
 

Sociology of Religion 
Fall 2016 
Syllabus 

 
SOC 3360-A 
T-Th 11:55 – 1:10 
Skiles 111 
 
Jeremy R. Rhodes, Ph.D. 
Office: Skiles 228 
Office Phone: 670-1274 
Email: jeremy.r.rhodes@hsutx.edu 
Office Hours: Mon 11-12; Tues 9-11:30 and 1:30-4:00; Wed 11-12 and 2:30-4; Thurs 9-10:30; or by 
appointment 
 
Religion is a powerful force in the lives of many people. This semester we will be examining 
religion from a sociological perspective to understand how it shapes cultures, organizations, 
and individuals. This perspective is quite different from the perspective many of us have as we 
think about religion and the ways that we can live out our faith.  Those of us who consider 
ourselves to be men and women of faith see that faith as purely from God; we often fail to see 
the extent to which the faith we hold and practice is a dynamic social construction. 
 
 
Course Description from HSU Catalog 
This course examines religion from the sociological perspective. Religious institutions, 
dimensions of religious behavior, the measurement of religious behavior, and the relationship 
of religion to other institutions in society are examined. 
 
Course Objectives  
By the end of this course students should be able to do the following:  

• Understand the distinctively sociological approach to studying religion 
• Explain the major theories of the sociology of religion.  
• Apply these theories to better understand particular religious groups and the effects of 

religion on society in general.  
• Connect issues about religion to other sociological topics such as race, ethnicity, gender, 

and deviance.  
 
Course Readings 
Mark Chaves. American Religion: Contemporary Trends. Princeton University Press, 2011. Cloth 
ISBN: 9780691146850. Ebook ISBN: 9781400839957 
 
Additional readings are posted to Blackboard.  I reserve the right to give pop quizzes over any 
additional assigned readings. 
 



 

Grading and Assignments 
 Exams (40% of your final grade) 

There will be two examinations, a midterm exam and a final exam, and each test will be 
worth 20% of your final grade.  They will both be combinations of multiple choice 
questions and a handful of essay questions that measure your ability to understand and 
synthesize the theories and trends discussed in class. The final exam will only deal with 
material from the second half of the semester; it will not be cumulative. 

 
Church Observation / Research Paper (25% of your final grade) 

The research project requires you to visit worship services at three different 
congregations. Based on these observations, you are required to write a 6-8 page 
research paper.  Details will be provided later. 
Due Friday Nov 11 
Reference List due Friday Oct 28 

 
Group Presentation (20% of your final grade): 

You will be placed into groups of 3-4 students, and each group will do a 15-20 minute 
multimedia presentation on an unconventional religious group.  These presentations 
will occur during the last week of classes.  Details will be provided later.  

 
Participation (10% of your final grade):  

I expect you not only to complete the required readings, but to also participate in class 
discussion in addition to your required class attendance.  You will earn points based 
solely on your class participation; you will not earn points for good attendance.  I do, 
however, reserve the right to subtract points from this grade if your attendance is poor.  
You will not be penalized for your first 3 absences; but you will lose 1 point for each 
subsequent absence. 

 
Reading Responses (5% of your final grade) 

A 1-2 page paper is due each Tuesday before class that responds to the readings for that 
week.  There will be a total of 13 papers, each worth 2 points.  This paper will need to be 
uploaded to SafeAssign before class begins.  You will receive a 2 if the paper is 
completed to my satisfaction, a 1 if it is mediocre, and a 0 if it is not turned in on time or 
if it is unsatisfactory.  I do not want a long header for this paper. 

 
The grading scale for the course is based on the following: A: 90-100; B: 80-89; C: 70-79; D: 60-
69; F: below 60.  Please note that I cannot change grades after the final grades have been 
posted unless I have made a mathematical error in computing your final grade. 
 
Classroom Conduct 
There are a few classroom rules which I expect students to follow. 

• Disruptive talking during lectures will not be tolerated; this includes talking amongst 
your selves while I am lecturing, answering a question, or showing films.  Be considerate 
of your classmates, socialize elsewhere.   



