes or so). 

I am pleased, as well, that this occasion is associated with
the name of the Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning in
Theology and Religion. Through its workshops, fellowships,
and journal, Teaching Theology and Religion (which first
appeared in ), it has earned, for itself, the title this Uni-
versity often lays claim to: the Center has become a true
“teacher of teachers.” Its director, Ray Williams, who will
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Much of the “business” of the department in more than  percent of religious studies programs 

is generated by enrollments in largely introductory courses . . .

retire at the close of this academic year, is one of my heroes—
not in the least because he has transformed the desultory
discussions of education that were an embarrassment to the
AAR into something both serious and sustained. With
respect to these matters, Ray has been the consciousness-
raising figure, and the conscience, of our profession. (It
should be a point of institutional pride that nearly fifteen
years ago, one of Ray’s important position papers, “The
New Testament and the Liberal Arts,” appeared in the
Divinity School’s house organ, Criterion [spring ]).

Let me begin with a set of facts drawn from a variety of
current educational reports and surveys, including the new
National Opinion Research Center’s survey for the AAR,
which will be discussed at a Special Topics Forum at the
opening of this year’s Annual Meeting. I intend to use these
facts as a baseline for my remarks this afternoon. I hope
they might serve a similar role for you during this year’s
discussions of educational issues. 

Collegiate programs in the study of religion, within
North American colleges and universities, have a rather
clear profile. Such programs exist in something less than 
percent of what are bureaucratically labeled institutions of
post-secondary education. Their work is usually under-
taken within relatively small departments or combined
programs, with the exception of Catholic institutions, which
tend to have larger staffs—five to six faculty is the average
size. The recent, cruel practice of substituting for regular
faculty appointments non-tenure track hires is, mercifully,
uncommon—except for a long-standing arrangement,
chiefly in smaller institutions, of appointing local clergy as
adjuncts. The relative explosion of new programs in religion
in the s means that, for a substantial number of depart-
ments, their founding faculty are only now in the process
of retiring. Most faculty believe that their programs will
successfully maintain their present size; a far smaller number
predict either expansion or decline. 

If required to choose, the majority of faculty identify
themselves as teachers rather than scholars (although their
publication rate, as compared with other fields, is close to
the norm).

As is the case more generally in the humanities, pro-
grams in the study of religion exhibit a characteristic pattern
of having relatively high course enrollments, but a relatively
low number of majors. As is typical of collegiate majors in
most academic areas, a very small fraction of religious studies
majors goes on to graduate or professional studies in the field.

Both appointments and course offerings reflect the his-
tory of their respective programs, which often grew out of
either church-related curricula or philosophy departments.
Thus, faculty and courses in Bible, Christianity, Philosophy
of Religion, or Ethics predominate. Exposure to “other”
religious traditions, for most students, occurs within the
context of “World Religions” or “Introduction to Religion”
courses. (The division into separate introductions to “Western”
and “Eastern” religions is far less common). What you might
understand as an “Introduction to the Study of Religion”
course is rarer still; it is often reserved for a senior seminar.
This same history is reflected in those areas from which
religious studies faculty draw their “conversation partners,”
a set of relations at times reflected in joint appointments or
team-teaching. Philosophy and history remain strong. (Psy-
chology is equally important in those, largely church-related,
institutions with pastoral concerns). Sociology, anthropology,
and area studies have been, for some time, growing points
of connection. More recently, women’s studies has become
a significant locus for collaborative work. 

Much of the “business” of the department in more than
 percent of religious studies programs is generated by
enrollments in largely introductory courses, which either
fulfill requirements in Bible and/or religion (most commonly
in church-related colleges), or fulfill more general, college-
wide distribution requirements. The latter are organized
either by broad topics reflecting institutional goals—for
example, most recently, diversity requirements; or by the
acquisition of subject-independent skills understood (probably
incorrectly) as being “transferable,” such as writing, often
under the designation of “writing-intensive courses” or
“freshmen seminars.” This privileged category of require-
ment-fulfilling courses guarantees substantial enrollments, the
coin of the realm in justifying appointments and conferring
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status. For this reason, the inclusion or exclusion of such
courses is the chief political concern of any department,
and often the topic of long-lasting battles over “turf.” (The
tension between religious studies and English over teaching
the Bible remains a frequent point of controversy.) As an
unintended consequence, a course that fulfills requirements
may yield a substantial fraction of students in class who
might have otherwise never elected a religious studies offering.
(“Meets at a convenient time” shows up more often in class
evaluations than some of us are prepared to acknowledge—
another indication of a well-known but little-discussed fact
of life in the academy: it is the registrar’s office rather than
the faculty meeting that effectively controls the curriculum,
at least as it relates to student decisions.)

