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INTRODUCTION


Many educators have begun to agree that the study of religion does have a place in the institutions of higher education.  The contributions of religion and the Bible are hard to deny and even harder to avoid in the context of courses that cover history and literature, among others.  For years, individuals have been fascinated with the study of different religions and how they compare and contrast to one another.  The study of the Bible has also been an interest of many for a very long time.  Although, the study of the Bible has become more historical and scientific in the past few centuries.  


Teaching courses on religion and the Bible is an important part of an individual’s education.  However, there are important issues surrounding the teaching of such controversial and personal subjects.  A thorough look into the history of religious studies and biblical studies should help provide a background concerning how these two disciplines have emerged and evolved over the years.  Moreover, the background information will lend some knowledge as to why the University handles these disciplines as it does today and how teachers can provide instruction within these disciplines.



RELIGIOUS STUDIES

Definition


The definition of religious studies, as it is typically applied, refers to the secular study of religion.
  The academic study of religion is dinstinctively different from the study of religion within a church setting.  It is an objective discipline, which seeks to make no assumptions or assertions concerning the truth of any specific religion.
  In the past, the discipline known as religious studies was referred to as either ‘comparative religion’ or ‘the history of religion.’
  Today, the field of religious studies is considered to be much more interdisciplinary.  It combines the theories and ideas of several different disciplines when trying to better understand aspects of different religions.  For this reason, Religion Departments worldwide include emphasis on the fields of anthropology, sociology, philosophy, psychology, and history, in association to religion.
  
History

Individuals have been interested in the study of different religions for a very long time.  Evidence exists of studies that took place as far back as before the birth of Christ.  However, the term religious studies, as applied to academic study, is fairly new and stems out of late nineteenth century Europe.
 

Nineteenth Century


In the nineteenth century, the academic study of religion focused on a ‘scientific’ understanding.
  The nineteenth century is the span of years most frequently associated with the development of the discipline of religious studies.  Before the advent of the “Religion Department,” religious education was left  to the seminaries and divinity schools to teach.  The influential work of Friedrich Max Müller marks the beginning of the academic study of religion in the late nineteenth century.

Friedrich Max Müller

Friedrich Max Müller was one of the major contributors to the field at this time.  In a chair created specifically for him, Müller was the first Professor of Comparative Religion at Oxford University.
  In his Introduction to the Science of Religion (1873), Müller acknowledges that in the past it would have been difficult to delve into a serious study of the science of religious comparison, due to the lack of knowledge and materials related to such a topic.  He then goes on to say that now there was such a great abundance of materials devoted to various religions that one could not possibly know them all.
  His contributions, as an objective scientist of religion, are still influential today, as more and more universities establish Religion Department dedicated to the objective, scientific study of religion.


Twentieth Century


By the latter half of the twentieth century, the study of religion had become an increasing presence in the academic world.  During this time period, the field of religious studies experienced a shift from its roots in confessional theology and moved towards a more scientific understanding and application.  Thus, the presence of religious studies in a university or college no longer meant a course in religion with a Christian bias, but rather offered an objective look into various religions as a whole.


Phenomenology, an approach to religious studies, emerged out of the twentieth century.  This method may be regarded as one of the most influential contribution to the discipline of religious studies.  The phenomenological method is still very important today.  Pierre Daniel Chantepie de la Saussaye was the major contributor to this methodology.
  

Pierre Daniel Chantepie de la Saussaye


Pierre Daniel Chantepie de la Saussaye is the author of Lehrbuch der Religiongeschichte (1887), a ‘handbook’ that brought together different groups of religious phenomena.  It was in this work that the term religionsphanomenologie was first used.  This methodology involves identifying religious phenomena that exists in various religions and classifying it in specific categories.  

The 1960’s and 1970’s


According to D. G. Hart in his book The University Gets Religion, religious studies came forth as a “legitimate academic discipline” in the 1960’s.  During this time, universities and colleges were going a step beyond offering religion courses; they were actually establishing Religion Departments.
  Up until this point, it had been difficult for universities to establish departments of religion due to low student interest.  However, in the 1960’s things began to change.  Througout the 1960’s and 1970’s, not only were there a large number of religion departments established, but these years also marked the genesis of several important journals devoted to the study of religion.  The journal Religious Studies began in 1965 and the journal Religion in 1971.
 

