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TEXTS: 
 

Al-Qur’an.  Ahmed Ali (trans.) 

Bhagavad Gita.  Barbara Stoler Miller (trans.)       

Tao Te Ching (Lao Tzu).  Ursula LeGuin (trans.)       

Dhammapada.  Ananda Maitreya (trans.)        

The World’s Wisdom.  Phillip Novak (ed.) 
Handouts of key excerpts from works by Derrida, Patanjali, and others, plus the film listed for 5/28/15.      
  
Bible – Students should also have a Bible, which I have not ordered for the bookstore, presuming that many of you 

will have one already.  My favorite translation is Today’s New International Version, and I also like the paraphrase 

version called The Message. Any translation will do, although the King James has had the most influence on 

English language and literature.  Note also that because of the special place the Bible holds in the tradition of the 

English language and in Christianity, it is the only book not italicized as other book titles are.  It is simply: Bible. 

 

 

COURSE GOALS: 
 

 If ever there was an impossible course, this is it.  First, this is a hybrid course, an ACR 

(All College Requirement) course, helping students fulfill their intercultural seminar 

requirement.  Thus, though it is a 300-level literature course, it is open to all upper-division 

students regardless of major, and thus must be pitched more towards a generalist rather than 

specialist audience.   More important, our goal is to touch on major texts from six major 

religions—Islam, Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism—reading portions of 

them as if they were forms of literature, which they are and are not at the same time.  Part of our 

task, then, will be to employ various methods of literary criticism on our texts.  See the “Outline 

of Literary Methods” included later in the syllabus.  I generally divide literary methods into two 

types, Intrinsic and Extrinsic, the first focusing mostly inward on the text itself, the second 

mostly outward on how history, gender, politics, and the like relate to the text.  The line between 

intrinsic and extrinsic methods is blurry, often more a convenience than anything else.  

Obviously, for this course, religious concerns will be unavoidable and will impact close reading 

immensely.  Nonetheless, a literary approach is different in important ways from an approach 

one would take in, say, an Old Testament course in the religious studies department, or a history 

or sociology or anthropology of religion course you might take. We will say more about such 

differences as the class proceeds. By the end of the term we hope you have a renewed 

appreciation of both how to read a text (any text), and how our specific texts relate to great 

religious traditions—their own as well as others.  All this in ten weeks.  And, finally, all this with 

texts not in their original languages—all translations.  More on this later as well. 
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TENTATIVE SCHEDULE: 
 

Mar  31 Introduction.  “Literary readings” of Genesis: 1-2; I Kings: 18-19. 

Apr   2 Voice and text in Islam. Novak: 281-332; Al-Qur’an: Suras 1, 82, 91, 97, 99, 101 

    

   7 Islam, Jihad, and The Book  Al-Qur’an: Suras 2, 5, 8, 9, 22, 25; 4, 12, 14, 19, 21 

   9 No class 

 

 14 Bible—Phases of Revelation. Novak: 175-226; Al-Qur’an: Sura 14 

 16 Phase I–Creation: Genesis. Tao Te Ching: 14.  Phase II–Revolution: Exodus 

 

 21 Phase III–Wisdom: Proverbs (selected), Ecclesiates, Psalms (selected), Job 

 23 Phase IV–Prophecy: Isaiah (selected), Hosea. Phase V–Gospel: Novak: 227-279  

 

 28  Gospel (contd.): Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Romans, I John 

 30  Phase VI–Apocalypse. Bible: Revelation.  The Bible as Comic Form. 

  

May   5 Hinduism: Illusion-Reality-Fate. Novak: 1-48.  Jihad-Revolution-War. 