As a not-at-all-irrelevant aside, I should note that, for
you prospective teachers, a prime criterion for your being
hired will be your ability to propose courses specifically tailored
to meet that particular institution’s category of courses that
fulfill these requirements. One size does not fit all! Indeed,
much of the work of the chair, on your behalf your first
year, will be negotiating the inclusion of these courses with
whatever committee is responsible for their certification. For
this reason, in many instances, you will be under considerable
pressure to list your offerings under already approved
course titles—a pressure that often disguises, and at times
discourages, curricular innovation.

This last remark introduced the second element in this
afternoon’s presentation. I work very hard at persuading my
college students that facts become data only for purposes of
argument. So, let me draw some implications from this initial,
synoptic sketch.

Everything I have said thus far points in one direction,
with a number of consequences. The prime focus of thinking
about teaching religion, as with most other subjects taught
in college, cannot be primarily the content and sequencing
of the major program—as important as the content is, and
as poorly as sequencing is often executed. It most certainly
cannot be preparation for graduate studies (the object of
the faculty’s cloning fantasies that are belied by the actual
number of students who elect such a career path). The

preparation goal is often programmatically expressed in
terms of what “they” (the graduate faculty) expect, or what
we (the collegiate faculty) would be embarrassed by when
(the same) “they” find out what our graduates do not know.
Majors and graduate education are not inconsequential foci
(indeed, I have written scores of pages about them); but
they are not what we largely do. As college teachers, our
profession, our primary expertise, is introducing. It is high
time we stopped distancing ourselves from that enterprise
by derogating it as the provision of “service courses.” 

There are two features to the introductory course that
make it interesting. In the majority of cases, it fulfills general
college requirements (as well as serving as a prerequisite for
the major), and it introduces. The former tells us something
about the latter, suggesting one way of answering the question:
What does the introductory course introduce?

The plain fact is that, despite its location in the college
catalog, and despite its personnel, the introductory course,
when it fulfills a general college requirement, is not owned by
the department. It is mandated to serve a larger college-wide
purpose for which the shorthand designation is liberal learning.
To translate this into other language, this means that in
thinking about an “Introduction to Religion” or an “Introduc-
tion to the Bible” course, the prime object of attention cannot 
be religion or the Bible; rather it must be a corporate faculty
agreement as to the common educational project to which
religion or the Bible may be brought as a worthwhile example.
The ways in which religion or the Bible may be taught within
the context of a course that fulfills a general educational
requirement should vary, appropriately, according to the
ways in which the educational enterprise is understood. In
other words, there is nothing self-evident about religion or
the Bible as an object of attention, as a focus of learning, as
an exemplum. The rationale for its choice and the strategies
attending the way in which it is taught are educational and
curricular, not religious or biblical. 

The fact that the majority of students in an introductory
course that fulfills a college requirement will never take
another course in that subject again raises a different set of
questions made sharper by rigid temporal constraints.

As college teachers, our profession, 

our primary expertise, is introducing.
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. . . an introductory course is an exercise in strategic choice, in which 

one must accept responsibility for the consequences of that choice.
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Unlike the expansive model of graduate education (to put
it politely), collegiate education must accomplish whatever
it does in the equivalent of four years, within the boundaries
of a fixed number of courses. For example, each course,
under a quarter system such as practiced at the University
of Chicago, adds up to, at most, twenty-seven hours of
instructional time. A little more than one calendar day may
represent, for a significant number of students, their sole
course of study in a given subject. Given these temporal
constraints, along with the relatively small number of faculty,
and, therefore, the limited areas of so-called expertise, the
notion of coverage, or of some lineal progression, becomes
implausible. (I used to teach the course “Religion in Western
Civilization,” which fulfilled one of the University of
Chicago’s College requirements. Even though it had the
comparative leisure of being a yearlong course, if I had
structured it around a chronological narrative, from antiquity
to modernity, I would have had to move so quickly that if,
on one occasion, a student went to the rest room, she would
be in grave danger of missing the Reformation.) Clearly,
for a college teacher, an introductory course is an exercise
in strategic choice, in which one must accept responsibility
for the consequences of that choice. 

