
Introduction to the Study of Religious Practices 
Emory University RLR 700R  
Spring 2018 Wednesdays, 9:00 a.m.  - noon   
 

Instructor    Ted Smith  ted.smith@emory.edu 

         Office hours:   Tues. 9:30-11a / Weds. 12:30-1:30p 
       Please sign up online. 
       Tinyurl.com/tasofficehours 

Origins and hopes 

In recent decades talk of “practice” has swirled through multiple academic discourses:  
anthropology, sociology, philosophy, literature, history, and every discipline and field 
associated with studies in religion and theology.  Emphasis on practice has brought new 
attention to the quotidian, the performed, and the material.  It has illuminated embodied 
forms of knowing and reinvigorated language of virtue.  It has helped subjugated 
discourses to find voices, and it has stressed the importance of culture and community.  It 
has reoriented the field of practical theology and helped scholars, students, religious 
leaders and lay people rediscover faith as a way of life. 
 
The turn to practice has also generated a number of questions.  In this seminar we will 
focus on three sets of those questions.  First, we will consider how we should attend to 
practice.  This set of questions includes especially questions of ethnographic, 
anthropological, and historical method.   
 
Second, we will ask how we should conceive practice.  “Practice” has become a word to 
conjure with, and so a word that different people use in very different ways – often without 
awareness of the differences or the choices implicit in their own use.  In this seminar we 
will parse some of the most important forms of talk about practice that currently circulate 
in the fields associated with theological and religious studies.  We will trace their roots in 
sociology, anthropology, and moral philosophy.   
 
Third, we will consider what it means to reason from practice. We will note the ways that 
many studies of practice – from across a surprising number of disciplines – move 
between empirical descriptions and normative or speculative claims.  We will analyze the 
ways authors make these moves.  And we will ask whether and how they can be justified. 
 
Framing and considering these questions will require close reading.  Reading will be a 
key part of individual preparation for each week.  And reading together will be at the 
center of seminar meetings.  Close reading is a necessary means to the goals of the 
seminar.  But it is not only an instrumental good.  Growing in the practice of close reading 
is one of the main outcomes of the course.  The course is designed to cultivate skills for 
close reading that can serve other research projects.  More than this, the seminar takes 
the practice of close reading to be a good in itself, a practice that is a constitutive part of a 
good academic life. 

Outcomes 
Students who participate fully in the seminar can expect to: 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Hm5Pik-CBpcOQzGht0G-JsvTjzdqAyQf5MU_RbdtmaI/edit
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 Learn basic methods for studying religious practices; 

 Learn the main ideas of major figures in recent debates about how to conceive 
practice; 

 Reflect on the possibilities for moving between descriptive studies of practice 
and prescriptive or speculative theological claims; 

 Place the study of practice in conversation with practical theology; 

 Perform basic research in an independent study of the practices of some 
community; and 

 Cultivate skills and habits of close reading. 
 

Accessibility 
In keeping with the school’s commitments, it is crucial that the course be open to full 
participation from every member.  If a student has a documented learning disability that 
creates obstacles for full participation, the instructor will gladly work in conjunction with 
Emory’s Access, Disability Services, and Resources (ADSR) at the beginning of the 
semester to develop a plan to make the student’s full participation possible. 
Accommodations are effective on the date of the in-person discussion with the course 
instructor regarding implementation of course accommodations and the instructor’s 
receipt of the accommodation letter. 
 

Late work 
Because student work constitutes a significant part of the curriculum of every seminar 
session, late or incomplete assignments disrupt the work of the entire seminar.  Therefore 
extensions can be granted only in cases of genuine emergency.  If at all possible students 
should contact the instructor at least 24 hours in advance so that revised plans for the 
seminar can be developed. 

 

Office hours 
Please sign up in a Google doc that is available online: 

https://tinyurl.com/tasofficehours 

 

 

The syllabus is subject to change in light of developments in and beyond the class. 
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Texts 
 
Books 
Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Belknap, 2002) 
Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge, 1977) 
Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (California, 1988) 
Michel de Certeau, The Possession at Loudun  (Chicago, 1990) 
W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Dover Thrift, 1994) 
Marla Frederick, Colored Television: American Religion Gone Global (Stanford,  

2015) 
Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (Basic, 2000) 
Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject 
 (Princeton, 2011) 
Robert Orsi, History and Presence (Belknap, 2016) 
Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition (Princeton, 2004) 
Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture:  A New Agenda for Theology (Fortress,  

1997) 
Loïc Wacquant, Body and Soul:  Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer (Oxford,  

2004) 
Pete Ward, ed. Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography 

 
Optional 
Sharran B. Merriam, Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and  

Implementation (Jossey-Bass, 2009) 
 

Articles and chapters 
Electronic copies of articles and chapters are posted on the class Canvas site. 
 
Canvas 
The course will use Canvas in two main ways: 
•  Reserve readings can be accessed through the Library Course Reserves button. 
•  Class email will be through Canvas’s Communication function.  Each participant 

is responsible for making sure that Canvas has her or his correct email address – 
and then for checking that email account for messages related to the course. 

