New Religious Movements

RELS 340
3 credits

T/Th, 11-12:15
Dr. Anne Blankenship, Minard 422R

Anne.blankenship@ndsu.edu

Office Hours: Tue/Th 12:30-1:45 & by appointment

About

Examines the creation and sustainability of new religious movements, such as Scientology, Jehovah’s Witness, Aum Shinrikyo, Peoples Temple, and the Church of Latter-Day Saints, and the history of anti-cult movements.
Studying New Religious Movements (NRMs) is a fascinating introduction to religion. It raises questions about conversion and identity, competition between groups in the public sphere, and societal resistance to new innovations. New Religious Movements vary dramatically but are marginal by definition and many receive attention from cult watch groups. For the purposes of this class, “new” means mid-19th century to the present. While we will study the development of NRMs in Japan, Africa, and the Pacific Islands, the majority will be American in origin or new within an American context. After introducing theoretical approaches through a case study of the short-lived Xhosa Cattle Killing movement, we’ll read about the many home-grown, Christianity-based faiths that sprang up during the Second Great Awakening. Then we’ll move ahead 100 years (NRMs tend to come in waves) to look at groups born out of the counterculture movement of the 1960s. Groups which ended in violence can be the hardest to understand, so we will spend several weeks analyzing religions like Aum Shinrikyo, the Branch Davidians, Peoples Temple, and Heaven’s Gate. It’s easy and common to dismiss adherents of NRMs as crazy and totally unlike yourself, but our job is to find out why people join, learn what the movements offer their communities, and how they interact with the rest of society. Before ending the term with student presentations, we’ll talk about anti-cult organizations and the legal challenges to NRMs in recent decades. 
Course Objectives

By the end of term, you will be able to: 

· Identify the defining characteristics of several NRMs.

· Explain to people with no knowledge of the subject a few common themes among NRMs and describe their place in American (and to some extent global) history. 
· Respond intelligently to questions about violence and abuse within NRMs.

· Better understand the motives and rational behind counter-cult and anti-cult movements in the United States. 
· Differentiate amongst scholarly, religious, and popular sources.
University Learning Outcomes

5. Human Societies


a) analyze the interplay of self and society, particularly how social structures shape human experiences and how humans shape social structures; b) analyze the components and dynamics of human societies in their artistic, cultural, and historical contexts; c) apply theories or research methods to understand human events, identities, artifacts, or social structures.

6. Diversity and Global Perspectives


a) identify how values and contributions of diverse societies provide contexts for individual experiences, values, ideas, artistic expressions, and identities; b) analyze how diversity contributes to and shapes solutions to challenges confronting the global community; c) evaluate how diverse systems (both natural and human-made), technologies, or innovations emerge from, interact with, and affect various communities.

Required Texts

Daschke, Dereck and W. Michael Ashcraft, eds. New Religious Movements: A Documentary 

Reader. New York: New York University Press, 2005. 
Bowman, Matthew. The Mormon People: The Making of an American Faith. New York: 

Random House, 2012. 
Urban, Hugh. Church of Scientology: A History of a New Religion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2011.
Additional reading assignments will be posted on Blackboard.

Assignments

Participation and Short Assignments (20%)




Quizzes (15%)







Three Short Essays (5% each) 






Worship Analysis (10%)






Final Project (30%) 

Participation and Short Assignments
This part of your grade relies on your contributions to discussion, group activities and short at-home or in-class assignments. Being physically present without actively participating is insufficient. Please let me know as soon as possible if you will be missing class, as it may be possible to make up in-class work. Official excused absences are, of course, excused and I will overlook two additional absences (for sickness, a day of rest, whatever—use them wisely) during the semester. Subsequent absences will decrease your final grade by .5% per day missed. Three tardies = one absence.

Quizzes

Quizzes will include questions on reading assignments, documentaries and/or lectures. They are intended to encourage you to keep up with the class, not trick you, so notes are allowed as indicated in the course schedule.
Short Essays
Each essay should be 2.5-3 pages long.
Essay #1: This essay will discuss the persecution of Mormons. Why did people feel so threatened by them, their beliefs and/or their practices? Include at least four reasons and provide specific historical examples from Fluhman (cite page numbers) that expressed that concern. How did Mormons respond in each instance? Due Sept 13th 
Essay #2: Most of the new religious movements we have studied grew out of established traditions—Christianity, Buddhism, Islam or Hinduism. This essay should propose criteria by which scholars can determine when a group becomes so different as to be considered something else, a “new” religious movement separate from its foundational tradition. Use examples from at least two NRMs. At what point did they become distinct movements, and how might their development help us understand other movements?  Due Oct 5th 
Essay #3: We have studied several new religious movements that resulted in violence toward or within the group. Using one group as an example, explain why the deaths occurred and how they might have been prevented. Be thorough and give plentiful details. In your conclusion, state whether or not you believe this violence was related to the group’s status as a new religion.  Due Oct 26th 
Worship Analysis
Attend a worship service or other activity sponsored by an NRM you have not attended before, and write a 3-page analysis of the values of the community as expressed in their worship. Look at their website before visiting and talk with members after the service. What draws them to this particular church/temple/etc.? Your paper should comment on the following: What does the community stand for? What motivates members to attend, and what do they take away? Were any particular beliefs central to the service? Who leads services? What role if any do scriptures play? What message does the minister offer his/her congregation? You may also want to consider: What do the physical surroundings tell you about this community? Is the sanctuary filled with art and icons that complement the tone of the service? How are newcomers treated? What is the role of women? What is the role of children? What struggles does this community face? 
If you don’t understand aspects of the service or objects within the sanctuary, ask someone or research them when you get home. Record your findings within your paper. Plan to share your observations and conclusions with the class. Due Oct 16th 
In the Fargo-Moorhead area, your options include Christian Science, Jehovah’s Witness, Mormonism, and Seventh Day Adventists. You can visit a Church of Scientology in St. Paul.