This choice is often blunted by using textbooks or antholo-
gies prepared by others for the introductory course, which
routinely conceal the decisions their authors have made.
The employment of such texts at the introductory level is
a widespread pattern, except in the rare course that is
designed as an introduction to the study of religion, where
reprints and selected readings tend to be the norm. For this
reason, it remains a scandal that, unlike the majority of their
peer professional associations, neither the American Academy
of Religion nor the Society of Biblical Literature reviews
textbooks in their journals. This said, textbooks, by their
very nature, fail at relating the subject matter to the wider
context of liberal learning. In other words, they violate the
principle, already enunciated, that the prime object of
attention in an “Introduction to Religion” or “Introduction
to the Bible” course that serves to fulfill a college-wide
requirement cannot be religion or the Bible. For this reason,

if using a textbook, the faculty member is under an oblig-
ation continually to articulate clearly the connections with
this wider educational purpose, and to exemplify these con-
nections through class presentations, assignments, papers,
or examinations. 

Better yet would be a course designed specifically to fulfill
the particular institution’s corporate agreement as to the
educational purposes of an introduction, with materials
chosen to exemplify these goals (a task made easier, of late,
by electronic reserve). As I have suggested elsewhere:

Attention to matters of choice and responsibility
ought to begin on the first day of class with a discus-
sion of that most primary text, the course syllabus—
a disclosure of the choices made as to its order, the
kinds and genres of the data, the relationships among the
topics, the relative time spent on each item; a discussion
of the options considered and rejected; (and) an
attempt to account for the attendant intellectual benefits
and costs of the various decisions. That is to say, I want
to use the syllabus as the first occasion for reflecting
aloud on choices and consequences. I want to impeach
the apparent self-evidence of the syllabus. . . . It is
important that moments of reprise be scheduled
throughout the course, moments of reflection on the
relative adequacy of the choices made as well as time
available for . . . revisionary proposals once students
are more “in the know.”2

Congruent with such a proposal, I applaud the experiment,
which I hope still continues, of the Department of Religion
at Stanford University that makes the preparation of a course
syllabus, with a detailed public explanation of its design,
accounting for each decision, part of its Ph.D. requirements,
sharing equal weight with the traditional written and oral exam-
inations. Such a requirement ought to be a national norm. 

This notion of course design clearly presumes a set of
views about liberal learning: that it has much to do with
making choices and accepting responsibility, and that it
entails an ethos of enlarging one’s range of possibilities,
while accepting an ethic of taking care. This is what the



introductory course introduces. It does so through the char-
acteristic collegiate attention to communication and argument
—to reading, writing, and speaking; to listening, under-
standing, criticizing, and evaluating; to making connections.
These capacities presuppose that responsible choice is a
relentlessly social activity, the bringing of private percept
and conviction into public discourse.

This is the point at which there is a maximal difference
between the civil enterprise of collegiate education and the
professional one of graduate education. To express this in
personalized language: when my college students make a
discovery they find consequential, I want to celebrate it. I do
not want to tell them, as I must for graduate students train-
ing to be professionals, that everybody knew that already. I
do not want to tell them that it was challenged persuasively in
a Portuguese Festschrift in . In college, we work primarily
at learning together to engage materials held to be, in some
way, exemplary. We are, largely, not responsible for teaching
what a professional needs to know, the history of scholarship,
and the ways in which that history has constructed and
constrained our interpretation of those materials.

For the faculty, such an introductory course can be the
locus in which the oft-cited tension between teaching and
research may find resolution. I, for one, know of no under-
taking that calls forth the full range of a faculty member’s
expertise more than that of making the sort of responsible
choices required by the act of introducing.

