
Study Skills for Biblical Interpretation, Islamic Studies, Study of Religions and Christian Theology (TRDL7110)



   Task Three
18 January 2020


By
Asher Tauran
Student number 1904355


How far are we justified in treating “religion” as a valid area of academic study?


Whether religion can be treated as the object of an academic discipline depends on how both terms are defined. The understanding of “religion” as the object of academic study therefore is at best conditional, at worst impossible. This essay is not an attempt to give a well-defined explanation of both religion and academic discipline as any attempt would fall short because of the endless variables of the terminologies of “religion” and “academic discipline”, today and in the past. However, this essay attempts to come close to a relatively acceptable yet always disputable answer to the essay question. In doing so it approaches these terminologies highlighting the variety of conceptual meaning of the terms. As such several answers under various circumstances and even conflicting ones can be expected. In order to avoid making an argument while adding to the terminological ambiguity, I will commit myself to describing what both the terms “religion” and “academic study” are about in brief and elaborate further in the essay when clarification is needed. Both the term “religion” and the academic study of religion are conceptions of and were made possible by the cultural, intellectual and philosophical “episteme” of modernity.[footnoteRef:1] And one way of distinguishing science, in pursuing academic studies and religion as in the Study of Religion, is the claim that science concerns the natural world, whereas religion concerns both the natural and the supernatural.[footnoteRef:2] Academic Studies help advance knowledge in a particular field, they can include analysis of large sets of data or carefully conducted experiments while contributing to incremental knowledge. Academic scholars seek answers, especially regarding the why and how to attain scientific truth by adopting objectivity. The essence of the scientific method is to come up with a hypothesis, test it, make sure it can be repeated and that no external factors distort the results.[footnoteRef:3] But the main question that stands out in this essay though is whether the sum of a range of academic disciplines can be morphed into one specific academic study called Study of Religion and be identified and recognized as such. Are the methods and techniques used in the Study of Religion considered worthy of academic credence?  Or, in other words, are students of diverse academic disciplines supposed to become allrounders in their respective academic fields or will they truly contribute and set themselves apart by legitimately becoming academic specialists in this new field called the Study of Religion?  [1:  Gavin Hyman. ‘The Study of Religion and the Return of Theology’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 72(1) (2004), pp.195-219 (p.196).]  [2:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Religion and Science, 2017, <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/religion-science/#WhatScieWhatReli> [Accessed 18th December 2019]
]  [3:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Scientific Objectivity, 2014, <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-objectivity/> [Accessed 29th December 2019]] 

