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English 101, Fall 2006

 Texas A&M-Commerce


RELIGION AND FAITH ON CAMPUS*
Reading 1: Robert Johnson, “Teaching the Forbidden: Literature and the Religious Student” (1995)
I realize I am overstating things a bit, but for at least some of my students, I think that prewriting, brainstorming, adapting to audience-analysis protocols, letting ideas “cook,” is—at some psychological level—letting go of moorings that run clear to God. 

Prewriting Questions
1. Respond to the above quotation from Johnson’s piece. Do you agree that critical thinking tends to cut loose religious “moorings”? Is this a necessary or desirable outcome of critical thinking? Why or why not?

2. In what ways do where we live and with whom we live affect what we say and do? How has this been true for you? For Johnson?

Writing assignment 

You’ve begun to develop your own definition of critical thinking. Keep that in mind as you consider how Johnson is defining this term. What is it in the acts of critical thinking, reading, and writing that he values? Respond to Johnson’s representation of students in his classes. What arguments is he making about them, and what is your position in relation to those arguments? Where does what he says ring true? Where do his attempts to understand the “Other” (students from North Texas) break down because of his own assumptions, prejudices, and cultural “of courses”? What stories can you tell to support his case or argue against it? Please be specific. 

Reading 2:  Deal W. Hudson’s “Thinking About God” (1996)
A genuine liberal-arts curriculum reflects its conviction that the person, not the worker or even the voter, should be the center of education. 
Prewriting Questions
1. What do you understand the quotation above to mean? What would an education that centers on the worker look like? What would an education that focuses on the voter look like? How might either focus differ from a focus on the person? What might religion have to do with all this?
The post-modern turn of events over the past twenty years has reinforced the importance of St. Anselm’s notion that we believe in order to understand. The light of faith is good for the mind; faith stimulates the mind to look behind the appearances . . .  we believe in order to understand.
2. Unpack the above quotation, as well. Why might we need to “believe in order to understand”? Can we understand something we don’t actually believe? If so, how might this fact affect Hudson’s overall argument? 
Writing assignment 

In his essay, “Teaching the Forbidden,” Robert Johnson expresses his concern that religious belief and attitudes interfere with a student’s ability to think critically. Deal W. Hudson’s concern is the opposite: that a lack of faith interferes with critical thought. According to Hudson, the separation between religious faith and critical thought is an arbitrary one and has, in fact “been a central factor in the decline of liberal arts education.” First take some time to work through their arguments and bring them together in a conversation. What might Johnson say to Hudson and Hudson say to Johnson? What might each say to the other in support of his own position? How might the fact that Hudson is teaching at a church-related college and Johnson is teaching at a secular one color the conversation? In what ways might Hudson’s arguments be relevant to a secular university context? In what ways might Johnson’s arguments be relevant to a church-related university context? Then join the conversation yourself. You’ve been in classrooms for many years now. What’s your position in relation to these two essays? Offer specific examples from your experience and observation. If everyone at your college agreed with Hudson, how might your classes change? What kinds of changes might we have to make in the dorms and other places on campus? 
Reading 3: Christine Rosen’s My Fundamentalist Education (2005)


Prewriting Questions

What did Rosen gain from her “fundamentalist education”? What did she find most difficult about it, especially in her interactions with those who did not believe as she did (the Catholic girl she and her sister played with, her family members who were not as religious as she became)? Have you have similar experiences with education and faith and faith-based education? If not, are you familiar with those who have had similar experiences? How do you foresee such experiences affecting critical thought, as Johnson and Hudson would argue they must (according to Johnson, in the negative, according to Hudson, in a positive way)? 

Writing Assignment 

In My Fundamentalist Education, Christine Rosen shares many fond memories of her experiences at a private Christian school in Florida. Robert Johnson might argue that such experiences and the deep faith that arose from them are likely to make college difficult for her as, according to Johnson, faith and critical thinking can rarely—if ever—coexist. Hudson would likely argue that the education she received there was, in fact, a better one than the one Johnson insists upon as it focused on her as a “person” (rather than as a “voter” or a “worker”). First, work through Rosen’s core arguments as you interpret them. This is, of course, a memoir rather than an essay per se, so you are going to have to interpret her key arguments rather than point to them, as you may have been able to do with Johnson’s and Hudson’s essays. From your reading, however, do you think Rosen might be more inclined to agree with Johnson or with Hudson? Why or why not? What evidence from her memoir would support such an assertion? Since it is likely the answer stands somewhere in between, what is your own position? Bring yourself into the conversation. The tale ends before Rosen comes to college. What would Rosen see if she came to your college? How might her experiences at college challenge her fundamentalist education? How did her experiences beyond school during her years as a student there challenge her fundamentalist schooling? Cite specific instances from the memoir and your own life to back up any and all assertions. 
Reading 4: James W. Sire’s “Chris Chrisman Goes to State” (1993)
The world was supposed to be a place where you graduated from high school, went to college, learned which ropes to grab and pull and which to leave swinging, got introduced into a profession, found a modestly beautiful “girl” to marry a few months after college or after professional school, and then set forth to make your way as an adult. And if you were a Christian, you kept the faith, let people know you believed in Christ, perhaps even led a person or two to the Lord. 