1980’s—Present


During the 1980’s, in the United States and Britain there was a decline in the interest of students regarding religious studies.  Student applications and resources available saw a great decline considering the resurgence that had just taken place in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  In an effort to maintain interest, universities began to combine methods of religious studies with other disciplines.  This period in time marks the beginning of the study of religion as a multidisciplinary field.


BIBLICAL STUDIES

Definition


Biblical studies is an academic discipline centered around the interpretation of the Bible and other related writings.
  Biblical studies has evolved over time, thus becoming more descriptive and historical in nature.  With this in mind, the study of the Bible may actually be better described as the study of Judaism and early Christianity.

History
The study of Scripture has been an interesting topic for many years.  Several methods have been employed in an effort to decipher meaning and insight of Scripture as well.  For many years, scholars read passages in the Bible in an allegorical manner, seeking to line up the scriptures with a Christian teaching that was already in place.  However, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, biblical interpretation began to gradually shift in another direction.  This “shift” was of extreme importance and profundity to the world of biblical interpretation.  During this time, a more modern and scientific method was applied to the interpretation of scripture, and the old, allegorical methods were gradually left behind.


This, more modern, method of studying the text is often referred to as historical criticism.  This term alludes to the idea that scholars looked to the historical aspects surrounding Scripture as a method of better understanding its context and meaning.  Those studying the text would rework it in an objective manner in order to regain a sense of its meaning in relationship to the time and setting it was written in.  In doing this, the ideas and notions previously understood concerning Scripture were often denounced.  The scholars attempted to understand the text outside of their own time and understanding.
 


In order to delve into this type of study of the Bible, many more resources were necessary.  More in depth critical histories of the text were needed.  In order to satisfy this demand for more detailed information, a new genre of “biblical introduction” became known.  In the late seventeenth century a French scholar named Richard Simon provided a history of the Bible that focused on the style of language used.  He made the assertion that Moses could not have possibly been responsible for all the writings that had previously been attributed to him.  Out of this notion, he charged that it should be the responsibility of the church to take on the challenge of interpretive authority over the text.  This sparked a conflict brought on by the historical interpretation of the Bible over and against the theological doctrines that were already in place.
  


During the eighteenth and nineteenth century, historical criticism continued to move ahead and uncover new truths regarding Scripture.  It was during this time period that more and more events and stories found in the text were historically different from the way that the Bible portrayed them.  Scholars found that the Pentateuch was actually a collection of writings from four different sources that had been put together at the end of the Israelite monarchy or after.  They also discovered that some of the New Testament letters that had traditionally been attributed to Paul, were in fact not Pauline at all.  They found this based on a study of the Greek used in the writing of each of the letters.  This type of biblical interpretation is referred to as source criticism.


Due to a growing repetoire of resources and information regarding the historical elements of the Bible, more scholars were dedicating their studies to the interpretation of the Bible based on these findings.  Consequently, by the first part of the twentieth century, the historical interpretation of the Bible was a dominating force in the Western world.  Access to even more historical resources led biblical scholars to seek to find the earliest source of biblical thought.  To do this, scholars had to go deeper even than the written tradition and uncover the oral tradition of Jesus’ ministry.  It was out of this idea that form criticism emerged in the twentieth century.  Biblical scholars sought to better understand the settings in which the early traditions had been understood.


Modern biblical scholars ventured into the historical elements of the text.  They hoped to uncover elements of culture, time, and any other factors that might lend to a better understanding of the audience that Jesus was speaking to.  The idea behind historical criticism is for readers to be able to envision what the original meaning of the Scripture would have been in the time that it was written.


During the time of the emergence of modern biblical interpretation, there were a few key figures who contributed to this new development in biblical studies.  These scholars helped lead to a better understanding of Scripture and offered a new perspective on reading the text.  They paved the way for future interpretation and advances in the field of biblical studies.

Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)


Baruch Spinoza, in line with the modern interpretation of the text, wished to move away from a reading of Scripture that served only to align itself with tradition Christian thought.  In his work, the Tractatus theologico-politicus, which he published in 1670, Spinoza sought to provide a rational reading of the text.  Spinoza posited that the biblical text is not made up of timeless words of divine revelation, but rather that it is unique to the customs and rituals of  a particular setting and culture in which the author is writing out of.  Through this understading, Spinoza broke into the historical approach to interpreting the biblical text.  He took the Bible out of the mystical realm and brought it into reality where it could be studied and better understood.  Following Spinoza, scholars were encouraged to moved beyond “timeless” interpretations of the text and to begin to look at the historical settings that make up Scripture’s context.
  

David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874)


David Friedrich Strauss was most well known for his work The Life of Jesus Critically Examined.  In this writing, Strauss critiques the historical elements of over ninety events described in the Gospels.  The attempt at a better understanding of the events that made up the life of Jesus was not a new idea, by any means.  However, Strauss chose to discard the methods of previous scholars and instead examine the mythical elements of the Gospels and their significance to the ministry of Jesus.  Strauss was a key contributor to biblical studies for two very important reasons.  First, he brought into light the discepencies between the world of the author of the text and the modern view of the individual who is reading it.  Second, he approached the text with an understanding that the author of the text himself is writing out of a particular tradition that has its own history to be uncovered.


Hermann  Gunkel (1862-1932)


Johannes Heinrich Hermann Gunkel contributed biblical studies in many ways.  He worked to find the Sitz im Leben (setting in life) for the stories found in Genesis and to find how they had changed over time until their current reading.  Gunkel focused heavily on the oral tradition of the narratives.  Hermann Gunkel’s major contribution to biblical studies was his interpretation of Scripture as different genres within the text.

Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976)


Bultmann had an extremely large part in the continuing development of biblical studies in the twentieth century.  During his lifetime, he wrote three hundred books, articles, essays, monographs, and reviews.  He also had a large number of students that worked under him and were heavily influenced by his teachings, going on to be outstanding biblical scholars themselves.  Bultmann, influenced heavily by the work of Gunkel, sought to examine closely the teaching of Jesus and writings of the Gospels in an effort to better understand the original Jesus tradition.  In doing so, he found a negative correlation between the historical aspects of Jesus’ ministry and the Gospels themselves.  Thus, he found that the Gospels are more of a descriptive theological tradition, as opposed to a historical account.  This insight led other scholars to address the issue of how the authors might be shaping the text based on their on faith traditions.



AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION AND RELIGION


The foundations of American higher education are built upon religious and biblical education.  Today’s leading colleges and universities owe their humble beginnings to Prostestant churches and missionaries who began these colleges in an attempt to better educate their clergy.
  During this early advent of the university, ministers were more educated that lay people.
    Eight colleges were founded before the American Revolution with the same goals in mind: to provide an education and training for ministers and to equip individuals with the necessary tools to become responsible leaders.
 

Colleges Founded


Harvard college was founded by the Puritans in 1693.  It was the first insitution of higher education in the United States.  The goal in mind when Harvard was founded was to train “learned and godly ministers.”  The idea was to encourage academics alongside spirituality. William and Mary college was the second college to be established in America.  Yales was founded shortly after William and Mary by Congregationalist, and then in 1746 Princeton was founded by the Presbyterians.
   

Spreading the Gospel


Early Christians in America placed a lot of value on education.  They believed that higher education was an effective tool for spreading the gospel message.  As a result of this belief, almost every university that was established in America, for one hundred and sixty years following the Pilgrims, was founded by a Protestant group.  The top schools in Japan, Korea, China, and Africa were started by missionaries for this reason as well.


ACADEMIC APPLICATION IN UNITED STATES


Today, the study of religion and the Bible is very much a part of colleges and universities, whether private or public institutions, worldwide.  When teaching in these disciplines, there are important issues to keep in mind for different institutions.  If teaching at a church-supported institution, religious and biblical studies will be taught in a much different manner than if being taught at a state-supported institution.  

Issues Related to Teaching Religion in a State-supported University


Isaiah Berlin, a great advocate and defender of pluralism, said that it was important to give individuals the freedom to choose.  The way to give that freedom is to offer a diverse wealth of knowledge without giving priority to one truth over another.
  Universities and colleges today often maintain a strategic distance from the topics of Christianity and religion as a whole.  This distance is congruent with the shift in thought that has moved into more scientific and scholarly explanantions of phenomena.
  This is not to say, however, that religious studies have no place in the American college or university.  Universities should handle critical responses to religious exploration in the same manner that any other department might defend its academic freedom to communicate facts and knowledge.