 

• Please feel free to interrupt me at any time if you have any question about the material.  
If you do not understand something, speak up-- chances are other people have the 
same question.  If you are having trouble with the material, see me as soon as possible. 

• Headphones and Bluetooth earpieces are not allowed under any circumstances for any 
reason. 

• I never want to see your cell phone.  Please do not text during my class. 
• Laptops are not allowed. 

 
Academic Integrity Policy 
Please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy found in the 2016-2017 Undergraduate Catalog 
and also in the Student Handbook; both can be found on the HSU website. The student should 
become familiar with the policy and its terms.  The policy applies to all assignments and tests in 
this class. 
 
Attendance Policy 
For class attendance policy, refer to the Attendance Policy in the 2016-2017 Undergraduate 
Catalog.  “Accordingly, absence from more than 25 percent of class meetings and/or laboratory 
sessions scheduled for a course (including absences because of athletic participation) is 
regarded as excessive, and a grade of F may be assigned as deemed appropriated by the 
professor.”  Excused absences are still counted in the total number of absences.  The fact that 
an absence is excused means only that the student has the opportunity to make up the work 
missed during the absence without penalty to his/her grade.  It is the responsibility of the 
student to make arrangements with the professor to complete the work in a time frame 
agreeable with the professor.  Additional specific policies might be included in individual class 
settings by the professor. 
 
University Policy on Students Regarding Disabilities 
Any student with a professionally diagnosed learning disability and/or other professionally 
diagnosed disability that may affect course performance may choose to seek accommodation.  
Eligible students seeking accommodations should contact the Office of the Director of 
Undergraduate Advising and Disabilities as soon as possible in the academic term (preferably 
during the first two weeks of a long semester) for which they are seeking accommodations. The 
Director shall prepare letters to appropriate faculty members concerning specific, reasonable 
academic adjustments for the student. The student is responsible for delivering 
accommodation letters and conferring with faculty members. Please refer to the 2016-2017 
Undergraduate Catalog for the complete policy. (Lindsay Boynton, Director of Undergraduate 
Advising and Disabilities, Sandefer Memorial, room 209, 670-5842, 
disabilityservices@hsutx.edu)  
 
University Policy on Electronic Devices in Class 
“Use of electronic devices in the classroom is permitted only with consent of instructor. 
Disruption of class by the sounds of cell phones and paging devices or by texting is forbidden. A 
student facing the possibility of receiving an emergency message by one of these means may 
leave the device turned on during class, but the student must inform the professor of that 
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possibility at the beginning of class. Unless facing an emergency message, the student must 
turn the device off at the beginning of class and turn it back on only after the class has been 
dismissed. Routine work related calls/messages are not considered emergencies nor are 
personal calls/messages from friends or business associates.” Online Student Handbook 
 
Official University Communication 
The official avenue for the University, its faculty and offices to communicate with students is 
the students’ HSU email address.  It is the responsibility of the student to check his/her HSU 
email address regularly for official university communication.  Failure of the student to regularly 
check his/her HSU email address will not excuse the student from his/her responsibility for 
complying with any actions indicated in the university mails. 
 
Tutoring 
Peer-to-peer tutoring is available for all undergraduate HSU students. Centralized Tutoring is 
offered Tuesday evenings from 6:30-9:00 pm on the first floor of Skiles. There are additional 
opportunities to receive tutoring throughout the semester. For information regarding tutoring 
services, contact Sierra Greenwood, Coordinator for Academic Support and Retention 
Initiatives, Moody Center, room 214, 325-670-1495, Sierra.J.Greenwood@hsutx.edu  
 
Mental Health Counseling and Services 
All full or part-time students are eligible to receive free, confidential, and voluntary counseling 
services at HSU. Services include consultation, evaluation, counseling, and crisis support 
services for students facing issues impacting their overall well-being. To obtain any of these 
services, students may call Nikki Rhodes, the Director of Counseling Services, at (325) 671-2272 
or visit the Office of Counseling Services in Moody 213 to begin the intake process. The 
Psychology and Counseling Center, located by the Psychology Annex and staffed by graduate 
student interns in the M.A. of Clinical Counseling and Marriage and Family Therapy, may be 
utilized to assist with counseling services as well. 
 