 
 

Because we will read texts together, each participant should bring her or his 
own copy of each text to the class in which it will be discussed.  Electronic 
versions are acceptable if the student can navigate quickly through the text 
and engage in conversation. 
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Schedule 

® denotes reserve reading. 

 

1. Framing the Questions 
 January 17 The turn to culture  
   David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, III.1.1.27 (link) 
    (focus on the final two paragraphs of Section 1) 

Optional:  The Open University on the Is-Ought Distinction 
   G.E. Lessing, “On the Proof of the Spirit and of Power” (link) 
   Ted A. Smith, “Theories of Practice” ® 
    “Eschatological Memories of Everyday Life”® 
 
 

2.  Paying Disciplined Attention 
 January 24 Like this 
   Marla Frederick, Colored Television (entire) 

 
January 31 Or this 

    Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety (entire)  
   
  Optional (of particular interest to those interested in ethnography) 
  Sharran B. Merriam, Qualitative Research 

 
 

Friday, February 9 
All students should hand in a prospectus for their study of religious  
practice  (Assignment 2a). It should be sent to the instructor by email  
attachment. 

 
 

3.  Theories of Practice 
February 7 Deep play 

Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures 
   Focus:   “Religion as a Cultural System” 
     “Thick Description” 
     “Deep Play” 
     Other essays as desired. 
   Sherry Ortner, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?” ® 

Keith Windschuttle, “The Ethnocentrism of Clifford Geertz” ® 
 

 
 
 
February 14 Democratic practice 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/4705/4705-h/4705-h.htm
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/culture/philosophy/the/ought-problem
http://faculty.tcu.edu/grant/hhit/Lessing.pdf
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  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 14® (optional: 1 and 15) 
   Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition (entire) 
   Focus:  Introduction, Chs. 5 and 6 (next tier: Chs. 1, 7, 11, and 12) 

 
 

February 21 Practice after culture 
  Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture (entire) 
  Sherry Ortner, “Theory in Anthropology Since the Sixties” ® 

  
 

February 28 Regular without a rule 
  Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (entire, focus Ch. 2) 
  Charles Taylor, “To Follow a Rule” ® 
 
 
March 7 Carnal sociology 
  Loïc Wacquant, Body and Soul:  Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer 
   (entire, focus on “Prologue” and “The Street and the Ring”) 
  Anthony King, “Thinking with Bourdieu against Bourdieu” ® 

 
 

March 14 Spring Break 
 
 

March 21 Walking in the City 
Focus:  Michel de Certeau, “How is Christianity Thinkable Today?” ® 
Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (entire, but focus on  

“General Introduction,” “Making Do,” “Walking in the City,”  
“The Scriptural Economy,” and “The Unnameable”) 

  Antonio Alonso, “Listening for the Cry: Certeau Beyond Strategies  
and Tactics”® 

  Natalie Zemon Davis, “The Quest of Michel de Certeau” ® 
   

 
March 22-24 Practical Matters Conference 

 
March 28 The cry 
  Focus:  Certeau, “Introduction” to On the Writing of History  ® 
   Certeau, The Possession at Loudun (entire, focus on “History  

is Never Sure”) 
  Graham Ward, “Introduction” to The Certeau Reader ® 
  Ted A. Smith, “Theological History, Practical Reason, and the  

Demands of Preaching Today” ® 
 
 

Friday, April 6 
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All students should hand in a white paper on the best way to  
conceive the practices they are studying (Assignment 2b).  It should  
be turned in to the instructor by email attachment. 

 

 
4. Beyond fact and norm 

 
April 4 Theology and practice 
  Pete Ward, ed., Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography 

Focus:   Essays by Fiddes, Scharen, Swinton, Phillips, 
Fulkerson, Bretherton, Watkins 

Gerardo Marti, “Found Theologies vs Imposed Theologies: Remarks  
on Theology and Ethnography from a Sociological 
Perspective”® 

Ted A. Smith, “Troeltschian Questions for Theology and  
Ethnography” (link) 

 
 
April 11 Real presence 
  Robert Orsi, History and Presence (entire) 

 
 
April 18 The angel of history 
  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project  

Focus: Konvolut N and one other of interest 
Amble:  entire 

Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” “World and Time,”  
“Theological-Political Fragment”® 

Optional:  Ted A. Smith, The New Measures, The Fugleman, Ch. 2 ® 
 
 

April 25 Not indeed The End 
W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk 

 
 

Monday, April 30 
All students should hand in a white paper on whether and how to  
move between empirical claims and normative or speculative  
theological claims (Assignment 2c). The white paper should be  
turned in to the instructor by email attachment. 

 
 

Monday, May 7 
Final papers should be turned in to the instructor by email  
attachment. 
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Assignments 
 
1.  Openings to close reading    (total of 32% of final grade) 
Each student should plan to offer an opening to close reading for four meetings of the 
seminar.  Students will sign up for these leadership roles in one of the first weeks.   
 
