
 

 

Houston Graduate School of Theology             

MC/PH 661 Global Faith Traditions 

Hybrid. Meetings times: 9am-3pm 

Meeting Dates: Aug 24, Oct 5, Nov 2, Dec 7 

Dr. George H Medley, III 
gmedley@hgst.edu 
 

Houston Graduate School of Theology equips women and men to be ministers and messengers of  

God’s mission of reconciliation through academic excellence, personal transformation,  

and leadership development 

 

I. Course Description 

A study of major religions represented in the modern world, including Christianity, with a 

focus on their histories, beliefs, sacred texts, practices, and relationships with other groups 

and social contexts. Attention will be given to the changing ways people form and express 

their faith identities and preferences.  

 

II. Course Learning Outcomes 

Upon completion of this course, the student will be able to: 

A. Articulate the development and primary tenants of major faith traditions, in particular 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, Christianity, Jainism, and Sikhism, through 

reflection essays, mid-term and final exams. (MACM-1; MDiv-2, -3 MTS-1, -2, -3, -

6, -8, -10)  

 

B. Be able to exhibit an understanding of why different people (in particular non-

Christians) come to and practice their faith. This is accomplished through written 

work, discussion posts, and exams. (MACM-1; MDiv-2; MTS-1, -2, -3, -6, -8, -10) 

 

C. Demonstrate and understanding of how to develop meaningful dialogue with 

practitioners of other faiths, while still maintaining personal adherence to Christianity 

through the interview and written assignments. (MACM-1, -2; MDiv-2, -3, -4; MTS-

1, -2, -3, -6, -8, -10) 

 

D. Describe the academic study of religion, including how various faiths formed 

historically, have had and continue to have an impact upon the world, and points of 

commonality as well as distinction, all the while respecting other faith traditions, as 

exhibited through written assignments, discussion posts, and exams. (MACM-1; 

MDiv-2; MTS-1, -2, -3, -6, -8, -10) 

 

E. Demonstrate a general familiarity with the sacred texts of a wide range of religious 

faiths through completing regular quizzes over reading (MACM-1; MDIV-2; MTS-1) 

 

F. Describe the role of faith generally within contemporary American society as well as 

its value generally, and of Christianity particularly, especially in the face of rising 

secularism and atheism through final exam and written work (MACM-1, -2; MDIV-2, 

-3, -4, -5; MTS-1, -2) 
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III.  Texts and Course Schedule 

Required Textbooks: 

Vaughan, Lewis. Anthology of World Religions: Sacred Texts and Contemporary 

Perspectives. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. ISBN: 9780195332360. 

Access to a computer or tablet with a high-speed internet connection and basic computer 

literacy. High Speed here means any type or broadband or faster such as, but not limited 

to, cable or DSL internet; access does not have to be at home (i.e., a library), but student 

must be able to complete online coursework and discussions in a timely manner. Online 

coursework is asynchronous, but is not entirely self-paced. 

 

 

   

 Class Date 

 

 

Reading Assignments 

 

 

Assignments Due 

August 24 Introduction to the Study of Religion, 

Indigenous religions of Africa and Americas, 

Hinduism, and Buddhism 

 

Week ending 

August 31 

Read Chapter 1: Introduction to Religion as 

Academic Study 

Discussion post 

introduction due Aug 31 

Week ending 

September 7 

Read Chapter 2: Indigenous Religions Discussion post to 

prompt; 

Online Quiz Indigenous 

Religions 

Due Sept 7 

Week ending 

September 

14 

Read Chapter 3 Through Bhagavad Gita 

Selections: Overview of Hinduism, Early 

developments  

Discussion post to 

prompt 

Due Sept 14 

Week ending 

September 

21 

Finish Chapter 3: Later developments in 

Hinduism 

Online video Hinduism 

Online Quiz Hinduism 

Due Sept 21 

Week ending 

September 

28 

Read Chapter 5: Buddhism 

Online video Buddhism 

Discussion post to 

prompt; Online Quiz 

Buddhism 

Due Sept 28 

October 5 Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Read Chapter 

10) 

