Sacred and Profane: 
The Role of Religion, Philosophy and Spirituality in Local and Global Community

David O’Malley, M. Div., Ph.D., LICSW-Assistant Professor of Social Work

Burill Office Complex 102W   telephone: 508-531-2978  email: domalley@bridgew.edu
Office hours: Wednesdays 12:30-2:30 pm and Thursdays  11am-12 noon
Available other times by appointment or by telephone conference
Course Description:

What do Agnostics, Buddhists, Jews, Pagans, Muslims, Atheists, Hindus and Christians have to say to each other?  Depending on with whom you speak, it may be nothing . . . or lots!  Many present day challenges faced in the U.S. as well as in Iraq, Darfur, Israel, India and Ireland have religious/spiritual dimensions.  This seminar will explore the changing dynamics of spiritual/religious beliefs, practices and identity in the U.S and global society.  Participants will explore how interreligious encounters and initiatives continue to shape communities, cultures, politics and policies. Bring your own experience and analysis to the conversation as we gather past and present examples from campus, the communities of southeastern Massachusetts and beyond.

The course is a first year seminar. A First Year Seminar (FYS) is a writing-intensive, topical course that introduces students to academic thought and discourse. As a central part of the new Core Curriculum, all students must complete a three-credit FYS within their first year (24 credits), ideally during their first semester on campus. A writing intensive course contains substantial writing assignments with feedback and revisions. FYS courses must contain at least fifteen pages of evaluated student writing. Some faculty assign three five-page papers, but many use a variety of short and long assignments including annotated bibliographies, outlines, and shorter writing assignments mixed with longer papers to reach the necessary fifteen pages. Often, when counting all these writing activities, more than fifteen pages of student writing is assigned. 

FYS courses address learning outcomes designed to prepare and orient students toward productive and fulfilling college careers. These outcomes include the development of written fluency, the ability to read texts purposefully, and the capacity to gather topic-appropriate research materials. 

Students will explore the diversity of religious/philosophical/spiritual beliefs and practices of individuals, organizations and institutions that influence social welfare and conceptions of social justice.   Particular consideration will be given to the challenges and opportunities that support interreligious dialogue and pluralism among persons of differing beliefs in Southeastern Massachusetts, Boston and Providence.  Additionally, course content will address issues affecting the U.S and the global society.  Topics to be considered will include economic and natural resource distribution, the environment, health care, war and peace, substance use, technology, human rights and the factors of class, gender, race, age, sexuality and education. 
Required textbook:  A New Religious America by Diane Eck

HarperCollins: SanFrancisco, CA 2002
Additional Readings will be assigned and made available from:

When Faiths Collide by Martin Marty
Blackwell Publishing: Oxford, England 2005
Interreligious Insight: a Journal of Dialogue and Engagement                                                     

http://www.interreligiousinsight.org/index.html
Selected Web resources: 
The Pluralism Project- www.pluralism.org
This I Believe - http://www.thisibelieve.org/index.php
Regularly selected essays/podcasts will be identified and serve as the basis for conversation in classroom discussion and out of class reflection in your logs.

Greater Boston Interfaith Organization - www.gbio.org/
Interfaith Calendar  - http://www.interfaithcalendar.org/
United Religions Initiative - http://www.uri.org/Religions_and_Traditions.html
Course Objectives and Method
~The course will address social and environmental sustainability in relation to the diversity of religious, philosophical and spiritual dimensions of individuals, organizations and communities.

~Students will be civically engaged with community organizations using appropriate research methodologies to assess community assets, needs, challenges and opportunities.  

~Students will develop knowledge and skills as they explore how religion, philosophy and spirituality expressed by individuals and organizations serve as responses to emerging community issues. 
~Case studies developed from actual situations will include the local and global impact of religion, philosophy and spirituality allowing students to compare and contrast theoretical frameworks and their applications to various circumstances.

~Students will gain knowledge and develop skills to assess and utilize religion, philosophy and spirituality as multicultural factors and assets.  

~Students in the course will offer a colloquium in December 2007 on their research and learning to which the campus community, as well as community partners in health and human services, education, public administration and business will be invited.

~Course assignments and activities will use an educational approach that is non-sectarian. 
Course Evaluation-Assignments
A. Weekly logs- 15%
Students will submit weekly logs (typed , double spaced, at least one  page in length).  Students may submit logs electronically or in hard copy.  They will be due on Wednesday at the beginning of class. They  will be reflective in nature. They may relate to articles, readings, films or questions which are posed in class.  In some cases the instructor may ask for  students to focus a particular  weeks log on a particular issue or question.  Students may additionally include their own observations, comments and reflections in addition to assigned questions. Clear writing and critical analysis will be expected. Weekly logs questions will include the following questions/topics of reflection:

1. Distinguish between the similarities and distinctions of religion, spirituality and philosophy.

2. Identify and reflect on a symbol, ritual or tradition which is important to your family and reflect on why it is or is not important to you.

3. What is your position on the separation/mixing of religion and politics? 

4. What elements of a particular world tradition do you find appealing and why?

5. Should religion be included within the US public educational curriculum as it is in the UK? What are the advantages and disadvantages to such an approach from your perspective? 

B. Interview – 20%
Each student will conduct an interview with a person of a religious background/ belief system that is different than their own.  This person cannot be a person who is enrolled in this first year seminar.

Suggested resources and or ideas will be suggested.  Students will be asked to discuss their plans for an interview with the instructor prior to conducting the interview. Students will be asked to write a five page paper on their preparation for, experience of and post-experience reflection. Guideline questions will be provided to you by the instructor.
C.  Site visit/community experience -20%
Students will visit a community of practice/organized service/festival observance which represents a tradition or belief system other than his or her own. Students will be asked to write a five page paper on their preparation for, experience of and post-experience reflection. Guideline will be provided. Students will also be asked to provide a brief presentation in class where they reflect and share about their experiences with other members of the class. 
D. Final Paper- 30 %
Students will select an issue/topic of their choosing and consider how this topic is approached or engaged by a  religious/spiritual/philosophical tradition other than their own.  Topics might include issues related to poverty/wealth, sexuality, gender, race, environment or some other topic.  Students will be asked to submit an proposed topic, a paper outline, a draft  and final  paper. Students will be evaluated on their use of selected resources, their analysis, their ability to express themselves clearly and their ability to think critically using both objective and subjective. The final paper will be ten pages double spaced in length not including title pages, tables of contents and references. 
E. Participation/attendance/instructor evaluation-15 %  This includes students willingness to active in their listening and respectful in their asking of questions to all seminar participants. 
Summary of topic covered so far in the fall semester of 2007.

Week I- Introduction to the course and discussion of student and faculty goals for and expectations of the seminar. Distinguishing among religion, spirituality and philosophy as concepts in our discussion. Finding examples in the popular culture and media.

Week II- Introduction to concepts of Religious Diversity and Religious Pluralism from an American Historical Perspective. Use of Diane Eck’s text and public lectures. 

Week III- Symbols, Rituals and Traditions- Analyzing those religious, spiritual and philosophical symbols, rituals and traditions  in our own backgrounds and observing those in the culture around us.  Watch and discuss the film: In America

Week IV- Going Deeper – A Look at Buddhism and its influence in the lived experience of Myanmar/ Burma. Watch the movie: Beyond Rangoon. Video clips, news stories and information from the British Broadcasting Corporation and Democracy Organizations operating within and outside of Burma.

