
Faculty of Religious Studies 
 

 
MAY 1–JUNE 3 
 
RELG 280  Elementary New Testament Greek 
(6) (Section 001), Instructor: Mr. Sean Ross 
This course will run from May 1 to June 26. Open to students in the Honours and Major programs 
in Religious Studies. Other Arts and Science students may take the course as an elective outside 
their faculty, in accordance with Arts and Science regulations. An introduction to the grammar and 
syntax of the Greek New Testament. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 307  Bible, Quran and Interpretation 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Dr. Barry Levy 
Jewish, Christian and Muslim scriptures as responses to earlier sacred texts and in the light of 
post-scriptural interpretations. The debates, polemics, interpretative strategies, and intellectual 
and spiritual sharing produced by these three religions in accepting, explaining, amplifying, 
modifying, and selectively rejecting their and other sacred scriptures. 
 
RELG 315  Special Topics in Religion 1: Village Religion in India 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Ms. Lisa Blake 
This course focuses on the study of Hindu "village" religion or popular religion. Village religion in 
India is also often referred to as "folk" religion in contrast to upper-caste elite forms of "Sanskritic" 
or "Brahminic" religion. One of the major aims of this course is to restore the category of popular 
religion to the centre of South Asian religions, and also to move away from an analysis that posits 
"popular" and "Sanskritic" religion as dichotomous. Village religion is prevalent throughout India 
and forms a central part of daily worship for hundreds of millions of people. In recent years, 
however, mass migration to urban centres and the resulting changes in class status have effected 
a transformation of village Hinduism which has been significantly altered to suit contemporary 
middle-class urban ‘sensibilities’. The course begins with a general introduction to village religion, 
and explains how colonialism and missionary writings in particular have affected the 
representation of village religion in India. It then proceeds to examine a number of key themes in 
the study of village Hinduism, including the following: localization and landscape, sacrifice, 
possession, caste, gender and sexuality, serpentine symbols, health and healing, and finally 
gentrification and globalization. The final unit of the course will focus on the worship of village 
goddesses in urban centres, a common occurrence that has become increasingly prevalent in the 
past ten years. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 318  Topics in Religion 3: Religion and Secularism in Quebec 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Ms. Jennifer Guyver 
Today, modern liberal democracies, such as Quebec, are deeply concerned with defining the role 
of religion in the public sphere. Religious and moral diversity is rapidly increasing and 
accommodating the needs of different religious communities has become a challenge for 
governing powers. Moreover, the integration of differing moral frameworks has unsettled certain 
segments of society who no longer feel that religion is relevant in daily life. In Quebec, public 
debates have created an opportunity for these tensions to be discussed and have highlighted the 
necessity for defining the boundaries between sacred and secular, public and private, religion and 
tradition, through institutionalized secularism. This course will explore the theory and history of 
secularism in the West, with a focus on Quebec, to better understand the current debates over 
religion in the public sphere. The course will be divided into three components: theory, history, 
and case study. In the theory component, students will explore the role of religion in the modern 
era and how it has the changed over time. The meaning of key terms and concepts will be 
discussed, and students will examine the theory of secularization through a selected reading of 
distinguished theorists including, David Martin, Steve Bruce, Jose Casanova and Charles Taylor. 
In the historical component, students will explore the historical origins of secularism in the West 
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and will compare the different models of secularism employed around the world. The views of 
different religious traditions on the relationship between religion and government will be 
discussed. Finally, the course will address the history of secularism in Quebec and will analyze 
three significant public debates over the role of religion in the public sphere: the 
deconfessionalization of Quebec’s school boards, the Bouchard-Taylor Commission on 
Reasonable Accommodation, and the Charter of Quebec Values. Click here for course poster, 
poster2. 
 