Written assignment: 

Visit a Buddhist/Hindu 

place of worship or 

interview a person (see 

assignments) 

Week ending 

October 12 

Read chapter 11: Judaism 

Online video Judaism 

Discussion post; Online 

Quiz Judaism 

Due Oct 12 
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Week ending 

October 19 

Read Chapter 12: Christianity 

Online video Christianity 

Discussion post; Online 

Quiz Christianity 

Due October 19 

Week ending 

October 26 

Read Chapter 13: Islam 

Online video Islam 

Discussion post; Online 

Quiz Islam; 

Due October 26 

November 2 Later Developments of Eastern Religions: 

Jainism, Sikhism, Confucianism, Daoism and 

Shinto (Read Chapter 4) 

Written assignments (2) 

1) Visit a Jewish/Islamic 

place of worship or 

interview a person and 

2) Visit an Eastern 

Orthodox/Roman 

Catholic place of 

worship or interview a 

person (see 

assignments) 

Week ending 

November 9 

Read Chapter 6: Sikhism 

Online video Sikhism 

DUE NOVEMBER 7: 

Midterm 

Discussion post and quiz 

on Islam due November 

9 

Week ending 

November 16 

Read Chapters 7-8: Confucianism and Daoism 

Online videos Confucianism and Daoism 

Discussion post and quiz 

due November 16 

Week ending 

November 23 

Read Chapter 9: Shinto 

Online video Shinto 

Online videos for NRMs 

Discussion post and quiz 

due November 23 

December 7 New Religious Movements and Secularism 

today (Read chapter 10 and supplemental 

reading on website) 

Written assignment: 

Visit a place of worship 

or interview a person 

part of a New Religious 

Movement or belonging 

to one of the groups 

discussed since 

November 2 (see below)  

Final Exam Due 

December 12* 
* Students on track to graduate at the end of this semester should contact the professor for alternate 

arrangements regarding the final exam due date 

The professor reserves the right to adjust the schedule and topics as the course develops. 
 

IV. Course Requirements 

A. There will be weekly online discussion posts. These will be in response to a prompt 

and sometimes a brief essay. This will often require also responding to another 

student’s post and to anyone that responds to your post. These will be graded for 



4 

 

 

 

 

engagement with the question and material. (10% of the final grade. 1 % for each 

post). 

 

B. There will be regular (weekly) online quizzes to check comprehension of the 

material. These quizzes will be short in nature. (16% of final grade. Lowest quiz 

dropped. Nine quizzes total.  Each quiz is 2% of final grade) 

 

C. Houston is the most religiously diverse metro area in America by numerous metrics 

(and in the top five globally for religious diversity). There will be four written papers 

about your actual experience with members or a member of another religion. Students 

may either attend a worship service at a place of worship, or interview a practitioner 

of that faith tradition. During attendance the student must be respectful (calling a few 

days ahead is encouraged) and during the interview for this class, the student may not 

proselytize (evangelize). This is about understanding first. The student will use the 

cover sheet (as appropriate and attached) for each assignment. If uploading to the 

website, the coversheet may be scanned and attached separately. The four papers will 

be with respect to four different religions. For each one, you need to write about the 

experience, at least one thing you found surprising, one point of commonality with 

your faith/practice and one point of distinction from your faith/practice. Please see the 

attached cover sheets. There is one for interviews and one for attending a service: 

1)  Attend a service at a Hindu or Buddhist temple or interview a practitioner of that 

faith. 

2)  Attend a service at a synagogue or mosque or interview a Muslim or practicing 

Jew about his/her faith. 

3)  Attend a service at a Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox (Greek, Russian, etc) 

church or interview a practicing Roman Catholic or Greek/Russian (etc) Orthodox 

Christian 

4)  Attend a service at a Baha’i, Sikh or Jain temple, a Mormon or Jehovah’s Witness 

church, a Christian Scientist reading room, or any other member what is broadly 

defined as a New Religious Movement (including, but not limited to Wicca, 

traditional Norse faith, etc) or interview someone who actively practices that 

faith. For the purposes of this assignment a non-religious Atheist, Agnostic or 

religious “none” does not qualify. 