Prewriting Questions
1. Respond to the above quotation from Sire’s piece. Do these expectations seem reasonable to you? Do they seem to go together? Why or why not?
2. What do you remember of the first time you learned there were different religions? 

3. Do people speak openly about their religious beliefs on your campus? What the responses from those around them?

4. What does Sire think about Chris’s decision to “live and let live” rather than try to convert others? What do you think of it?

Writing assignment 4
Many people assume college will be a time when students will test or maybe even

lose their faith. Some students do find it difficult to maintain the same level of attention to their religious beliefs while in college. And some may be shocked to encounter people of other religions or of no religion. Did you experience any “culture shock” when you began college? Did anyone else you know experience “culture shock”? Why or why not? How have students responded to people from religions different from their own? What stories can you tell? What would Chris Chrisman see if he transferred to your school? Is it easier or harder to maintain religious practice in college an before college? Explain your answer. 

Reading 5: Jaff Chu’s “Faith and Frat Boys” (2005) 
Christians grapple with tough questions as they try to integrate their beliefs--and themselves--into college life: Can they be, like Straub, both a brother in Christ and a brother in a frat? Or should they live only with other believers? How do they deal with stereotypes of Christianity that others may hold? And what does it mean to live out their faith on a secular campus like Indiana's?


Prewriting Questions


1. What might be the function of a fraternity, other than “to party”? What might a devout Christian like Straub get out of his fraternity? Should Christians like Straub “live only with other believers,” or was his choice to live among non-believers a good one? 

2. What are some “stereotypes of Christianity that others may hold”? Where do these stereotypes come from and how might they affect a believer’s life? What “does it mean to live out . . . faith on a secular campus like” yours? 

3. What are some of the faith-based fellowship groups on your campus? What’s their function? Do they seem at all similar to those available to students at Indiana? How do members of these organizations make use of these groups in negotiating life on a campus like ours? If you don’t know much about fellowship groups like these, what do you speculate might be the function of such groups? 

4. If you are familiar with similar faith-based fellowship groups on your campus, would you say that they, like those at Indiana, operate “quietly,” drawing little attention to themselves? If so, why might that be? Should they operate so quietly, or would it better for them to make themselves known? One evangelical student and member of one of these groups at Indiana puts it this way: "We usually believe what affects people more than a newspaper article is to see people living Christian lives." How would you respond to this reasoning? Do you agree? Why or why not? 


Writing Assignment 

Chris Chrisman found his faith challenged by campus and intellectual life, and the power behind these challenges seem to resonate from his encounters with likable, reasonable, seemingly moral people whose religious faiths (or lack thereof) differed from his own. In “Faith and Frat Boys,” Chu describes one devote Christian’s experiences (Straub) as a frat brother at one of the top “party schools” in the nation.  Straub decided to live “among the non-believers,” but finds his faith challenged by his housemates. How might these challenges strengthen his faith? How might they potentially weaken it? Unlike Straub, Hoke chose to live with other “like-minded students,” but is, like many other believers, concerned that this isolation is problematic  because “[r]eaching out to other students is easier for the faithful who live in regular campus housing.” As one Christian explains, "When you're living with people who aren't Christians, your ministry is right in front of your face.” What has Straub lost in choosing to live among “people who aren’t Christians”? What has Hoke lost in choosing to live only among others who are Christians? 

Reading 6 and 7: Chana Schoenberger, “Getting to Know About You and Me” (1993) and Diane Winston’s “Campuses are a Bellwether for Society's Religious Revival” (2005)

People who are suspicious when they find out I’m Jewish usually don’t know much about Judaism. I would much prefer them to hate or distrust me because of something I’ve done, instead of them hating me on the basis of prejudice. (Schoenberger)
For most faculty members and administrators, grappling with religious differences -- whether the "otherness" of non-Western religions or the eclecticism of young seekers -- is difficult. As a rule, Americans don't like talking about religion. Religious conviction, even more than sex, is a taboo subject. (Winston)


Prewriting Questions

1. Respond to the two quotations from Schoenberger’s and Winston’s articles. Both writers suggest that exposure to those of other faiths and beliefs promote tolerance and respect. Do you agree? Why or why not? 

2. Winston suggests that exposure to many different religions is an inevitable part of most college student lives and “may lead to increased diversity within individual religious practices,” a “blending of beliefs, mythologies, and practices from varying traditions.” Do you see this happening on your own campus? If so, would you say this “blending” is inevitable? Desirable? Why or why not? 

Writing Assignment 6
Winston asserts that exposure to many different religions promotes religious pluralism, and this is something she certainly supports. But is this something that Hudson might accept as desirable or even appropriate? What about some of the devote Christians at Indiana University (as reported in Chu’s article)? Do you think it is something Schoenberger would support? Why or why not?

