Recommended further reading, March 5, 2009

Further reading on evolution and theory of religion:

Scott Atran, In Gods We Trust:  The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion (New York:  Oxford, 2002).

This argument is a comprehensive, reductionistic, evolutionary case for the likely permanence of religion in human society.

Pascal Boyer, Religion Explained:  The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought (New York:  Basic Books, 2001).

Boyer rejects the following reductions of religious practice and belief:  that it provides solutions to unanswered questions; that it comforts; that it supplies social order; and that it is a cognitive illusion.  Rather, he argues, the normal human brain is set up to acquire certain kinds of religious notions, and this is why they are widespread. 

J. Samuel Preus, Explaining Religion:  Criticism and Theory from Bodin to Freud (New Haven:  Yale, 1987; Atlanta, Scholars Press, 1996).
This book is hailed as one of the most readable histories of theories of religion.  It’s also manageable in length (200 pages).

Mark Kline Taylor, Beyond Explanation: Religious Dimensions in Cultural Anthropology (Macon, GA:  Mercer, 1987).

Taylor shows how anthropological theorists of religion are limited by their own theoretical dependence on “the religious,” the very category they are attempting to reduce.

David Sloan Wilson, Darwin’s Cathedral:  Evolution, Religion, and the Nature of Society (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2002).

Sloan’s book is an extended thought experiment in viewing religious communities as biological organisms.
Further reading on ecology, cosmology, and evolution in theology:
Sallie McFague, Body of God:  An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis:  Fortress, 1993).

McFague explores the theological implications for Christians of metaphorically envisioning the (evolving, fragile, material) world as God’s body.

Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia and God:  An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San Francisco:  HarperSanFrancisco, 1992). 

Ruether links traditional theological ideas like sin, evil, and grace to the experience of environmental degradation and suggests that items traditionally connected with sin and evil—like matter, death, and decay— and concepts traditionally thought of as transcendent and immaterial—like salvation—must be reinterpreted and revalued in an evolutionary and ecological age.

Brian Swimme and Thomas M. Berry, The Universe Story (San Francisco:  HarperSanFrancisco, 1992).
Swimme’s and Berry’s new myth of cosmic creation reinterprets the religious significance of the material universe and of humans’ place in it against the backdrop of contemporary cosmology.  Their work is at the generating center of much contemporary American Christian engagement with cosmology and environment, which in turn is the mode in which many Americans engage evolution.
Readings assigned for March 5, 2009
Genesis 1-2

John 1

Ivan Strenski, Thinking About Religion:  A Reader, excerpts from Edward Burnett 

Taylor, George W. Stocking, Jr., and William Robertson Smith (65-96)

Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, introduction (3-21)

Frithjof Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of the Religions, Huston Smith’s introduction

and Schuon’s preface (ix-xxxiv) and Universality and Particular Nature of the Christian Religion” (126-148, optional)
Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry, The Universe Story, excerpt

Read 275 ff of Atran on sci/relig diffs
Read beg of Boyer on expl/origins of religion