 

 While there is no maximum, there is a minimum for interviews. Students must 

respond to at least one of the four essays by conducting a personal interview. 

Interview questions should be directed to the person with a view to understanding the 

individual in their religious context. You should not directly ask the questions 

required for the assignment, but instead seek to understand and then do the work of 

responding to the assignment. Examples of questions might be: When did you 

become a X? What do you like most about being an X? What is something you would 

like those who are not X to know about those who are X? Do not argue about beliefs 

as there are wide variety of expressions of faith, and those do not necessarily align 

with the academic description of faith, particularly that found in a survey course. 
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They are the expert about their faith; you are not. Each paper will comprise 10 % of 

the final grade (total of 40%).  

 

D.  There will be one mid-term and one final exam. Each will be essay based. Tests will 

be open book and must be completed online by midnight on the date specified in the 

syllabus. Each one will comprise 15% of the total grade (total of 30%). 

 

E.  Attendance and in class participation will comprise 4% of the final grade 

 

F.  For this class, late work will not be accepted without exceptional, documented 

reasons for tardiness. A valid reason must be unforeseen and extreme in nature (e.g. 

family death, hospitalization, hurricane, etc. This is not an exhaustive list). 

 

G. Student Workload Expectations – Total 145 hours 

Class time – 24 hrs 

Reading – 56 hrs (560 pages @ 10/hr) 

Comprehension quiz – 4.5 hours (9 x 30 minutes each) 

Discussion posts 5 hours (10 x 30 mins each (supplemental reading time included 

below) 

Interview or worship service attendance- 8 hours (set up/preparation and attendance 

at 2 hours each x 4) 

Write up for interview/service attendance 12 hours (3 hours each x 4) 

Online videos and supplemental reading- 15.5 hours 

Mid-term Exam – 10 hrs 

Final Exam – 10 hrs 

 

V.  Course Grading Scale 

The following grading system will be used for this class, remembering that an “A” is a 

superior work, “B” is above average, “C” is average work, “D” is poor work, and “F” 

reflects failing work.      

   B+   89-87      C+   79-77  D+   69-67   

A     100-94  B     86-84      C  76-74   D     66-64           F    < 60 

A-  93-90  B-    83-80      C-    73-70   D-    63-60 

 

VI.  Classroom-related Academic Policies 

A.  Regular attendance and regular submission of assignments on due dates in the 

syllabus is expected. The following guidelines have been approved for inclusion in all 

HGST syllabi and reflect standards for all courses: 

Fall/Spring semester 15-session course – 3-absence maximum 

Summer term 8-session course – 1-absence maximum (equals 4 hours).  

6-session hybrid – 1-absence maximum 

4-session hybrid – 0-absence maximum 

If a student reaches the designated number of absences, the student will no longer be 

allowed to stay in the class. The student does have the opportunity to appeal to the 
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Academic Dean and should assume responsibility for scheduling that meeting as soon 

as possible.  

B.  Work is expected on the due date. Late papers will receive no less than a one-letter 

grade reduction. For this class, late work is not accepted. 

C. Turnitin.com 

1.  All written assignments are subject to required submission to www.turnitin.com 

to check for originality and style. The assignments that are required for 

submission will be described in the syllabus.  

2. Students will create an account at www.turnitin.com. After doing so, the student 

will join the course page with the code and password supplied by the instructor. A 

list of assignments and due dates will be available on the course page.  

3. Students will submit assignments by the due date and time and will be required to 

submit the assignments in a hard copy format as well. 