Beyond this, there is another sort of intersection
between teaching and research. If what an introductory
course introduces is pursued through activities such as reading
and writing, through attention to matters such as responsible
choice (often linked in the jargon of the trade to “critical
thinking”), then faculty members teaching an “Introduction
to Religion” or an “Introduction to the Bible” course need
to be as informed about research in teaching on topics such
as reading, writing, and the cognitive development of late
adolescents, as they are in research on religion or the Bible.
To speak bluntly, as prospective teachers, you have the same
obligation to learn the literature and the journals of research
on topics relevant to collegiate education as you do for your

field of specialization. Although dated, a useful place to
start might be the educational bibliography in electronic
format prepared, here at the University of Chicago, under
the direction of Frank Reynolds in the early s. Besides,
education journals are easy to locate. They are to be found
in the same general area of the library as the Journal of the
American Academy of Religion (JAAR), which, because of its
history, bears the Library of Congress call number LC ,
denoting “Education/Christian Education/Education under
Church Control.” In the University of Chicago’s Joseph
Regenstein Library, the JAAR is shelved between the volumes
of the Handbook of Christian Higher Education, published
by the Council of Church Boards of Education, and a run of
Yearbooks of the National Council of the Churches of
Christ in the USA, Division of Christian Education.

A different set of consequences derived from the character-
istic pattern in religious studies programs—high course
enrollment, relatively few majors—affects those courses
more closely associated with the major. Responding to student
interests, and, perhaps, hoping to attract new majors (or,
more frequently, minors or double majors, where such options
exist), most programs in religious studies restrict few (if any)
of their courses to majors only. Indeed, governed by the
same economic consideration as their participation in
introductory courses that fulfill college-wide requirements,
programs often work hard at getting a number of their upper-
level courses certified as meeting the same general requirements.
This means few, if any, prerequisites, with the result that
each course in the program functions as an introductory
course. While this often yields a more interestingly diverse
class, from a curricular point of view, a program of such
courses lacks a beginning, middle, and end. Each course
tends to be an entity in itself, uncertain as to how it might
relate to some larger corporate understanding by the
department as to its educational goals.

This problem is exacerbated by a countervailing tendency:
the increasing, and, in my view, healthy practice of programs
in religion encouraging work outside of the program as a
part of the major. This recognizes the fact that religion has
become an important object of study within the wider

In college, we work primarily at learning together to engage materials 

held to be, in some way, exemplary.
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human sciences. The old issues of “ownership,” of “autonomy,”
so important in the formative years of the establishment of
any discipline, no longer apply. Besides, given the relatively
small number of faculty in most collegiate programs in reli-
gious studies (departments of two or three are not uncom-
mon), they need the course offerings of their colleagues in
other fields. 

What, from one vantage point, has been an intellectual
gain, resulting from these two modes of openness (non-
majors in upper-level courses; majors incorporating extra-
departmental courses in their program), has, from the point
of view of coherence, been achieved at a high cost. For
example, in any number of curricula I have reviewed, I can
discern no organizing principle to the requirements of the
major other than a political one: the student is expected to
take at least one course with each member of the department.
This disarray, widespread throughout collegiate programs,
but intensified by the enrollment patterns in religious studies,
has become an urgent item for discussion in conferences,
publications, and national associations devoted to collegiate
learning. There is as much interest today in reforming the
major as there is in that perennial candidate for rectification,
general education.

One of the more fruitful developments in this regard is
a reconsideration of the last course or final exercise. In
many programs, as a consequence of the myth of preparation
for graduate studies, a senior research project and mini-thesis
has dominated. No matter how comfortable faculty have
been with such a familiar product, its educational value is
exceedingly dubious. As we have come to learn, no matter
what the shape of the curriculum may be, students persis-
tently make connections between their courses, between
their studies and their extracurricular experiences, between
the world of college and the world at large—even if faculty,
in their courses, do not. This suggests that the last experience
might well take advantage of these student-centered
processes in a “capstone course” (perhaps one not owned by
a particular department) or in an individual reflexive project
that encourages one of the chief aims of liberal learning,
that students gain possession of their own intellectual auto-

biography. (The Association of American Colleges and
Universities has been particularly good at collecting, in its
publications, examples of such innovations. For some brief
descriptions, I refer you to the “Promising Practices” section
in the first volume of its report The Challenge of Connecting
Learning [], soon to be reissued in a second edition.) 