Constitutionally Standards

The First Amendment Center, along with seventeen religious and educational organizations, has put together a summary of the guidelines for teaching religion in a public school.  These guidelines or rules are as follows: “1) The school’s approach to religion is academic, not devotional, 2) The school strives for student awareness of religions, but does not press for student acceptance of any religion, 3)The school sponsors study about religion, not the practice of religion, 4)The school may expose students to a diversity of religious views, but may not impose any particular view, 5)The school educates about all religions; it does not promote or denigrate religion, and 6)The school informs students about various beliefs; it does not seek to conform students to any particular belief.”

Teaching Religious Studies at a State-supported University

When teaching a religious studies course in a state supported college or university, one should be as critical and objective as possible.  The topics covered in class should be taught in a detached manner with purely scientific and descriptive information provided.  A professor of religious studies in a state-supported school should not make any assertions related to truth, nor should they claim one religion’s superiority over another.  The study of religion in a secular setting should be based on “observable phenomena and empirical methods.”  In this way, teaching religion is no different from teaching humanities or social sciences.  In his book The University Gets Religion, D. G. Hart states that: “A Protestant cleric may be required to affirm and teach the deity of Christ, but in the university seminar Jesus and his teaching are no better or worse than authors who sayings or writings became culturally influential.”
  This quote alludes to the statement above, affirming the idea that whether teaching as a Christian, or not, no one religion takes precedence over another in a secular University religious studies course.


Teaching Biblical Studies in a State-supported University


Biblical studies is not listed as an academic discipline in the United States.  However, where biblical studies is offered, it should be taught in a simlar manner to religious studies.  Biblical studies may be offered as a sub-field within the religious studies department.  The appropriate approach to the study of the Bible in a state-supported university is one of objectivty and neutrality.
  When teaching the Bible in a public school, the teacher must make an effort to understand the difference between promotion and indoctrination of a particular belief or practice, as opposed to approaching the study of religion with objectivity, neutrality, and open-mindedness.  The aforemention method of Bible instruction is unconsititutional, while the latter is within the confines of constitutional boundaries.  No judgement should be made about a particular faith or practice, but rather a balanced wealth of knowledge should be offered.
  The discipline of Biblical studies has become a more descriptive and historical analysis of Scripture, where students are encouraged to try to understand the authors of the various scriptures and what they were trying to communicate during their time-period.  With this in mind, a New Testament course may be taught as an assessment of early Christian writings and what they reveal about Jewish and Graeco-Roman cultures.
  


Moreover, the Bible, because of its historical importance, has a rightful place among the humanities.  The study of the Bible is relevant to several other disciplines, including: history, philosophy, literature, and classics.
  In this way, the Bible may be used as a primary text for a particular course, although it should be confirmed by extrabiblical material.
  


When teaching biblical studies in a state-supported university, it is extremely important that the professor does not include any devotional teachings related to the Bible or a particular religion or denomination.  In the 1960’s, a series of lawsuits led the Supreme Court to make the decision that devotional Bible readings be banned from state-supported institutions.
  The United States Department of Education guidelines clarify that academic institutions that are supported by the state are allowed to teach about the Bible and religion, as long as it is not delivering religious instruction.  Biblical studies in a secular institution should be strictly educational with no devotional elements.
  

Issues Related to Teaching Religion in a Church-supported University

Before Religion Departments really came into being, the responsibility of serious religious instruction fell to the seminaries in the United States.
  When teaching a religion in a church-supported university, such as a seminary, divinity school, or a private institution, the professor will have much more academic freedom to share theological views and perspectives.  In a college that is faith-based, it would not be uncommon to express priority concerning the particular faith that governs the school.

In church-supported institutions in the United States, it is possible to teach in a way that does not explain everything using theory and data.  The instructor may read poetry and books, view art, and listen to music, all pertaining to Christian faith, and interpret their content for what it is.  Not merely saying this is about someone who had a strong faith, but by expressing their own views as to how that relates to their own faith.
 