Bhagavad-Gita: Teachings 1-5 

   7 Discipline and Totality. Bhagavad-Gita: Teachings 6-11  

  

 12 No class. 

 14 Devotion.  Bhagavad-Gita: Teachings 12-17 and Conclusion 

  

 19 Tai-chi and the Yoga Aphorisms of Patanjali.  Suffering.  Novak: 49-109 

 21 Presence & Absence.  Derrida: “Structure, Sign, and Play…” 

 

 26 Mindfulness.  Dhammapada: 1-11.  Discipline /Happiness.  Dhammapada: 12-26  

 28 “Shut.”  Excerpts from the film Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter…and Spring 

  

June   2 The Way.  Novak: 145-174; Tao Te Ching: 2-40   

   4 The Power of Not-Naming.  Tao Te Ching: 38-81     

 

 

GRADES WILL BE BASED ON… 
 

1)  Class participation.  Please come to class each day having read the assignment carefully.  

Then be willing to answer questions, and to ask them, and to share your insights and comments. 

Obviously, absences will hurt your participation grade.  (100 pts.) 

 

2)  Completion of the following class projects: 

 

A)  “Translation” project.  Pick a passage from any of our sacred texts and do an original 

“translation” of it—that is, a version of it from a particular angle that is important to you 

personally or academically, or both.  This “translation” must be prefaced by a 4-6 page essay 

that: 1) details your reasons (personal, scholarly, or both) for choosing the passage you did; 2) 

briefly describes and justifies the literary and scholarly sources you consulted; 3) explains the 

“translation” choices you made, focusing on the language of the original vs. your own language 



choices.  From the beginning of class you can easily see differences in translation by referring to 

the Novak book. Compare, for example, the first “poem” of the Tao he uses to Ursula LeGuin’s 

translation of the same. Much more in class. (100 pts.)  DUE April 23rd   

 

B)  Literary Analysis project.  Pick any passage from any our sacred texts we have and 

write a literary analysis (4-6 pages) using any combination of methods in the “Outline of 

Literary Methods” included just below.  Your passage will most likely come from the Bible or 

Qur’an, but not necessarily.  (100 pts.) DUE May 14th   

 

C)  “Issues” project.  Pick an issue of your choosing closely related to any of the sacred 

texts we are studying this term.  Possibilities are nearly endless.  In the past students have 

focused on issues of feminism, doing readings of certain Bible passages, or speculating on how 

Buddhism can help create a new feminist rhetoric.  Students have focused on “religious people,” 

like Mary Magdalene, Mother Teresa, or Gandhi.  They have explored the “truth” behind pop 

culture phenomena related to religion, such as the novel and movie The Da Vinci Code.  They 

have tackled tough social and political issues related to the Bible, Al-Qur’an, or Bhagavad Gita, 

or explored issues of language brought up by Zen koans.  You must clear your topic with me by 

the end of week two.  The grading for this project will come in two parts: 
 

 1)  A 1-2 page précis of your topic, including your thesis and two major scholarly sources 

you will be using.  (25 pts.)  DUE. 

 2)  The finished paper itself.  (100 pts.)  DUE at the beginning of our Final time.   
 

 Your paper should be 6-8 pages long, and may be written in the form of a traditional 

research paper, OR a hybrid paper combining story and/or personal narrative with your research.  

More on this latter form in class.  In any case, the paper must include a minimum of five solid 

sources—no fluff. 
 

D)  “Summary” paper.  By the beginning of week ten, please post to our Blackboard 

page, a short paper consisting of an abstract of your issues paper, 2-3 of your major sources, and 

a revision of your translation.  Besides giving you a chance to revise your “translation,” this short 

paper will also serve to expand the knowledge base of the entire class.  The paper should begin 

with a statement of your “problem.” (25 pts.)  
 

E)  Quizzes and Short Papers or Projects as given.  These will be given periodically 

throughout the term, mainly to make sure you understand key concepts and to encourage 

participation and careful reading of the assignments.  (Usually 10 pts. each)  

 
Any work produced for this course may be used for assessment purposes.  If so, it will be used anonymously and 

will not affect your course grade in any way.  If you do not wish to have your work so used, you must state so in a 

letter to me by the end of the course’s second week. 

 

 

Papers will be graded according to the following: 
 

 How well they fulfill assignment instructions 

 Being on time.  Five points (5) deducted for each day (not class) late. 