RELG 337  Themes in Buddhist Studies: Religious Biography in Asia 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Mr. Ryan Jones 
Biographies tell the stories of lives lived. The stories of religious figures—saints, monks, and 
founders—form an important part of the literary heritage of the religions of Asia—Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, Islam, Confucianism, and Daoism. Religious biographies were, and 
still are, read as didactic and edifying narratives. They are also read sometimes as historical and 
often times as mythical narratives. This course introduces, on the one hand, the variety of 
biography in the religions of Asia and, on the other hand, the ways students of religion may think 
about, and think with, life writing. Students will read and engage with selected biographies while 
critically thinking about the place of biography in religion as well as the study of religion. Given the 
immensity of “Asia” and its religious heritage, the course’s scope emphasizes South and East 
Asia and Buddhist literature. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 343 Topics in Philosophy of Religion: A Socratic and Platonic Philosophy of 
Religion 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Dr. Elly Piracacos 
This course will explore a philosophy of religion for both Socrates and Plato via an analysis of 
relevant texts, mostly, though not exclusively, from the corpus of Platonic literature. In ancient 
Greek thought the demarcation between “religion” and “philosophy” was blurred. Indeed, early 
PreSocratic thinkers became disassociated from mythical accounts of the cosmos supplanting 
protoscientific answers to some of the most enduring theological questions from the nature and 
origin of the universe, gods and God, the nature and meaning of human life, to questions 
regarding immortality and the transmigration of the soul. The PreSocratic thinkers also 
considered questions pertaining to piety and corollary moral values. Executed on the charge of 
impiety, a Socratic philosophy of religion must contend with this charge as well as the 
philosophical backdrop against which both Socrates’s religious stance and interrelated 
pedagogical views are encrypted. To this end, we will examine Plato’s Apology and Euthyphro as 
well as secondary literature dealing directly with Socrates’s philosophy of religion as well as 
peripheral, yet entangled, themes within Socratic scholarship. According to the traditional 
understanding, Platonic scholarship is invested in an enduring defense of his Theory of Forms 
and the depreciation of all that is ephemeral, transient, on its way to becoming. A courteous 
overview of this perspective would be an oversight amended, in part, by a selective reading of the 
Phaedo and the Republic. Opting for a progressive and avant-garde perspective that offers 
students a novel appreciation of Platonic scholarship, the traditional view of Plato’s metaphysics 
will be challenged. Plato’s Timaeus will be read with a foothold in both the traditional and 
progressive frameworks of interpretation. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 347 Topics in Religion and the Arts: Death, Mourning and Commemoration in Early 
Christianity 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Ms. Nicola Hayward 
 
In today’s culture death is a taboo subject and is often understood as something that happens to 
someone else (regardless of its inevitability!). More often than not, it is isolated from family, being 
managed by medical specialists and professional undertakers. In early Christianity (1

st
- 5

th
 

century CE), however, mortality was high, making death a constant reality. As a result, it was an 
integral aspect of the Roman experience.  It is in death that a person’s social position and identity 
were encoded through last rites and commemorative images. Since funerary texts and visual 
imagery have their roots in the living world they can provide evidence for the beliefs and values of 
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that world.  Christians too shared in Roman burial and ritual customs, and were often buried 
alongside Romans in catacombs.  Moreover, much of the historical evidence for early Christian 
women comes to us in texts, which were written by and for elite men. It is necessary, therefore, to 
look to other sources such as funerary art and remains in order to discern what women were 
thinking and doing in early Christian communities. Studying Roman death, its rituals, customs and 
art enriches our understanding of early Christianity and its social world. In this course we will be 
examining the potential of texts, art and archaeological remains such as frescoes, sarcophagi and 
catacombs, for the study of Roman death and its practices for creating social identity.  In 
particular we will be looking at the potential of this evidence for the study of women’s social 
history in early Christianity. Click here for course poster. 
 
 

MAY 20–30 
 
RELG 317  Special Topics in Religion: Interfaith Seminar: Feasting and Fasting 
(3) (Section 001) (Intensive), Instructors: Dr. Vanessa Sassoon and others 
Students who do not have the prerequisite must have the permission of the instructor. This is a 
special, two-week intensive interfaith program taught by seven scholars together. The program 
will run all day, every day, from May 20-30. Lectures will run during the day by our team of 
scholars and in the afternoons we will take field trips together. Meals will also be provided at least 
twice a day, and at times three times a day, for the duration of the program. Given all of these 
extra expenses, we ask participants to pay an additional $405.27 to help cover the costs. 
Approximately two weeks before the program begins, you will receive an email from Dr. Vanessa 
Sasson with information about the when, where and how of the program. 
 
 

JUNE 9–JULY 10 
 
RELG 203  Bible and Western Culture 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Aaron Ricker 
To provide students of the humanities with knowledge of the Bible as a tool for interpreting 
religious references in Western literature, art and music. Biblical stories (e.g. Creation, Exodus), 
key figures (e.g. David, Job, Mary), and common motifs (e.g. Holy City, Pilgrimage, Bride) are 
explored, then illustrated by later cultural forms. Click here for course poster, poster2. 
 
