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The Conversation: What Taoism teaches about the body and being healthy

January 9, 2024 by Logan Judy  

What Taoism teaches about the body and being healthy


  
    [image: ]
      
        Daoism, which emphasizes harmony with nature, can inform individuals on their relationship with the environment.
        Ma Yuan ‘Walking on Path in Spring.’ National Palace Museum via Wikimedia Commons
      
  

Michael Naparstek, University of Tennessee

New Year’s resolutions often come with a renewed investment in making our bodies healthier. Many may take to the newest diet plan or sign up for a health club membership, but it is worth taking some time to consider what actually constitutes a healthy, happy body. 


Taoist visions of the body form a central part of my research. Taoism, (also spelled Daoism) an indigenous tradition of China, understands humans to be an integral part of the larger cosmos. 


Rituals and bodily techniques are used to align one’s individual body with surrounding social and natural environments. These concepts of the body can inform individuals on their relationship with our environment and on what it means to be healthy. 


Taoism, the body and cosmos


Accounts of Taoism begin sometime in the fourth century B.C.E., starting with the text “Tao Te Ching,” attributed to Lao Tzu. Though scholars do not believe there was an actual person called Lao Tzu, this figure, whose name means “old master” or “old child,” would become the model for bodily practice. Taoists would later develop rituals designed to mirror their body with that of Lao Tzu’s as a way to align themselves with the Tao, or the source of all things.


Taoist texts described Lao Tzu’s body as a kind of map for the entire cosmos, visualizing their own individual body like a smaller version of the entire cosmos, and likening the entire cosmos to a larger mirror of one’s own body. Bringing one’s body in alignment with the cosmos was understood to grant Taoists the ability to transform the environment around them by transforming their own bodies. 


What happened in the body was understood to have an effect on the entire universe, just as the environment has an effect on one’s body.


Physical exercises for longevity


Some of the earliest examples of Taoist practices describe a series of body movements and postures to help align one’s body with their environment. 


Historian of Taoism, Isabelle Robinet, notes that dating back to the second century B.C.E., the physical exercises were used to help cultivate one’s qi, or breath, in order to better achieve harmony with the patterns of nature, nourish one’s health and increase longevity. Contemporary practices such as qigong continue to be informed by these concepts to this day.



            [image: A banner showing different postures of exercise.]
            
              Reconstruction of a silk painting from the second century B.C.E showing early ritualized bodily postures, excavated at Mawangdui, Hunan Province, China.
              Wellcome Images, a website operated by Wellcome Trust, a global charitable foundation based in the United Kingdom., CC BY-SA
            
          

In addition to practicing bodily techniques, early Taoists also sought out a connection to the environment through alchemy, a process of mixing rare natural elements together to create a refined substance that they believed was an elixir of health. According to renowned scholar of Taoist alchemy Fabrizio Pregadio, practitioners sought out rare and powerful elements from the earth, which they mixed and consumed in an attempt to attain longevity or even immortality.


Integrating with the outer landscape


By the eighth century C.E., Taoists would look inward for these alchemical benefits. Taoist masters developed meditative and bodily practices called “neidan,” or inner alchemy, to help replicate the landscape within their own body.


Rather than seeking out rare elements in the earth, inner alchemy taught how to find the power to refine one’s vital essences from within one’s own body.



            [image: A detailed Taoist chart with intricate black etchings and inscriptions in Chinese.]
            
              The Taoist inner landscape diagram of the human body.
              Nikolaj Potanin from Russia via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

Fully developed ritual programs instructed Taoists to undertake an inner journey within themselves. Along the way, they would visualize their old self encountering temples tucked away within lush mountain forests, discover hidden grottoes, and even find divine figures mixing elixirs of immortality. 


This internal climb was believed to eventually lead one’s old self to the peak located at the crown of one’s head. From there, Taoists would visualize a new immortal self emerging out from atop their skull.


Taoist priests and community


This concept of a body fully integrated with the cosmos informs the logic for how contemporary Taoist priests conduct rituals to benefit the broader community today.


According to Kristofer Schipper, a scholar of Taoist ritual, the body is seen as the primary medium that can fulfill their duty to reconnect the local community with the original source of the cosmos – the Dao itself.


Taoist priests will envision a different kind of journey, this time across the cosmos but still all within their own body. They seek an audience with the highest gods of Taoism, known as the Three Pure Ones, to whom they will report the merits of the local community. 