You are not expected to worship with attendees, but you must show them respect by dressing appropriately and following their actions to the extent to which you are comfortable (stand/sit when they do, sing along if you like). Taking photographs during services is inappropriate, but you may do so before or after. If you want to take notes during the service, be discrete. Jot down further impressions in the car before you leave while they are still fresh in your mind.
Final Project
Two weeks of the term are set aside for peer teaching presentations. Since there are thousands of new religious movements around the world, we are able to scratch the surface only. This assignment will acquaint us with a few more. We’ll read about a variety of groups together in class, but this project is a chance for you to get more intimately acquainted with one additional group. On your assigned day, you and a partner will have 35 minutes to teach the class about your chosen NRM. You will also share an annotated bibliography of secondary sources (draft due Oct 30th) with your peers and assign them a short primary source to read for class. NRMs will be assigned first come, first served, so let the professor know as soon as you decide upon a tradition. You must select one by Sept 25th.
Expectations

The reading for each day should be completed before you come to class. Please read for comprehension. Lectures will not regurgitate assigned reading, but rather assume knowledge of its content. Please feel free to interrupt lectures or discussions any time a question arises. No prerequisite or background knowledge is required or expected for this class. 
Assignments are due in class on the day they appear on the syllabus unless otherwise noted. Written assignments should be double-spaced and use 12-point font with 1” margins. Late assignments will lose 5% every 24 hours or part thereof. Extra credit projects are available to students who complete all required assignments.

Any students with disabilities or other special needs who need special accommodations in this course are encouraged to share these concerns or requests with the instructor and contact the Disability Services Office as soon as possible. 

Everyone comes to this class with different religious experiences, both positive and negative, and many students hold strong religious beliefs. The academic study of religion requires scholars to keep an open mind to the history of their tradition and those of others. Exploring how and why people do and believe certain things is the point of this class. Whether you find a particular practice or belief surprising, offensive, humorous or true, remind yourself that you don’t know the religious beliefs of everyone in the class and word your comments accordingly—don’t say anything you couldn’t say respectfully to the face of a member of that tradition. Learning to talk respectfully about and with people you disagree is part of your college education and essential to a course in religious studies, where sensitive topics regularly arise. If you do have personal experiences with or within a tradition, I hope you will feel comfortable, but not pressured, to share with the rest of the class. Along the way, we will talk about the differences between confessional statements (and writing) and the academic study of religion. 
How to tell if you’re participating:
EXCELLENT

You are present, prepared & engaged. You consistently refer to past readings, lectures, relevant news items & class discussions. You encourage other students’ comments & questions.

GOOD

You are present & prepared, offering thoughtful questions & comments that demonstrate your preparation for discussion and attention to readings & lectures.

ADEQUATE

You are present & prepared, but limit your contributions to several surface level observations or clarifying questions about lectures or readings.

MINIMAL

You usually make a single comment during discussions in response to another student’s observation or insights. (“I agree with her.”)

Academic Honesty
The academic community operates on the basis of honesty, integrity, and fair play. NDSU Policy 335: Code of Academic Responsibility and Conduct applies to cases of cheating, plagiarism, or other academic misconduct in an instructional context. Students found guilty of academic misconduct are subject to penalties, up to and including suspension and/or expulsion. Resources about academic honesty can be found at www.ndsu.edu/academichonesty. 
In other words, don’t cheat. I don’t care which type of citation you use as long as you use one consistently and include page numbers; parenthetical citations or footnotes are both acceptable. Any facts, words or ideas that you find online, in our textbooks, from a friend or in other resources must be cited. If you have questions, look at these citation guidelines or ask the professor for help. If in doubt, cite it. Plagiarism will result in 0% for the assignment or exam. 
Course Schedule
Week One: Introductions
Thur: Read Partridge’s Introduction to NRMs (on Blackboard)
​
Recommended: John-Charles Duffy, “Is it Good to be a ‘New Religion’? Mormonism and the 
Status Politics of Novelty,” Crosscurrents (2014)
Week Two: Colonialization and Cargo Cults
Tue: Read your assigned Xhosa article. Be prepared to present a summary and explanation 

of the author’s thesis in class. What sources or theories does the author apply to reach his or her conclusion? Are you persuaded by the argument? What could have strengthened the article?