Teaching at a church-supported institution gives the teacher the opportunity to share personal experiences in their faith with the class without crossing legal boundaries.  This “insider” approach may offer an advantage to someone who is trying to communicate knowledge about their faith.  Someone who is not from within that faith group may not be able to teach about it in such a real way.

The issue of asserting truth was addressed earlier.  When teaching at a faith-based college or university, the assertion of truth is acceptable.  For students who are coming to learn about a particular faith, they will desire knowledge of the truths that this particular faith claims.

Textbooks


It is crucial that the above information be taken into account when choosing textbooks for religious studies courses.  When teaching religion or the Bible at a church-supported university, it is acceptable to have a textbook that may be confessional by nature.  It may focus more heavily on the Christian faith and may offer insight stemming out of that perspective.  Although it is important to also offer a well-rounded view of other religions, without the bias of Christian faith.  Devotional material and prayer is accepted and encouraged in these institutions.  Regular chapel attendance may also be encouraged.


In contrast, when teaching a religious studies course at a state-supported institution, a much more objective overview of religion is required.  Text books should be chosen based on their ability to communicate facts, not on their ability to put one religion or faith above another.  The Bible may be used in state-supported institutions as a textbook, although it would not be wise to use it as the only textbook or resource for instruction in the class.  As stated above, materials and textbooks for classes should avoid any devotional, or confessional, instruction.


ACADEMIC APPLICATION COMPARED CROSS-CULTURALLY


In American colleges and universities, the arts and sciences are the generally the prevailing schools.  Thus, a student entering into a undergraduate level course will typically be pursuing a bachelor of arts or a bachelor of science in some specific field of study.  If a student wishes to take a course or major in the discipline of religious studies, it is done under the umbrella or the arts or sciences or it is pursued at a higher level of education, such as post-graduate studies or masters level.
  


In European colleges and universities, the discipline of religious studies remains under the care of theological faculties.  However, unlike American colleges and universities, the theological faculties are of similar status compared to other divisions in the university, such as the arts and sciences.  The European theologian finds his place within a university setting, as opposed to being a member of seminary or divinity school faculties.  However, the European theologians overarching purpose is still to educate and train ministers in the field of religious study.  In Europe, the academic freedom of the professor of religion is much more lenient and open.



This cultural difference helps explain the differences in the academic acceptance of religious studies as a discipline in American versus European colleges and universities.  In Europe, religious or theological studies are considered a more respectable school of training and are offered at the same level as a study in arts or sciences.  As a result, the study of religion in Europe is viewed as more academic in nature.  Relgious studies professors are also more free to explore theological explanations for events in history, and thus are offered much more freedom to teach religion in a confessional manner.  Whereas, in American religion departments, the criticial approach to religion is the only acceptable approach.  The advent of  the “relgion department,” within a program of arts or sciences, in American colleges and universities is not mimicked in the universities and colleges in Europe.



CONCLUSION


To conclude, religious studies and biblical studies are two disciplines that are continuing to evolve as more and more information regarding them comes to the surface.  As new insights and theories are developed, the study of religion too emerges with different elements to offer.  Religion is such a huge part of history worldwide.  It is the basis upon which wars are declared and nations are founded.  With that in mind.  It is hard to avoid when doing any sort of higher education in history, sociology, literature, and so on.  For this reason, it is very much possible to offer a course in religion that says nothing of Dogmatic truth or mystical explanations for the creation of the world, but rather that says something about the way that individuals throughout history have celebrated a common theme of religious expression.  It is a window into the minds of earlier cultures and people.  A religion course can certainly be offered with out any confessional word or devotional thought concerning any particular faith.  Sometimes an objective view is the best manner of communicating historical truths.


On the other hand, it is encouraging to know that church-supported institutions are offered the freedom to express a particular faith as they see fit.  Divinty schools and seminaries are available for religious instruction to individuals of faith and religion.  Within this setting it is appropriate to adopt a teaching method of confessional instruction.  It is acceptable to assert claims of truth.  


As Isaiah Berlin stated, however, it is imperative that individuals are given the freedom to choose.
  It is a necessary to have institutions that offer a critical, more objective approach to religious studies.  On the other hand, it is equally necessary to have institutions that offer a confessional, more devotional approach as well.  Religion should be chosen by the individual, and religious education should advocate, not hinder that choice.
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