Having described what “religion” and “academic studies” is about as viewed in this essay, more detail on the emergence of the Study of Religion needs to be provided. Before the emergence of religious studies in departments of modern universities the scholarly study of religion already existed but it was religious and theological in character. This approach was for scholars of the late modernist period unsatisfactory as it did no longer suffice to understand religion in its entirety. George Chryssides attributes the change in approach also out of necessity confronting the rise of secularism and out of interest brought about by immigration. This created a distance from its Christian heritage especially in Europe and Northern America.[footnoteRef:4] In the 1960s, during late modernism, Religion became to be seen as a system of various components. The aim was to examine these various components and to explore and identify the sources on which the Study of Religion was based. Prominent scholars like Thomas Benson saw Religious Studies more as a scholarly or academic undertaking aimed at understanding religious traditions and values rather than to encourage faith.[footnoteRef:5]  For Alan Olsen the Study of Religion was meant to identify an objective, scientific, non-biased study of religion. In the US during this period the Study of Religion became more scientific and emerged as an important interdisciplinary, polymethodical and cross-cultural area of academic inquiry. For Ninian Smart the new multidisciplinary Study of Religion incorporates history of religions, cross cultural topics, social scientific approaches, ethical and philosophical reflections. The introduction of Religious Studies in modern universities made possible a variety of scholarly approaches different from those sanctioned up to then by the traditional theological framework.[footnoteRef:6]  In my opinion these developments were shaping the way the Study of Religion was positioning itself in the academic sphere during the 1960s. As such this approach was a form of interest in the metastudies, which is in essence the studies of studies. Using meta-analysis, the researchers take the results of the previous studies and combines them, looking for patterns and, in essence, finding “the truth” on a particular question.[footnoteRef:7] But the question remains whether studying Religion this way adds something distinctive to the field of academics and thus contributes to the field of the Study of Religion as a multidisciplinary discipline incorporating religion? Are their methods and techniques particularly intrinsic to the Study of Religion and is it therefore considered worthy of academic credence? Is the Study of Religion truly a discipline in its own right? [footnoteRef:8]  Can we say that the whole, being the Study of Religion, is greater than the sum of its parts, being the polymethodic and multidisciplinary approaches? [4:  G.D. Chryssides, and R. Geaves (2007) The Study of Religion: An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods. London, T&T Clark. p. 13.]  [5:  Donald Wiebbe, ‘Religious Studies’ in Hinnells, J. R. (ed.) The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (London: Routledge, 2005). pp 125-144, (p.126).]  [6:  Wiebbe p. 127.]  [7:  Oxford University Press, Meta-Analysis , 2020, <https://www.encyclopedia.com/medicine/divisions-diagnostics-and-procedures/medicine/meta-analysis>
]  [8:  Chryssides and Geaves, The Study of Religion: An Introduction to Key Ideas and Methods. p. 39.] 

Judging from the amount of critique by scholars concerning the contribution of a number of academic disciplines to the way religion is being taught or presented as a genuine academic study, one might justifiably have doubts about its validity. Not surprisingly, some scholars of “premodern” confessional studies including Theology, which Religious Studies vehemently demeans, have even gone so far as to declare “the end of Religious Studies and the return of Theology”.[footnoteRef:9] Especially in the era of postmodernism Theology and theologians found courage to highlight the flaws in the Study of Religion with a higher degree of impunity compared to a few decades ago. This new milieu opened the door for increasing scrutiny of “religion” in the Study of Religion.[footnoteRef:10] First and foremost, Theologians do not belief the Study of Religion is scientific as neutrality and objectivity are very much doubted in their epistemology. From a theological perspective Graham Ward claims that “the ideology and logic of religious studies actually undermine its ethical commitment to difference, otherness, openness and tolerance.[footnoteRef:11] Furthermore, the descriptive and nonconfessional standpoint in the study of religion remains problematic. Even when claims of objectivity and neutrality are deconstructed some sort of account of a particular standpoint from which the description is made needs to be given.[footnoteRef:12] But more than anything else theologians point out that “religion” in religious studies is far from dismissed. As Benson observes, the Study of Religion is not only about obtaining knowledge and explaining religious phenomena, it is also about character building and societal enhancement.[footnoteRef:13] Smart goes even further by asserting that the new religious studies “is determined and shaped by religious or theological agenda.[footnoteRef:14]  Donald Wiebe concludes that taking into account the way “religion” is incorporated in religious studies and has developed in institutions of higher learning in Canada, Britain and the United States of America, he agrees with Michael Pye and Adrian Cunningham that religious studies does not live up to the ideal of a scientific study but rather is a religious undertaking.[footnoteRef:15]   [9:   Gavin Hyman, ‘The Study of Religion and the Return of Theology’ p. 202.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 203-305.]  [11:  Ibid., p. 204.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 211.]  [13:  Wiebbe p. 128.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 129.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 129] 

