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AS/RE 257: Buddhism

Class Times and Locations
MWF: 10.45-11.40
Old Main 110

Instructor Information 
Professor Ben Van Overmeire
Office: Old Main 120C
Office phone: 507-786-3087
vanove1@stolaf.edu

Office hours: 
MW 3-4

The Buddhist Universe: An Introduction to Buddhist Doctrine, Traditions and 
Practice 

Course Description 

What is Buddhism? Is it a philosophy? A meditation method? A lifestyle? A religion? As 
this course will show, this question is not that easy to answer. After Shakyamuni Buddha 
taught in India about 2,500 years ago, people have interpreted his ideas in radically 
different ways that together make up what some call “Buddhism.” Together, we will 
explore the dimensions of Buddhism, not only at different historical moments, but also in 
different locales, possibly including China, Japan, Tibet, and America. 

Intended Learning Outcomes  1

At the end of this course, you will have gained 

1. A deep, contextualized knowledge of Buddhism, a religious tradition 
substantially different from those of the dominant groups in the United States, 
Canada, and Western Europe. 

2. The ability to use concepts and tools of inquiry from literary and religious 
studies to analyze issues related to Buddhist cultural experiences. 

3. The ability to reflect critically on your own cultural experience and the diverse 
cultural experience of others as well as on your understanding of your place in a 
world that is culturally complex and diverse, interdependent but divided. 

 cf. St. Olaf’s Multicultural Studies-Global GE, http://wp.stolaf.edu/curriculum-committee/files/2013/12/1

MCG.pdf

mailto:vanove1@stolaf.edu
http://wp.stolaf.edu/curriculum-committee/files/2013/12/MCG.pdf
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Required Course Texts 

1. Lopez, Donald (ed.). The Norton Anthology of World Religions: Buddhism. 
(Compilation of primary sources) 

2. Strong, John S. Buddhisms: An Introduction. London: Oneworld, 2015. 
(Textbook) 

Course Requirements and Grading

1. Moodle Responses   25% 

On the evening before class (12am at the latest), you will be responsible to post a 
300-word reading response on Moodle ending in a question meant to provoke 
class discussion. Before every session, I will select the best questions. Part of your 
grade in this category will depend on how many of your responses and questions 
are selected over the quarter. In class, we will discuss what the elements of a 
“good” question are. Responses can be based both on how the readings enrich or 
apply to your life or how the readings help you understand the religious, cultural, 
and historical phenomenon that is “Buddhism.” 

2. Participation:     25% 

Part of the grade will depend on whether you participate in class, and on the 
quality of your contributions. Quality does not mean quantity: you should not feel 
the need to speak every class or every second. Thoughtful responses and 
comments are the best, as they allow you to engage with the material more deeply. 

3. Teach a Primary Source  15% 

After the first week of class, you will sign up in pairs to lead class, teaching a 
primary source of your choice from the Norton anthology to your peers. In your 
lesson plan, you should incorporate some of the Moodle reading responses and 
questions (see above), and give a short overview of the general meaning and 
significance of the text, and focus on close-reading select passages from the text. 
Your lesson should take up the full class time. 

4. Midterm and Final Exam  20% (10% each) 
As specified in the ILO’s above, one goal of this class is that you gain a solid 
knowledge about Buddhism. The midterm and final will therefore quiz you on 
concepts and quotations from the readings, generated by you and listed on the 
class wiki (see below). These will be multiple-choice exams. 

5. Class Wiki    5% 
 After every class session (with some exceptions), two students will be responsible 

for deciding the most important 5 terms (secondary sources) or 5 quotations 



AS/RE 257: Buddhism Syllabus !3

(primary sources) from that session. You will post these terms and quotations on 
the class wiki on Moodle, and also provide them with an explanation of their 
meaning and relevance to the class. These posts are due by the beginning of the 
next class session. 

6. Final Presentation   10% 
During the quarter, you will also undertake an individual research project. For 
this project, you will read a non-scholarly text that talks about Buddhism, and 
analyze it using the knowledge you gained in this class. In a brief, 10-minute 
presentation at the end of the quarter, you will tell your colleagues about what you 
learned, drawing both on class readings and discussions and your own 
research. 

E-mail Policy
I love teaching and am delighted to speak with you whether this be in class, in my office, or 
anywhere we may bump into one another.  If you wish to contact me by email, note that this 
medium is best used for scheduling appointments or for other brief communication. I cannot use 
email to answer any substantive questions about course material. Please allow up to 24 hours for 
me to get back to you: I only check e-mail once per weekday, in the morning.

Also note that, whenever I’m in my office and the door is open, you’re more than welcome to 
come talk to me, even outside office hours. 