 How well written they are in terms of: 

  Presenting a clear, well-supported thesis 

  Being clearly and purposefully organized, both overall and by paragraphs 



  Writng with “style”—using “lean,” flexible, varied, even “elegant” sentences 

  Understanding connections between audience, style, and rhetoric 

  Handling grammar, spelling, and MLA citation forms well. 

   

 Please proofread carefully.  Papers should be free of basic errors in spelling, grammar, or 

syntax.  Any excess of such errors will lower grades dramatically.  The three most elementary grammar 

errors are: Comma splices (cs), Run-On sentences (ros), and sentence Fragments (frag), or incomplete 

sentences.  The major syntactical error is Dangling, or misplaced, modifiers (d-mod). 

 Write “lean,” not wordy prose.  Eliminating the following word types as much as possible will 

help: prepositions (in, of, from, to…), “to be” verbs (is, was, were…), relative pronouns (that, which, 

who…).  
 

 

Academic Honesty and Documentation 
 

 Plagiarism carries serious consequences, including possible dismissal from the college.  

Please refer to the NCC Guide to Writing, now on-line and easily accessible from the library’s 

web page. You must cite sources for ideas, summaries, uncommon facts or statistics. Exact 

wording needs to be placed within quotations (or, for long quotes, set aside with special 

indentation) and cited.  
 

 

Adenda to the syllabus 
 

1)  An Outline of Literary Methods 
 

2)  Sample of the Project / “Translation” SUMMARY PAPER. 
 An exemplary summary paper.  Notice Mr. Gunnick’s “translation.”   Also note how his 

“translation” exhibits some of the interests he outlines in the summary of his issues project. 
 

3)  Paul Rudnick’s “Intelligent Design,” from the infamous “Shouts and Murmurs” feature of 

The New Yorker magazine.  Consider this an example of a “translation,” though admittedly an 

over-the-top sample!  Yours will probably be more sober—though not necessarily.  In class you 

will be given other examples of “translation,” including several of the Lord’s Prayer. 
 

4)  Cartoons.  Look them over.  Laugh.  And think.  We’ll discuss a few in class. 
 

5)  Karen Armstrong’s “Every Eye Beholds You” essay. 
 
 

Some of the following addenda pieces take forceful—maybe close to blasphemous—pokes at 

religion.  Still, though this course’s academic focus is literary, it also takes sacred texts very 

seriously when they urge us to make commitments to follow a spiritual path faithfully, or to 

search for one, also faithfully.  It encourages a respect, even love, for all religious texts, but this 

does not imply an “all-religions-are-the-same” approach.  It, like the religious texts at its core, 

encourages you to take a stand for your particular faith.  For many personal and historical 

reasons, for instance, I am a Christian.  I attend Friendship United Methodist Church in 

Bolingbrook, which has one of the most multicultural congregations in America.  I have been 

chair of the church council and still head several programs.  Though I am certainly an imperfect 

Christian, I approach this faith seriously and would encourage anyone to do the same. What I am 

struggling to say near the end of this syllabus is more important than mere academics.  Commit 

to a faith, while making profound respect for all religions a part of that commitment. 



  1)  An Outline of Literary Methods (Adapted in part from Steven Lynn’s Text and Contexts) 
 

      
     A.  “INTRINSIC” methods of “Reading” a “Text” 
 

 1.  New Criticism 
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  The work itself should be the focus, not author’s intention or audience’s response. 

    b.  Purpose is to explain works organic unity. 

    c.  Great works are complex, having tension, ambiguity, irony, levels of meaning. 
 

   Major techniques/questions: 

    a.  Read closely, assuming everything has been carefully calculated.  What formal   

 elements does this work have (structure, imagery, diction)? 

    b.  Find oppositions, tensions, ambiguities, ironies.  How can these formal elements be   

 arranged in opposing pairs or groups? 

    c.  Indicate how all these are unified by an idea or system of symbols. What unifying   

 idea holds these opposing elements together? 

  

 2.  Reader Response 
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  The reader’s response is what counts. 

    b.  Readers actively create meaning guided by goals and rules personal and communal. 

    c.  Responding to a text is a process, and describing that process is valuable because   

 different responses may enrich one another. 
 