Important Dates 
August 22, 2016: Classes begin 
August 29, 2016: Last date to register or change classes; Last date to change from credit to 
audit 
September 23, 2016: Last day to drop or withdraw from classes with a grade of W 
September 27-29, 2016: Cornerstone (adjusted schedule on Wednesday, the 28th)   
October 21, 2016: BW Aston Fall Break 
November 21, 2016: Last date to drop/withdraw from classes 
November 23-25, 2016: Thanksgiving Holidays 
December 5-8, 2016: Final Exams 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Sierra.J.Greenwood@hsutx.edu


 

Tentative Course Outline (subject to change) 
 
Week 1 - Aug 23, 25: Introduction to the Sociological Study of Religion (30 pages) 

• Chaves, Ch 1. Introduction and Ch 3. Belief 
• Mills, C. Wright. The Sociological Imagination. (pp. 1-6) 
• Take the Pew Forum test on religious knowledge. http://www.pewforum.org/quiz/u-s-

religious-knowledge/ 
• Read report of Pew Forum test on religious knowledge. 

http://www.pewforum.org/2010/09/28/u-s-religious-knowledge-survey/ 
 
Week 2 – Aug 30, Sept 1: Durkheim; Congregations and Megachurches (39 pages) 

• Chaves, Ch 5. Congregations 
• Pals, Daniel L. 2006. Introducing Religion: Readings from the Classic Theorists. New York: 

Oxford University Press. Selections on Durkheim, pp. 110-120. 
• Ellingson, Stephen. 2008. "Rise of the Megachurches and Changes in Religious Culture: 

Review Article." Sociology Compass 2:1-15. 
 
Week 3 – Sept 6, 8: Marx: Religion and Inequality (34 pages) 

• Pals, Daniel L. 2009. Introducing Religion: Readings from the Classic Theorists. New York: 
Oxford University Press. Selections from Karl Marx: The Communist Manifesto, 
Historical Materialism and Socialism and Religion. 

• Nelson, Timothy J. 1996. "Sacrifice of Praise: Emotion and Collective Participation in an 
African-American Worship Service." Sociology of Religion 57:379-396. 

 
Week 4 – Sept 13, 15: Weber (65 pages) 

• Pals, Daniel L. 2006. Eight theories of religion. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Chapter on Weber.  Read pp. 153-175, 181-188 

• Chaves, Chapter 4 - Involvement and Chapter 6 – Leaders 
• Reading on leadership of Mars Hill 

 
Week 5 – Sept 20, 22: Irreligion (26 pages) 

• Baker, Joseph O. and Buster Smith.  2010.  American Secularism. New York University 
Press.  Chapters 1 (Classifying Secularities) and 5 (Nonreligious Belief Systems). 
 

Week 6 – Sept 27, 29: Racial Dynamics in American Religion (51 pages) 
• Chaves, Chapter 2 - Diversity 
• Emerson, Chapter 10: - The (Not so Great) Color Wall of the United States 
• Emerson, Michael O. and Christian Smith. 2001. Divided by faith: Evangelical Religion 

and the Problem of Race in America. New York Oxford: Oxford University Press. Chapter 
4 – “Color Blind: Evangelicals Speak on the Race Problem” 
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Week 7 – Oct 4, 6: Gender and Religion (30 pages) 
• Stark, Rodney. 2002. "Physiology and Faith: Addressing the 'Universal' Gender 

Difference in Religious Commitment." Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41:495-
507. 