D. Electronic Equipment Usage in Classrooms 

It is expected that students will use technology (cell phones, laptop computers, iPads, 

etc.) during classes only for the purposes of class work. Therefore, students should 

turn off cell phones and refrain from texting and using laptop computers during 

classes except for the purposes of taking notes or doing research specifically 

authorized by the course instructor. Students who have emergency needs not covered 

by this policy must ask for an exception from the course instructor.  

E.  Please review the Academic Catalog for policies regarding Incompletes and 

Plagiarism. For more information on HGST and area Library Services, please 

download the Library Handbook from the HGST website. 

 

VII.  Notes for Writing Assignments  

All writing assignments should conform to Kate Turabian, A Manual for Writers of Term 

Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 9th Edition. This includes matters of style and format. 

The instructor requires the use of footnotes for documentation when more than one 

resource is cited. The student must number pages. According to Turabian, page numbers 

appear in the upper right-hand corner, except on pages with major headings (titles). 

Margins should be one inch on all four sides, except where major headings (titles) require 

a two-inch top margin.  

 

Critical, or formal, writing differs from colloquial writing or spoken English at several 

points. The student should note the following guidelines for critical writing. The 

instructor expects students to follow these guidelines strictly for academic-style 

assignments. Failure to do so will be penalized.  

▪ Avoid first- or second-person references, both singular and plural (“I,” “we,” or 

“you”). Keep the written projects objective and professional. The student must 

remember that imperative forms are second person.  

▪ Never use contractions. 

▪ Avoid passive voice construction (i.e., The student should write “God chose 

Joshua” rather than “Joshua was chosen by God”). Some exceptions are necessary 

but limiting the use of passive voice is a good policy. 
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▪ Be sure that number and tense always agree (i.e., Do not write in one place that 

“Brueggemann argues . . .” and at another place “Brueggemann argued . . .”). 

Subject-verb agreement is imperative.  

▪ Spellcheck! Spellcheck! Spellcheck!  

▪ Grammar check works as well! 

▪ All pronouns should have clear antecedents. Avoiding “it is” and “there is” in the 

paper removes much of the ambiguity of pronoun usage.  

▪ Sentence fragments are unacceptable. Every sentence must have a subject and a 

predicate.  
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Cover Sheet for Interviews: if scanning separately please include your name in the file name  

Student Name: 

 

 

For the interview option, I interviewed: ______________________________________, 

 

 

who is a practitioner of the following faith: ____________________________________. 

 

The signatures below certify I did not proselytize/evangelize during this initial interview 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of interviewed 

Conforms to basic formatting: 2-4 pages, 12-
point font, Times New Roman, 1-inch margins, 
double spacing, title page, etc. (1 point) 
 

 

Provided signature of interviewee (3 points)  

Uses correct spelling, grammar, paragraphs, 
etc. (1 point) 

 

Provides a thoughtful discussion of experience 
(2 points) 

 

Includes 1 point that was surprising, 1 point of 
faith that you hold in common and 1 point of 
distinction (3 points, 1 point each) 

 

Total (10 points)  
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Cover Sheet for site visit: 

Student Name: 

 

 

For the interview option, I attended a service at: ______________________________________, 

 

On this date: ____________________________________. 

 

The signature below certifies I did not proselytize/evangelize during this visit, but that I did 

attend and remained throughout the service. I was respectful at my time and acted as a good 

guest. 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student 

 

I have provided documentation of my attendance in the form of a picture from outside (please do 

not take pictures during the service), a program, another article of the visit (photos are fine). This 

is either attached here or a photo/pdf/doc file of it has been uploaded to the website separately 

with my name in the file name. 

 

Conforms to basic formatting: 2-4 pages, 12-
point font, Times New Roman, 1-inch margins, 
double spacing, title page, etc. (1 point) 
 

 

Provided evidence of attendance (3 points)  

Uses correct spelling, grammar, paragraphs, 
etc. (1 point) 

 

Provides a thoughtful discussion of experience 
(2 points) 

 

Includes 1 point that was surprising, 1 point of 
faith/practice that you hold in common and 1 
point of distinction (3 points, 1 point each) 

 

Total (10 points)  

 