As prospective teachers, you are entering into a profession
that is undergoing a variety of fundamental reconsiderations
of long-standing assumptions and practices, stimulated by
a diversity of new developments both inside and outside of
the academy. It promises an exciting future for informed
debate and thoughtful experimentation.

This prospect raises another issue: the future as informed
by the past. It is my sense that, as students, you have, by and
large, been encouraged to gain a keen sense of the history of
religious scholarship, of the history of the developments of
your particular fields within religious studies. But I have
been troubled by the general lack of knowledge of the edu-
cational history of the study of religion, especially in its quite
distinctive North American form. I miss, as well, the capacity
to relate this history to the history of American higher edu-
cation and its curricula. This is by no means your fault.
Until recently, unlike in a number of other fields, there has
been little in the way of literature to guide you through the
primary texts other than reports sponsored by foundations
surveying then-current developments, journal articles, pro-
ceedings of conferences, and the mission statements of 
various programs. It is still revealing, for example, to begin
with the Protestant liberalism enshrined in the volume
edited by Amos Wilder in , Liberal Learning and Religion,
to provide a sort of baseline, and then to read one’s way sys-
tematically through a sequence of national reports. This
sequence should include those reports that focus on the
great debate of the s on the teaching of religion in state
institutions of higher learning, such as the Milton McLean
reports, Teaching of Religion in State Universities () and
Religious Studies in State Universities ()—in which the
number of state programs reviewed jumped from  to —or
Robert Michaelsen’s classic, The Study of Religion in American
Universities: Ten Case Studies with Special Reference to State

12 P E D A G O G Y  A N D  T H E  S T U D Y  O F  R E L I G I O N
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Universities (). The sequence should also include those
reports that focused, in the s, on the new configuration
of religious studies in both private and public colleges and
universities, such as Paul Ramsey and John Wilson’s Study
of Religion in Colleges and Universities (), or Claude
Welch’s influential Religion in the Undergraduate Curriculum:
An Analysis and Interpretation (). Finally, the sequence
should include those reports that have provided a more
recent overview of the field, such as Ray Hart’s Religious and
Theological Studies in American Higher Education: A Pilot
Study (); S. Crites et al., Liberal Learning and the Religion
Major (also )—both reprinted in the JAAR; or the new
ethnography by Conrad Cherry et al., Religion on Campus
(). I know of only one attempt at a large history, D. G.
Hart’s recent The University Gets Religion: Religious Studies
in American Higher Education (). Although rich, it is a
history in the service of a quite particular perspective. Much
more work needs to be done, incorporating not only
printed sources, but also archival materials and oral histories.
(After all, some of the individuals responsible for the present
configuration of the profession are still alive—but not for
much longer.) While focusing on programs that have been
terminated, a raw sense of the value of archives and oral
histories may be glimpsed from the materials quoted in a
special issue of the journal Method & Theory in the Study of
Religion (), entitled “Pathologies in the Academic Study
of Religion: North American Institutional Case Studies,”
edited by Gary Lease. 

There are, of course, other educational arenas where the
study of religion plays a role, although these occur largely
below the radar screens of most of the members of our pro-
fession. There is the enormous number of two-year colleges
that are not organized departmentally, many of which
incorporate religious studies in their humanities programs.
The only focused study of this that I recall is the old 

report, The Study of Religion in Two-Year Colleges, edited by
one of the pioneer thinkers in this field, Robert Spivey,
along with Freeman Sleeper, and published by the AAR.
But there is any number of accounts in journals devoted to
education in community colleges. 

The large new area that has opened up (in part respond-
ing to outside criticisms from both the right and the left) is
the study of religion in public schools. The continuing publi-
cations and journal of the National Council on Religion
and Public Education is a convenient way of keeping track
of developments here. I refer you, as well, to the politically
important  statement “Religion in the Curriculum,”
issued by the powerful Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, reprinted in the JAAR. 

