Religion in America – Western Religions – Spring 2012 - Professor Rycenga

Local Religious Landscape Paper – Due March 12th 

This assignment enables you to discover more about the variety of religious institutions and practices in your immediate neighborhood, or some other circumscribed geographic area of interest to you.  Here are the instructions:

1. Choose a small area that includes at least one business-zoned area (i.e. a commercial strip of some sort) OR at least one visible religious institution (more than one is better).  A small area means one that shouldn't be larger than an area you could comfortably walk around in an hour or two.  Your own neighborhood is a good start; the neighborhood around campus in any direction is also quite rich.  San José (especially the east side), Oakland, and San Francisco are sure-fire successes. Small coastal towns like Half Moon Bay or Davenport or Pescadero can be intriguing, though challenging.  Suburbs such as Mountain View and Fremont can be the best of times, or the worst of times: they can have the riches of recent immigration, or be void of large-scale religious buildings because of their secular mid-twentieth century origins.
2. Once you've chosen your area, print out a map of the area that you will include with your paper.  You can generate the map from Mapquest or Google maps, etc.  Outline the boundaries of the area you will be using to generate the information for this report.

3. Now that you've chosen your area, make a walking (or biking, or driving) survey of all the religious institutions you see in the area. Make a list of them, which includes their full name, address, and, if you know it, the umbrella group, and the specific denomination of religion that they represent.  Number them on your list, and then use those numbers to mark them on the map, thus:


1) Our Savior Lutheran Church - Christian - Lutheran - 12 Main Street


2) Calvary Chapel - Christian - uncertain - 125 Main Street


3) Inner Mind Meditation Center - Buddhist - uncertain - 341 Main Street


4) Our Lady of the Sea – Christian – Catholic – 562 Main Street

4. You should also note religious paraphernalia and non-institutional forms of religion that you observe, such as billboards, murals, etc.  You can include these in your list, too, thus:


5) Virgin de Guadalupe Mural - Christian - Catholic - on building at 471 Main St.


6) Statue of Athena - Ancient Greek religion? - in park in 700 block of Main


7) Darwin fish on parked car - critic of religion - parked in 700 block


8) People practicing Tai Chi (is that religious?) - Taoism? - park in 700 block

5. Your overall goal is to be complete, and to be speculative. Note in the examples that I gave, that I was willing to say "uncertain" or leave a "?" about the religion (or even the religious nature) of an institution or activity.

6. Once you've got your list assembled (and it should take at least a page, double-spaced), you can do a small preliminary analysis of American religious pluralism in your chosen neighborhood.  This should be one page in length, double-spaced (about three-four paragraphs).  You should ask yourself what slices of American religious pluralism are well-represented in your neighborhood, and which ones seem to be missing or absent.  You can also speculate as to why and how these patterns emerge (but don’t make unsupportable assertions; write this with an open mind and a exploratory bent).

7. In sum, your Local Religious Landscape Paper will consist of the following materials that you hand in:


1) Map and brief description of your chosen neighborhood


2) List of religious institutions, practices, and references noticed in your neighborhood (between one and three pages)


3) Brief analysis of your findings (one page)

The big umbrella groups for world religions

The Abrahamic Monotheistic Religions of the Book:


Judaism


Christianity(

Islam

The Asian Karmic Religions:


Hinduism


Buddhism


Taoism (not technically a Karmic religion)

Religions that combines Monotheism and Karma:


Sikhism


Baha'i

Religions that syncretize African religions and Christianity


Santeria/Vodou/Candomblé

Religions that syncretize widely

Unitarians


New Age 

Neo-Paganism

Indigenous Religions


American Indian tribal religions


Religions from other continents and places (Africa, Siberia, etc.)

Critics of Religion (these are not religious institutions, but attitudes to religion)


Secularism, Agnosticism, Atheism

Christianity as an Umbrella Term

Professor Rycenga

For many years, I have included a fairly dramatic, bolded note on my Christianity Survey handout, concerning the use of Christianity as an umbrella term.

AND YET…I still have students who write “I saw Christian and Catholic churches on that street.” This sentence makes as much sense as saying “I saw an orchestra with musical instruments and violins,” or “I saw automobiles and Toyota cars on that street.” It suggests to an educated reader that you are confused about the nature of the categories, and how those categories are nested hierarchically.  Alternatively, it suggests that you are passing a biased judgment against the inclusion of the second term in the umbrella category (e.g. you are implying that violins don’t rise to the category of musical instruments, or that Toyotas are not good enough to be worthy of the title “automobile” – in fact, one can purposely use this kind of category confusion as a [sometimes playful] insult – which proves my larger point.)

Despite the clarity of this basic fact – that Christianity is the umbrella term, and that churches under the umbrella are, therefore, all Christian (such as Catholic, Protestant, Evangelical, Mormon, Jehovah’s Witnesses, etc. etc.) – I have detected skepticism from some students.  Therefore, I have given you two websites below from adherents.com, on which statisticians demonstrate how, in the academic world, the professor’s definition of Christianity is the norm.

http://www.adherents.com/adh_branches.html#Christianity

http://www.adherents.com/Religions_By_Adherents.html
Note in particular, at the end of the section on Islam, that the researchers discuss the criteria they use (including how groups of adherents self-identify). The most significant sentence, though, details how and why disagreements arise from within religious groups: “Protestations and disagreements based on exclusivistic internal concepts of belief or practice are normal, but are largely immaterial with regards to historical, taxonomic and statistical classification.” This holds true for both Islam and Christianity
Very Important:  

DO NOT USE THE TERM "CHRISTIANITY" AS A SYNONYM FOR PROTESTANT!!  

DO NOT, EVER EVER DO THAT!!  

TO DO SO IS TO SUPPORT A POLEMICAL 

(usually ANTI-CATHOLIC or ANTI-MORMON) EXCLUSIVISM!!  

In a Religious Studies classroom, we use the descriptive definition of Christianity - any religion that places the life, actions, and meaning of Jesus as the central cosmological event of history, qualifies as a Christian religion.  That means that Catholics are Christians, Protestants are Christians, Eastern Orthodox are Christians, Jehovah's Witnesses are Christian, and Latter-Day Saints are Christians!  No matter what your minister or priest says!  If they disagree with me on this, they are undoubtedly using an evaluative definition of Christianity, a definition which considers the term "Christianity" to be a title of honor - which they then bestow on only those groups with which they agree.  In the religious studies classroom, we are using the term "Christianity" only to describe something, not to flatter those who hold it!  I am VERY SERIOUS ABOUT THIS POINT!  DON'T MESS UP ON THIS!
( As explained on next page, a religious studies definition of Christianity is descriptive, and includes Catholics, Protestants, Latter-day Saints, Jehovah's Witnesses, etc.