Write a brief essay focusing on one or more of the readings by Johnson, Hudson, Rosen, Sire, Chu, or Schoenberger in relation to Winston’s piece. How do you think the students Chu describes would react to Armstrong’s arguments? Would Hudson be pleased if American schools started to teach about Islamic law and culture? How might Rosen react to having a roommate like the one Winston describes, one who describes her own “religious preference . . . [as] ‘Methodist, Taoist, Native American, Quaker, Russian Orthodox, and Jew’”? Would Schoenberger disagree with anything Winston says? What about Rosen or Johnson? What are your own thoughts on this issue of religious diversity? 
FINAL PROJECT


Review the essays you’ve written for this sequence. What are your feelings about faith and religion on campus now that you’ve done a lot of thinking and writing on the subject? Are you satisfied with the spiritual and moral atmosphere on your campus? If not, how would you change it? Is unbending faith compatible with critical thinking and intellectual development? Why or why not? Have the readings in this sequence changed your mind? Have they reinforced your views? Mine your essays for a specific issue you’d like to investigate in further detail, and formulate a concise thesis that you can use in a research paper. If you can’t decide on a topic to investigate further, consider these questions: 

How much religious diversity is there on your campus?

Are people tolerant of other people’s exhibitions of faith?

How important is religion to students on your campus?

Are on-campus students as likely to practice their religion as students who still live at home and commute?

Are older students more or less religious than younger students? What is the religious climate at most U.S. colleges? Does anything need to be done to change this?

Library Research Ideas


Try one or more of the following library research activities, or come up with your own ideas for research support. 
1. Investigate what professors at various divinity schools have published in scholarly journals about one or more of the issues raised in this sequence (or about any other issue related to faith and religions that you’d like to pursue). Ask your reference librarian for help in finding appropriate indexes to search. Compare what has been published about your topic in scholarly journals with what has been published in general interest books and periodicals. 

2. May books and journals have been published in the field of student services (also called “student affairs”), a profession devoted to helping students adjust to college life and prosper while at school. (For example, Jossey-Bass publishes a quarterly journal, New Directions for Student Services, devoted entirely to student services and published just for professionals in that field). Research what has been written for student services professionals concerning the role of faith and religion on campuses and in students’ lives. Has this topic been given adequate attention in the professional student services literature? Ask your reference librarian for advice on finding books and journals related to student services. You could also research how this issue has been addressed in the wider literature on higher education. 
3. Compare scholarly and popular press coverage of issues related to ethnic and racial diversity with coverage of issues related to religious diversity. Is religious diversity given adequate attention in the scholarly and general-interest press? You could approach this in two different ways: you could investigate a broad range of publications covering many different topics, or you could select one or two very specialized publications that cover areas in which diversity is a concern (say, human resources or management journals) and compare how they address religious diversity. 
Field Research Ideas

Try one or more of the following field research ideas, or use your own field research ideas to get data to support your thesis. 

1. Survey students about their religious practices. Ask whether their experiences in college have changed their religious feelings or faith in any way. Ask whether the university does enough to ensure that their religious views are protected.  Compare the responses of different populations. 

2. Interview student services professionals and administrators at your school about the efforts your school makes to accommodate and respect students’ religious views and practices. 

3. Survey a large number of professors about the effects, if any that students’ religious beliefs have on their learning. Compare the responses of professors in different disciplines. (Alternatively, if you want to get more detailed responses, you could interview a smaller group of professors about this question). 
4. Over a certain period of time, say a week or two, notice and record how many times you hear fellow students discuss religion. Do students at your school seem reluctant to discuss religion? Are they more open about their faith in some settings on campus than others? 
FINAL REFLECTIONS**
This last assignment asks you to look back over the reading, writing, and thinking you’ve done this term so you can tell your reader (specifically) how your Final Portfolio should be read. You want your reviewer to understand exactly how this portfolio works as evidence of your growth as a reader, writer, and critic this term. What have been the key moments in your work this term? How are you writing differently now than you were at the beginning of the term? What new things have you learned about yourself as a writer and reader? I also want you to examine each of the pieces you have written: think about the story each assignment tells, from your earliest invention, to your peer and instructor responses, to your final choices for revision. How did your writing change within and across these different assignments? What did you learn about writing? Play a “movie of your mind” for your readers so they may learn what you were thinking and feeling when you pulled your portfolio together and/or developed these final revisions. What is your reaction to the collection of work that your portfolio represents? If you see this process as important to your development or growth as a thinker (or something else), why do you see it this way, and what have you gained from the process? This is your chance to wow us! 

To complete this assignment successfully, you must reflect on and quote from selected writing you’ve done this term, as well as from the readings. You choose what you want to quote and use, determine how to best use it, and make sure your reader understands how everything you quote works as evidence in support of your growth as a writer. Think of this as your final exam. Show us what you learned.  
* The sequence theme (“Religion and Faith on Campus”), readings 1, 4, and 6, the relevant writing assignments responding to these readings, and the Final Project were selected and designed by Dr. Donna Dunbar-Odom.  The other readings and writing assignments were, of course, deeply influenced by the original sequence of the same name (in Working with Ideas, 2001, and Transitions: Writing, Researching, Reflecting, 2005). 
**If you have chosen not to require a Final Portfolio, you are not required to assign the Final Reflections. I would strongly encourage you to consider doing so, however. Much can be learned from them! 
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