Accommodations
I am committed to supporting the learning of all students in my class. If you have already 
registered with Student Accessibility Services (SAS) and have your letter of accommodations, 
please meet with me early in the course to discuss, plan, and implement your accommodations in 
the course. If you have or think you have a disability (learning, sensory, physical, chronic health, 
mental health or attentional), please contact Student Accessibility Services (SAS) at 
507-786-3288 or wp.stolaf.edu/asc/sas.

Preferred Gender Pronoun
This course affirms people of all gender expressions and gender identities. If you prefer to be 
called a different name than what is on the class roster, please let me know. Feel free to correct 
me on your preferred gender pronoun. If you have any questions or concerns, please do not 
hesitate to contact me.

St. Olaf Pride Statement
As an Ole, I will practice: PASSION for learning and pursuit of vocation; RESPECT for the 
worth and dignity of all people; INTEGRITY at all times, in all circumstances; DEDICATION to 
a life of service; and ENGAGEMENT with my community and the world.

Multilingual Student Testing Statement
I am committed to making course content accessible to all students. If English is not your first 
language and this causes you concern about the course, please speak with me.  

http://wp.stolaf.edu/asc/sas
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Course Schedule 

Topic 1: What is Buddhism? What are the challenges of studying Buddhism?
Mo. 2/06 Course overview (no reading)
We. 2/08 What is “Buddhism?”

Reading: Strong: “Different types of contemporary Buddhism in Lumbini"
Fri. 2/10 What is it to study Buddhism?

E-reading: King, Richard. “Chapter 7: “Orientalism and the Discovery of 
‘Buddhism.’” In Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and ’the Mystic 
East’. London: Routledge. E-book available via the library. 

Topic 2: The Lives of Shakyamuni
Mo. 02/13 Overview

Reading: Strong, “Śākyamuni, Lives and Legends”
Wed. 02/15 The origin of the universe and previous lives

Reading: Lopez 92-130
Fri. 02/17 Life and Death in Scripture

Reading: Lopez 130-176.

Topic 3: Teachings of Shakyamuni
Mo. 02/20 Overview

Reading: Strong, “Some Permutations of the Middle Way;” “The Four Truths”
Wed. 02/22 Shakyamuni’s Sermons

Reading: Lopez 177-211
Fri. 02/24 Early Buddhist Philosophy

Reading: Lopez 212-231

Topic 4: The early Buddhist community
Mo. 02/27 Overview

Professor not here
Reading: Strong: “The Establishment and Character of the Early Buddhist 
Community”

Wed. 03/01 Tales of Early Buddhists
Professor not here

Reading: Lopez: 232-247
Fri. 03/03 Student-led discussion of the readings of 03/01

Topic 5: The Development of the Mahayana
Mo. 03/06 Missing Shakyamuni

Reading: Strong, “Overcoming the Buddha’s Absence”
We. 03/08 What did Shakyamuni say again?

Reading: Strong, “Visions and Divisions in the Samgha”
Fri. 03/10 Shakyamuni’s Talking to Me Again! And He’s Brought Friends!

Reading: Strong, “Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Ways of Meeting the Buddha
Mo. 03/13 Mahayana Scripture I

Reading: Lopez 278-315
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We. 03/15 Midterm
Fri. 03/17 No class, have a great spring break!

Spring Break: 03/18-03/26

Topic 6: Mahayana Teachings
Mo. 03/27 Mahayana Teachings: Overview

Reading: Strong: “Mahāyāna Doctrinal Developments “
We. 03/29 Mahayana Teachings: Nagarjuna

Reading: Lopez 366-394
Fri 03/31 How to Save Everyone: Overview

Reading: Strong, “The Bodhisattva Path, Tantra, and Zen” 
Mo. 04/03 How to Save Everyone the Nice Way

Reading: Lopez 395-463
We 04/05 How to Save Everyone the Badass Way

Reading: Lopez 464-49
Topic 7: ??

Fri. 04/07
Mo. 04/10
We. 04/12

Easter break: 04/14 - 04/17
Topic 8: ??

We. 04/19
Fri. 04/21

Topic 9: ??
Mo. 04/24
We. 04/26
Fri. 04/28

Conclusion: Final Presentations
05/01-05/12 Final Presentations (6 class sessions)
Mo. 05/15 Final Exam

Topic of 8 class sessions to be decided! 04/07-04/28
Note: In this version of the syllabus, you’ll notice that there are no readings or class topics 
set after April 7th. You will decide what we do during after this time. After we decide the 
topics for these sessions, the syllabus will be updated with the appropriate readings.

Among the following topics, choose 3 (we could also vote on a topic to be added to this 
list of your own choice)
Buddhism in China / Japan / Tibet / Thailand / Burma / Korea / America / Sri Lanka / 
Mongolia / Zen / Pure Land / Tendai / Buddhist Contemplative Practices / Buddhism and 
the Family /  Buddhism and Social Change / Buddhism, War, and Peace / Buddhism and 
Climate Change / Buddhism and Visual Art / Buddhism and Literature / Buddhism in 
movies