Skepticism about the claims religious studies makes have not come from the field of theology only. Phenomenology as an initial “pillar” of religious studies and by which religion was equated with other religions as a valid path to the same transcendent reality, has been practically abandoned more recently as a methodology to approach the study of religion. The reason is the unlikeliness to assume a detached self that separates itself from the subject matter, so that the latter can be viewed in its true essential form.[footnoteRef:16] Criticism of phenomenology of religion is that it makes non empirical, non-historical a priori theological and other normative assumptions.[footnoteRef:17] It is not feasible for us to become detached observers who sit out on the performance in the interest of amassing data in some objective detached way.[footnoteRef:18]  The issue of neutrality and objectivity in phenomenology is claimed to be found in the descriptive nature of this discipline. But what is taken as objective and scientific is historically, culturally and socially situated and constructed in terms of implicit and explicit value judgements.[footnoteRef:19]  In other words, phenomenology of religion necessarily involves critical reflection, including contextual awareness and scholarly interpretations, understandings and explanations that go beyond describing expressed positions of religious others.[footnoteRef:20] Adding to the discourse of phenomenology is the use of language. The ethic and emic terminologies used in the discourse of phenomenology contribute to subjectivity when describing religious experiences. Gavin Flood points out that phenomenology inadequately takes language and meaning into account. The application of appropriate emic and etic terminologies and technical jargon developed by scholars indicate the possible inconsistencies that could occur when data about a certain phenomenon is collected, transcribed and distributed. Different persons attach different meanings to seemingly the same concept as e.g. the notion of the trinity.[footnoteRef:21]  James l. Cox in his criticism of phenomenology not only stresses the problem of naming the phenomena, he also doubts that value judgement (epoché) can be avoided and methodological agnosticism can be achieved ignoring the scholars’ conscious and unconscious reference framework. [footnoteRef:22]  [16:  Chryssides and Geaves, The Study of Religion, p.175.]  [17:  Douglas Allan. ‘Phenomenology of religion’, ed. By J. R. Hinnells, The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (London: Routledge, 2005), pp.203-224, (p. 219)]  [18:  Chryssides and Geaves, The Study of Religion, p. 175-176.]  [19:  Douglas Allan. Phenomenology of religion p. 218.]  [20:  Ibid., p. 218.]  [21:  Chryssides and Geaves, The Study of Religion, p. 176.]  [22:  Ibid., p. 178-179.] 

Besides the fading of phenomenology as a scientific approach contributing to the study of religion sociology of religion came under further scrutiny as well in terms of its academic value for religious studies. Modernist sociology of religion within the study of sociology became increasingly marginalized as it lost its significance. Sociology of religion’s task is to cognitively order and explain the role religion plays in society. With a resurgence of religious awareness in postmodernism the role of religion and the study of sociology of religion as a consequence had to reinvent itself to secure its relevance.  The study of sociology contributed to the study of religion as an academic discipline focusing primarily on the secularization of society, drawing on the classical paradigms formulated by Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. Indeed, the effects of secularization had on society are clearly visible, but the theories of religion today are more than theories about secularization.[footnoteRef:23] As mentioned before religious studies is a polymethodic discipline and its declared cross-cultural approach as Alan Olsen claimed it to embrace, is not any longer to be found in sociology of religion, as “it is primarily focused on the scholars’ country of citizenship or religious tradition of their own affiliation.” Martin Riesebrodt and Marry Ellen Konieczny argue that cross-culturally comparative work is absent form sociology of religion and is taken over by historians of religion and anthropology. And in order to pursue its cognitive order and explain it, it must avoid narrow mindedness, broadening its perspective, reexamine theories in a changing world.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Martin Riesebrodt and Mary Ellen Konieczny, ‘Sociology of religion’, in The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion, ed. by J. R. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2005), pp 145-164, (p.159). ]  [24:  Ibid., p. 158-159.] 