Thur: Read the Smithsonian article on John Frum and Partridge article on cargo cults 
In-class discussion: Could the Xhosa Cattle Killing movement be considered a cargo cult? How do they differ? What role does colonialism play in each?

Week Three: Second Great Awakening—Oneida, Shakers, Millerites & their Descendants 
Tue: Read Daschke, Chapter 12 (pgs 259-270 only); Bowman, The Mormon People, Introduction
Thur: Read Bowman, Chapters 1-3
Week Four: Second Great Awakening—Church of Latter-Day Saints

Tue: Read Bowman, Chapters 4-5

**Short Assignment: Post two questions for our guest speakers to Blackboard by 10 am. 

Late submissions will receive no credit.
Thur: Finish Bowman
**Thursday, Sept 13th: Essay #1 due by 11am

Week Five: 1960s Counterculture—ISKCON 
Tue: Read Robert Bellah, “Sheilaism” & Robert Wuthnow, “New Spiritual Freedom” 
**Short Assignment: Write a paragraph addressing the following questions: What does Wuthnow argue caused the boom of “seekers” in the 1960s? How does it relate to the formation of new religious groups?
Thur: Read Hugh Urban, New Age, Neopagan, & New Religious Movements, Chapter 10; J. 
Stillson Judah, “Why Hippies Join the Hare Krishnas.” 
In-class discussion: Why did people join ISKCON? What did it offer them that they could not find elsewhere?
Week Six: 1960s Counterculture—Neopaganism & Nation of Islam
Tue: Read Helen Berger, Voices from the Pagan Census, selections; Cynthia Eller’s “The 
Worship of the Goddess in Feminist Spirituality in the United States”
**Short Assignment: Bring a list of the four most interesting/important points from the Berger and Eller readings to class.
**Tuesday, Sept 25th: DEADLINE for selecting an NRM for your final project
Thur: Read Daschke, Chapter 10 
In-class discussion: How is the Nation of Islam different from other groups that grew to prominence at this time? How does it contrast with traditional Islam? Why do some Americans choose to convert to the NOI instead of traditional Islam?
Week Seven: Violence—Peoples Temple
Tue: Read Daschke, Chapter 11
Thur: No reading!
**Friday, Oct 5th: Essay #2 due by midnight
Week Eight: Violence—Branch Davidians
Tue: Read Daschke, pgs 270-278; Urban, New Age…, Chapter 13
Thur: Read the first two chapters of Tabor and Gallagher’s Why Waco? 
*Quiz on Branch Davidians (3x5 notecard of handwritten notes allowed)
Week Nine: Violence—Aum Shinrikyo
Tue: Read Robert Lifton, Destroying the World to Save It, Chapter One
**Tuesday, Oct 16th: Worship Analysis due in class

Thur: Read Lifton, Destroying the World to Save It, Chapter Three
*Aum Shinrikyo Quiz (3x5 notecard of handwritten notes allowed)
Week Ten: UFO Religions—Heaven’s Gate
Tue: Read Daschke, pgs 64-68 & 302-306; Benjamin Zeller, Heaven’s Gate: America’s UFO 
Religion, Chapter Two 
*Quiz on Heaven’s Gate (3x5 notecard of handwritten notes allowed)
Thur: Read additional assigned chapter from Zeller’s Heaven’s Gate and be prepared to teach 
your classmates about its five most important points.
**Friday, Oct 26th: Essay #3 due by midnight
Week Eleven: Self-Help Religion—Scientology 

Tue: Read Hugh Urban, Church of Scientology, Introduction-Chapter Three
**Annotated bibliography draft due Tuesday, Oct 30th by midnight
Thur: Read Urban, Church of Scientology, Chapters Four-Six

*Quiz on Scientology
Week Twelve: Counter-cult Movement

Tue: Complete the anti-cult/counter-cult comparison chart. Bring to class
Thur: Read James Richardson’s “Cult/Brainwashing Cases and Freedom of Religion”
**Primary source for final project due 
Recommended: Douglas E. Cowan, “Exits and Migrations: Foregrounding the Christian 
Counter-Cult,” Journal of Contemporary Religion (2002)
Week Thirteen: Religious Fundamentalism as NRMs (may change to Peer Teaching)
Tue: Read Harriet Harris, “Fundamentalisms”; Jyotirmaya Sharma’s Hindutva: Exploring the 

Idea of Hindu Nationalism, Introduction 
In-class discussion: Do these groups constitute new religious movements? How different does a group need to be to be a “new” religious movement? Must the group itself claim to be something new? 
Thur: Reading TBA
Week Fourteen
Tue: NO CLASS – Professor attending the American Academy of Religion annual meeting
Thur: NO CLASS – THANKSGIVING DAY
Week Fifteen– Peer Teaching
Tue & Thur: Reading TBA
Week Sixteen—Peer Teaching & Conclusions

Tue & Thur: Reading TBA
Final Exam: Tuesday, Dec 11th at 8am

Quiz on student presentations
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