An excellent opening will (a) direct the attention of the seminar to some particular 
passage in the assigned reading, usually in the section that the seminar has focused on 
in preparation.  The passage might be as short as a phrase or as long as a paragraph. 
The student should then (b) explain what the passage means through a commentary that 
proceeds almost word by word.  The student should then (c) identify the role that this 
passage plays in the larger argument of the author.  Where does it fall in the development 
of the argument?  What does it presume?  What does it set up?  The student should then 
(d) explain the significance of the passage in relation to the author’s argument and the 
larger themes of the course.  A good discussion of the significance might make 
connections to other parts of the reading assigned for that day and to other readings on 
the syllabus.  Finally, the student should (e) conclude with comments that elicit rich 
conversation from the entire seminar.  These comments might take the form of 
evaluations, observations, questions, or something else entirely.  What matters is that 
they invite further conversation. 
 
Most excellent openings will last 5-10 minutes.  (It is difficult to imagine a good opening 
taking more than 10 minutes!)  Students should present their ideas in a clear, lively, and 
succinct style.  The grade is based entirely on the in-class presentation and the 
conversation that follows.  No written work is required for these openings. 
 
The best openings will attend very closely to the text (see this page from the Harvard 
Writing Center for what a close reading might involve).  They will give seminar 
participants a clearer sense of both the focal passage and the wider work.  They will be 
precise.  Above all, they will stimulate good conversation. 
 
 
 
 
2.  Integrated study of religious practice    (48% of final grade) 
Each student will prepare a small-scale study—the kind of thing that can be completed in 
a semester amidst the constraints of Ph.D. coursework—of the religious practices of 
some community.  The community could be in the present or in the past.   
 
An excellent study will use methods that fit the community being studied, the student’s 
relationship to that community, and the student’s disciplinary identity.  While these criteria 

http://writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/pages/how-do-close-reading
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demand a methodological pluralism, every student’s paper should reflect deep familiarity 
with the methodological questions raised in the syllabus. 
 
Students should familiarize themselves with Emory University’s policies on human 
research.  Student projects should not take a form that would warrant review by the IRB. 
 
The assignment consists of four parts: a prospectus, two white papers, and a final paper.  
The prospectus and white papers should be seen as exercises that set the stage for the 
writing of the final paper.  The final paper might cut and paste chunks of them.  Most of 
the time, though, the prospectus and white papers will contribute indirectly to the writing 
of the final paper.   
 
(a)  Each student should write up a 1-2 page prospectus for the study.  The prospectus 
should clearly identify the community that will be studied, the methods that will be used, 
and the questions that are driving the investigation.  The prospectus should also include 
some discussion of why this project matters to the student who will be performing it. 
Due February 9 
 
(b)  Each student should write a 5-8 page white paper on the best way to conceive 
practice for the situation that the student is considering for the final paper. The white 
paper should consider 2-3 thinkers from the syllabus on the way to developing the 
author’s own sense of how practice should be conceived for this particular case. 
 
A good white paper can be loose and informal in style.  It should be written with the 
author in mind as the primary audience.  This is a paper for the author’s files.  The 
thinking should be as rich and clear as possible.  But there is no need for polished 
introductions and conclusions.  Citations should be precise—to avoid inadvertent 
plagiarism—but notation can be informal, as it would be in a note to oneself.    
Due April 6 
 
(c)  Each student should write a 5-8 page white paper that considers the possibility of 
moving between empirical description and normative or speculative theological claims.  
The white paper should consider 2-3 thinkers from the syllabus on the way to developing 
the author’s own sense of whether and how one might make such moves. 
Due April 30 
 
(d)  Each student should write an 18-22 page paper that considers the lived performance 
of some particular practice or practices in depth.  The paper should make clear its 
connection to the three core sets of questions for the course.  That is, it should consider 
the best ways to attend to these particular practices.  It should consider the best ways to 
conceive of these practices.  And it should consider whether and how to move from the 
study of these practices to normative or speculative theological claims. 
 
This final paper should reflect a process of learning from the white papers, even if this 
involves moving in a very different direction than the ones the white papers suggested.  It 
should include sustained engagement with readings from the class syllabus. 
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The final paper should be formal in style, suitable for submission to a good journal in the 
student’s home field.   
 
Assignments 2a, 2b, and 2c will be important for the success of the project.  The 
instructor will provide feedback on each of them.  But they will not be graded individually.  
Only the final paper (2d) will be graded. 
Due May 7 
 
 
 
3.  Reading and participation (20% of final grade) 
Reading closely and reading together are two of the core practices of this course.  All 
participants should read carefully for each seminar session and come prepared to 
summarize, synthesize, ask questions, and offer critical commentary. 
 
Good seminar participation will demonstrate not only intense familiarity with the reading, 
but also careful attention to the comments of other seminar participants.  Good seminar 
participation will be marked by a readiness to speak and a commitment to create space 
for all to speak.  Given this seminar’s focus on close reading, the best participation will 
almost always start with or make reference to a specific passage from the assigned 
reading.  This is true even if the student is not offering a formal opening.  Superb 
participation will lead the whole table to say “Aha!” 
Due each seminar meeting 
 