   Major questions/techniques: 

    a.  Move through the text carefully, in slow motion, describing the expectations and the   

 actual experiences of an “ideal” reader.  What is your response to the text? 

    b.  Move through the text slowly, describing your response.  If the text were changed in   

 some specific way, how would that change your response? 

    c.  Focus on how particular details shape readers’ expectations and responses.  To what   

 extent is your response personal and idiosyncratic vs. shaped by shared norms? 

  

 3.  Deconstruction 
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  Meaning is made by binary oppositions, and in every binary relationship one item is   

 favored or privileged. 

    b.  This favoring can be reversed and questioned through imaginative and playful   

 reading. 

    c.  Such reversals undermine dogmatic thinking, opening up new ideas and suggesting   

 that meaning is ultimately unstable and open-ended. 
 

   Major questions/techniques: 

    a.  Identify the oppositions and determine which ones are favored.  What does the text   

 most obviously seem to say? 

    b.  Identify what seems central to the text and what seems marginal or excluded.  Based  

 on this, how can the text be turned against itself, even saying the opposite of what   

 it seems to want to say? 

    c.  Reverse the text’s hierarchy, arguing that what appears marginal is actually central.    

 How can something apparently marginal be brought to the center of attention?   

 

      B.  “EXTRINSIC” methods of “Reading” a “Text” (a small sample) 
 

 1.  Historical, Post-Colonial, and Cultural Studies   
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  It matters when, where, and by whom something was written. 



    b.  Important considerations include facts about the author’s life and status, the larger   

 history around the author and the work, and the intellectual paradigms available to the author and 

readers. 

    c.  Although we must be careful to distinguish literature and “real life,” the two and   

 illuminate each other powerfully. 
 

   Major questions/techniques: 

    a.  Research the author’s life and relate that information, carefully, to the work.  Are   

 there common issues between the work and the author’s life? 

    b.  Research the author’s time (political, economic, intellectual history, etc.) and relate   

 these, carefully, to the work.  How can these, including literary context, be   

 connected to the work? 

    c.  Research how people reasoned during the author’s lifetime.  What were the patterns   

 and limits to how they made sense of things?  Is the author part of a dominant,   

 colonial, or post-colonial culture, and how does that status affect the work? 

 

 2.  Psychological Criticism 
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  Creative writing—like dreaming—represents the disguised fulfillment of a repressed  

 wish or fear. 

    b.  Though everyone’s formative history differs in particulars, there are basic patterns   

 of development for most people.  This patterns and particulars have lasting effects. 

    c.  In reading literature we can make educated guesses about what has been repressed   

 and transformed. 
 

   Major questions/techniques: 

    a.  Apply a developmental concept to the work (various complexes (Oedipal, for   

 example), anxieties, confusions).  What appears to be motivating the author,   

 character, or even reader? 

    b.  Relate the work to psychologically significant events in the author’s life.  What   

 other motivations, repressed or disguised, might be at work? 

    c.  Consider how repressed material may be expressed in the work’s pattern of imagery   

 or symbols.  What developmental concepts might help explain this behavior or   

 patterning? 

 

 3.  Feminist Criticism, Post-Feminism, Queer Theory 
 

   Major assumptions: 

    a.  Your interpretation is influenced by your own status, including gender, class, race,   

 sexual orientation, religion, and much more. 

    b.  In the production and reception of literature, all people have not had equal access to   

 writing, publishing, and reading.  People of color, women, working-class people,   

 etc., have often been excluded. 

    c.  Literature can influence social change. 
 

   Major questions/techniques: 

    a.  Identify qualities of gender, class, race, religion, sexual orientation, etc., and say   

 how these are used to portray members of some group.  How does the work  advance or question a 

 particular political agenda? 

    b.  Consider whether the text promotes or undermines stereotypes?  How are    

 individuals in this work portrayed as a part of a group or class? 

    c.  Imagine how the text might be read—or neglected—by a certain type of reader.    

 How would readers of different political stances read this work differently? 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 