• Evans, Rachel Held.  “The Absurd Legalism of Gender Roles” 
http://rachelheldevans.com/blog/legalism-gender-roles 

• Evans, Rachel Held.  “Guys and Dolls: Exhibit B for the Absurd Legalism of Gender Roles” 
http://rachelheldevans.com/blog/guys-dolls-legalism-own-strachan-biblical-manhood 

• Evans, Rachel Held.  “The Absurd Legalism of Gender Roles: Exhibit C – ‘As Long as I 
Can’t See Her…’”  http://rachelheldevans.com/blog/legalism-gender-roles-exhibit-c-
piper-commentary 

 
Week 7 – Oct 6: Midterm 
 
Week 8 – Oct 11, 13: Contemporary Theories – Secularization (31 pages) 

• Emerson, Chapter 5: “News Flash: God‘s Not Dead” 
• Mark Chaves – “Secularization as Declining Religious Authority.” Chapter 26 in Sociology 

of Religion: A Reader (2nd Edition), edited by Susanne C. Monahan, William A. Mirola 
and Michael O. Emerson. 

• Visit http://www.thearda.com/whoisyourgod/imagesofgod/ and take the “God Test” 
and “Images of God” and read report “The Four Gods” 
 

Week 9 – Oct 18, 20: Contemporary Theories – Rational Choice (47 pages) 
• Stark, Rodney and Roger Finke.  Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion.  

Berkeley.  Ch 1 – “A New Look at Old Issues” 
• Iannaccone, Laurence R.  1994. "Why Strict Churches are Strong." American Journal of 

Sociology, 1994, 99, 5, Mar 99:1180-211. 
 
Week 10 – Oct 25, 27: Church-Sect Continuum (32 pages) 

• Stark, Rodney and Williams Sims Bainbridge.  1979.  “Of Churches, Sects, and Cults: 
Preliminary Concepts for a Theory of Religious Movements.” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion.  18(2): 117-133. 

• Finke, Roger and Rodney Stark.  2001.  “The New Holy Clubs: Testing Church-to-Sect 
Propositions.” Sociology of Religion.  62(2): 175-189. 

 
Week 11 – Nov 1, 3: American Evangelicalism (85 pages) 

• Smith, Christian. – “Resurrecting Engaged Orthodoxy” (pp. 1-20) 
• Smith, Christian. – “Explaining Religious Vitality in America” and “Toward a ‘Subcultural 

Identity‘ Theory of Religious Strength” (pp. 67-119) 
• Chaves, Chapter 7 – “Liberal Protestant Decline” 
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Week 12 – Nov 8, 10: Religious Fundamentalism (25 pages) 
• Emerson, Chapter 6: “Our God Rules (Yours Doesn‘t)” 
• Mark Jurgensmeyer. “Is Religion the Problem?” Chapter 41 in Sociology of Religion: A 

Reader (2nd Edition), edited by Susanne C. Monahan, William A. Mirola and Michael O. 
Emerson. 

• Film: Hell House or Jesus Camp 
 
Week 13 – Nov 15, 17: Cults and Belief in the Paranormal (35 pages) 

• Ayella, Marybeth.  2011.  “’They Must be Crazy:’ Some of the Difficulties in Researching 
‘Cults.’”  Chapter 34 in Sociology of Religion: A Reader (2nd Edition) Edited by Susanne C. 
Monahan, William A. Mirola, and Michael O. Emerson. 

• Bader, Christopher, F. Carson Mencken and Joseph Baker.  Paranormal America: Ghost 
Encounters, UFO Sightings, Bigfoot Hunts, and Other Curiosities in Religion and Culture.  
Ch 4 – “Round Trip to Hell in a Flying Saucer” 

 
Week 14 – Nov 22, 24: Religion and Politics (62 pages) 

• Emerson, Chapter 8: “Religion and the State” 
• Campbell and Putnam, Chapter 11 “Religion in American Politics” and Chapter 12 “Echo 

Chambers: Politics within Congregations.” Pp. 419-442. 
• Chaves, Chapter 8 “Polarization.” 
• NO CLASS Nov 24 - Thanksgiving 

 
Week 15 – Nov 29, Dec 1 

• Group Presentations 
 
 
 