This brings me to the postmodernist era in which religion occupies a new paradigm affecting also most academic studies related to it. Religion in religious studies can no longer rely on scientific methods. By insisting on unbiased impartial investigations, careful accumulation of data or facts, and the authority of human reason to analyze and interpret the meaning of phenomena, modernist scholars had confidence in the human capacity to make progress and arrive at objective variable knowledge.[footnoteRef:25] Postmodernism on the other hand has introduced subjectivity as the linchpin of not only science but all aspects of life including religion and the way religion is studied. Hyman argues that “rationalities have become relative, but this does not mean neutralism or agnosticism. One can admit to canons of rationality and still commit to them”.[footnoteRef:26] And maybe this is the way religion and the study of religion is supposed to be treated after all, for it to be considered valid as an academic study. [25:  Ibid., p. 207.]  [26:  Gavin Hyman, ‘The Study of Religion and the Return of Theology’ p. 201.] 

Contrary to the described skepticism so far, I belief that “religion” in the study of religion can find a place in the academic field under certain conditions. I belief the way of judging “religion” as a valid area of academic study is by analyzing the purpose for it to be studied. What should religion’s role be in religious studies, what is it supposed to achieve? Much will depend on comprehensibility of objectives, methodology, the scientific foundation and a clear definition of the subject matter. In 1983 European Studies was introduced as a new study within the “Faculteit der Letteren” (department of Literature, Faculty of Arts) at the University of Amsterdam. The interest in this new academic discipline was supposed to satisfy the need for future bureaucrats specializing in the administration and organization of the European Union by shaping and training them accordingly. Like the academic disciplines contributing to the Study of Religion academic disciplines including the departments of “the main” European Languages and Literature Studies, Economics, History and Law contributed by boosting and complementing the conceptualization of the program of European Studies as a new independent academic study. The expansion and improvement over the years together with a successful flow of graduates to positions in Strasbourg and Brussels attests to academic foresight of those involved. Much of the conceptualization issues and criticism of religion and the way it is presented as a distinctive field of academics mirrors the way European studies in the early years of its conception in this particular case had to endure. If success rate is measured by achievement of its objectives, then in the end the introduction of European Studies at the University of Amsterdam can be called successful. 
Concluding, if the purpose of religious studies is well defined with measurable outcomes and conforms to its objectives and when it basically adheres to the modernist approach it could render similar results as European Studies and in many ways, it has already showed it has. But religion is simply not only about science, it is also about spirituality that cannot be quantified. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay has tried to define “religion” and “academic study” by describing what both terms are about as an all-encompassing definition is practically impossible. This was followed by giving a background of “religion” in religious study and how religious studies developed from the 1960s, during its heydays up till people became disillusioned with the old meta narratives of science, politics and religion. In the new age of postmodernism, the disciplines contributing to religious studies were increasingly questioned and started to lose some influence as a valid scientific discipline. Theologians feeling more comfortable in the era of postmodern relativism became more assertive while criticizing the neutrality and objectivity of the study of religion. Some scholars went as far by claiming “the end of religious studies and a return to Theology.”[footnoteRef:27] The same claims of neutrality and objectivity in the study of phenomenology could not be defended anymore in view of its irrationality and conceptual inconsistency. Social studies had to abandon their accustomed paradigm of branding religion with the common modernist worldview as well, because the theories of religion today are more than theories about secularism. Postmodernism provided a background and the extra push religious studies needed to be exposed as a possible “has been”. The outlook of religion has changed as has the scientific value of the disciplines which contributed to religious studies. I gave an example of European Studies in the early 1980s at the University of Amsterdam of a successful marriage between several academic disciplines in humanities and social studies, but the essence of “religion” undercuts the comparison. As such, I agree with Donald Wiebe that “it is not a separate discipline but a general rubric for empirical and scientific studies of religion, which alone are appropriate in the context of a modern research university dedicated to the advancement of objective knowledge about the world, both natural (physical) and social.”[footnoteRef:28] In hindsight though, I wonder if maybe the much-needed scientific truth in religious studies has drifted away from the desired validity of academic study. [27:  Gavin Hyman, ‘The Study of Religion and the Return of Theology’ pp. 202-203.]  [28:  Wiebbe p. 140.] 
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