One of the most interesting innovations, drawing on the
expertise and experience of college and university faculty, has
been the experiments in secondary school education at inte-
grating religious studies with civics through attention to
American immigration. From public school systems in Cal-
ifornia (reflecting very much the work of the late Ninian
Smart) to Minnesota, students encounter “world religions”
through their American forms and representatives. Diane
Eck’s Harvard-based project has become, despite some con-
ceptual problems, the major, non-local resource in this effort.
Eck’s project is interesting in that it has worked in a variety
of formats, from multimedia CD-ROMs and educational
TV programs to more traditional texts (for example, Eck’s
On Common Ground: World Religions in America []).

As you will recognize, for the last few minutes, I have
been setting you a rather lengthy homework assignment.
Allow me to conclude with an essay topic. One of the most
important books in higher education in the past decade has
been the study, by two former university presidents,
William Boden and Derek Bok, The Shape of the River:
Long-Term Consequences of Considering Race in College and
University Admissions (), which has become the center-
piece in the University of Michigan’s heroic defense before
the courts of the principle that diversity in public institutions
of higher education is a “compelling state interest.” The
book is based on a longitudinal study, with sophisticated
survey techniques, of present and former students at a variety
of American colleges and universities. When I first read the
book, I was puzzled by the difference in responses to two
quite similar questions. An overwhelming majority (above 

percent) in every category of respondent, considered cultural

The large new area that has opened up . . . 

is the study of religion in public schools.
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Jonathan Z. Smith would reply no.

and racial diversity to be an important part of their educa-
tional experience; a far smaller number considered diver-
sity of beliefs to be desirable. Bowen and Bok made no
comment. The difference made little sense to me as I
assumed, as a teacher, that an important reason for encour-
aging cultural diversity in colleges and universities is pre-
cisely because it guarantees a diversity of beliefs, of
worldviews—a diversity negotiated as much in residence
halls as in classrooms. I asked the college students in my
collegiate social sciences class, “Self, Culture, and Society,”
with whom I also read the book, to help me understand
this apparent contradiction. Their answer was both revealing
and deeply troubling. Cultural diversity, they said, was
important because you could go to a fellow student’s home
or to a campus ethnic fair and experience exotic food and
dress, find it interesting, and then return home. Belief, on the
other hand, was, despite many of our readings, exclusively
interpreted as religious belief. This, I was told, was quite
another matter. If one found someone else’s beliefs to be of
interest, one would probably have to convert. What a
choice! In experiencing difference, it seems, one can either
be a tourist or a convert. Such perceptions, for a variety of
reasons, are not uncommon among today’s college students.
How are they to be addressed? ❑
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WHAT’S SO SPECIAL ABOUT 
TEACHING RELIGION?

Caroline Tolton

Is there anything unique about teaching religion, any-
thing specific to the discipline that is not found, or is not

as prominent, in other disciplines? Jonathan Z. Smith
would reply no.

In regard to introductory courses in religion, Smith claims: 

In sum, there is nothing distinctive to the issue of
introducing religion. Its problems are indigenous to
the genre of introductory courses. The issues are not
inherently disciplinary. They are primarily pedagogical.
This is as it should be. For our task, in the long run,
is not to introduce or teach our field for its own sake,
but to use our field in the service of the broader and
more fundamental enterprise of liberal learning.”1

For Smith, then, the least interesting term in the title “intro-
ductory course in religion” is religion, for the mandates and
methods of the religion course are the preserve of the wider
enterprise of liberal education.2 To the person who argues
that at least the subject matter is indigenous to the discipline,
Smith replies that there is no particular subject matter that
must be taught in a course on religion. In fact, he suspects
that the subject matter may well be “irrelevant.”3

Thus there is no work inherent to the field of religion
that must be taught, nor are the goals of the religion course
specific to the field; they are those of the liberal arts curricu-
lum, which includes training in reading, writing, and speaking,
or, put more broadly, the arts of interpretation and argu-
ment.4 My sense is that this is a view with which most of
us, “enlightened students of the discipline,” would agree.
There is nothing specific to teaching religion, and should
we act on the basis that there is, we are undermining the
very academic foundation of our discipline. Indeed, our
claim to an academic and purportedly “objective” study of
religion has been hard-won, and any victory worth claiming
may well be confined within the walls of our ivory towers.
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