RELG 313  Topics in Biblical Studies 1: Reading Women in Greco-Roman Judaism and 
Christianity 
(3) (Section 001), Instructors: Ms. Sara Parks, Ms. Shayna Sheinfeld, Ms. Meredith Warren 
This course is called “Reading" Women because most of our evidence for Early Jewish and Early 
Christian women is literary. Using texts like Susanna, Judith, 2 Maccabees, Q, Acts, Philo, The 
Gospel of Mary, the Talmud, and more, we will try to uncover what can be learned about the little-
known women of Jewish and Christian antiquity, with a focus on the special problems that arise 
from attempting to make socio-historical claims from literary evidence ... especially when the 
literature in question was not produced by or for the social group being studied. This is a course 
that is not only beneficial for Religious Studies students, but also to those studying history, 
women’s studies, literature, theology, and sociology. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 317  Special Topics in Religion 2: Hindu Nationalism 
(3) (Section 001) , Instructor: Ms. Juli Gittinger 
The question “Who is a Hindu” has been posed by Indian nationalists and reformers for decades, 
most amplified in the early 1900s as movements worked towards Independence of India. The 
shape of this discourse ranges from historical and religious, to modern and cultural. 
Contemporary Hindu nationalism is a unique bifurcation of religious nationalism and secular 
nationalism—two models that now clash, often with violent results. This course will take an in-
depth look at Hindu nationalism, the histories that inform the ideologies, the use of religion, the 
contestation of terms such as ‘secularism’, and how nationalist movements have been shaped by 
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global discourses post 9/11. We will explore theories of nationalism and identity, reading writings 
by the fathers of Hindu nationalist movements, manifestos of religious and political organizations, 
and engage scholarly articles that chart the rise of Hindu nationalism since 1980. Previous 
coursework in Hinduism in not required for this class. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 319  Special Topics in Religion 4: Humanism, Theology and Persuasion in Early 
Modern Christianity 
(3) (Section 001), Instructor: Mr. Eric Parker 
This course presents a survey of the religious thought of the most famous humanists of the 
Renaissance and traces their influence in the Protestant Reformation. Though in the past the 
Renaissance was thought to be a purely secular movement, recent scholarship has all but 
reversed this interpretation, demonstrating that the two seemingly contradictory terms such of 
‘humanism’ and ‘theology’ were held closely together by Renaissance authors, chiefly by Marsilio 
Ficino (1433-1499). The new ‘humanist theology’ (Edelheit, 2008) promoted by Ficino and others 
in the 15

th
  century arose in the wake of years of religious and social reform in the church. These 

humanists sought to reform the Church by returning to the original philosophical and religious 
sources of human wisdom (i.e., Plato, Aristotle, and the original languages of the Bible) in a way 
that threatened to upend the ‘sacramental culture’ and hierarchy of the Church. The Renaissance 
emphasis on the authority of the individual as interpreter began to shift the way that Europeans 
interpreted their world or ‘social imaginary’ (Taylor, 2003). Building on current research, students 
will learn of the early modern concept of the self and the public sphere, both of which began to 
emerge when the Medieval hierarchical view of the Church began to recede and the ‘culture of 
persuasion’ (Kirby, 2008) promoted by these humanist theologians took its place. This class also 
functions as an introduction to the major themes of Christian doctrine with an emphasis on the 
specific doctrines that differentiate the Protestant and Roman Catholic branches of Christianity 
today. Click here for course poster. 
 
RELG 337  Themes in Buddhist Studies: Compassion 
(3) (Section 002), Instructor: Ms. Julia Stenzel 
Compassion (karuṇā) and Wisdom (prajñā) are the foundations of Mahāyāna Buddhism. 
Compassion is defined as the wish to alleviate the suffering of all sentient beings and is a major 
driving force in the religious practice of Mahāyāna practitioners. The practitioners of compassion 
are said to gain happiness for themselves through the cultivation of compassion, and, ultimately, 
achieve Buddhahood. The practice of compassion has to be accompanied by wisdom, i.e. a 
correct understanding of emptiness. Indian and Tibetan scholars have systematized various 
teachings into a gradual path for Mahāyāna practitioners, describing contemplations and practical 
trainings in meditation and conduct. The 8

th
 century Indian scholar Śāntideva’s work 

Bodhicaryāvatāra (Entrance into the Bodhisattva’s Conduct) takes a central role within the 
literature on compassion. In Tibet, the literature of the Gradual Path and of Lojong (Mind training) 
elucidates a range of techniques that aim at the integration of compassion into daily life 
situations. In a tantric context, compassion is embodied in the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, who 
occupies a central role in Mahāyāna practitioners’ lives up to the present day. The purpose of this 
course is to examine the textual foundations for the philosophy and practice of compassion in 
Indian and Tibetan literature (in translation). On the basis of these, we will explore how Buddhists 
of the 20

th
 century apply the teachings of compassion in contemporary contexts. We will trace 

how Buddhist teachers from Asia and the West have attempted to show the relevance of 
Buddhist compassion training in the areas of non-violent conflict resolution and reconciliation. We 
will also briefly explore how neuroscientists have developed methods to research compassion 
and measure its effect on humans. 
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