It is understood that in so doing, the Taoist priest helps reaffirm the connection between the people and the Tao itself. Thus, the community becomes integrated into the “Taoist Body.”



            
            Taoists performing a ritual at Longhushan, sacred mountain of Taoism, Jiangxi Province, China.
          

While an audience with the purest forms of the Tao is reserved only for trained Taoist priests, notions of the Taoist body ultimately provide a way for everyone to understand one’s body to be transformed both inside and out. 


As the new year brings new resolutions for healthier bodies, we may gain from added perspectives on what transforming our body can mean – not just for ourselves, but for those around us.[image: The Conversation]


Michael Naparstek, Lecturer in Religious Studies, University of Tennessee


This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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Megan Bryson Published in ‘The Conversation’

January 4, 2024 by Logan Judy  

The Lotus Sutra − an ancient Buddhist scripture from the 3rd century − continues to have relevance today
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        A Lotus Sutra scroll praising the manifold mercies of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara.
        Universal Gateway chapter of the Lotus Sutra/Calligrapher: Sugawara Mitsushige/The Metropolitan Museum of Art Collection
      
  

Megan Bryson, University of Tennessee

State legislatures across the United States have introduced over 400 bills to limit transgender Americans’ rights. Many of these bills’ sponsors, such as the Christian nonprofit Alliance Defending Freedom, cite Christian values as well as the values of the other Abrahamic faiths – Judaism and Islam – to justify their anti-trans positions. 


The Alliance Defending Freedom claims that Christians, Jews and Muslims view gender as binary and defined only by biology, though these religions’ diverse followers actually hold a range of views on LGBTQ+ issues. Historically, these religions were often more accepting of varied gender identities before colonialism imposed binary gender as a universal concept. 


Religious values from multiple traditions have supported transgender identity. As a scholar of Buddhism and gender, I know that several Buddhist texts treat gender as fluid. One such text is the Lotus Sutra, one of the most popular Buddhist scriptures in East Asia. Its core message is that everyone, no matter their gender or status, has the potential to become a Buddha. 


The Lotus Sutra conveys its message of universal Buddhahood in several stories that depict transformations between male and female bodies. For example, a dragon girl instantly transforms into the masculine body of a Buddha, proving that female bodies are not barriers to awakening.


Elsewhere, the Lotus Sutra describes how the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, known as Guanyin in Mandarin and Kannon in Japanese, takes on male or female forms depending on the needs of the audience.  


The dragon girl’s gender transformation


To understand the story of the dragon girl, it is important to understand how Buddhas’ bodies were defined as masculine in early Buddhism. Most people are familiar with the historical figure Siddhartha Gautama as “the Buddha,” but Buddhists believe that several “Buddhas,” or enlightened teachers, have been born throughout history. All of these Buddhas are said to possess 32 marks that distinguished their bodies from regular bodies.  


One of these marks was a sheathed penis, which meant that Buddha bodies were male by definition. In addition, Buddhist texts identified five roles, including Buddha, that were off-limits to women. 


In the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha’s disciple, Shariputra, refers to these limitations when he rejects the idea that the dragon girl could quickly attain Buddhahood: 



“You suppose that in this short time you have been able to attain the unsurpassed way. But this is difficult to believe. Why? Because the female body is soiled and defiled, not a vessel for the Law. How could you attain the unsurpassed bodhi? … Moreover, a woman is subject to the five obstacles. First, she cannot become a Brahma heavenly king. Second, she cannot become the king Shakra. Third, she cannot become a Mara demon king. Fourth, she cannot become a wheel-turning sage king. Fifth, she cannot become a Buddha. How then could your female body attain Buddhahood so quickly?”




However, the dragon girl proves Shariputra wrong by instantly attaining Buddhahood, transforming her young, female, nonhuman body into the male body of a Buddha. Women in premodern East Asia found inspiration in the dragon girl’s story because it showed that their own female bodies were not barriers to enlightenment. 



            [image: A scroll with golden etching on a black background depicting a scene from the life of the Buddha.]
            
              This scroll from the ‘Devadatta’ chapter of the Lotus Sutra depicts the 8-year-old daughter of the Dragon King emerging from her palace beneath the sea to offer a precious, radiant jewel to the Buddha on Eagle Peak.
              The Metropolitan Museum of Art
            
          

The bodhisattva’s gender fluidity


Another inspiration from the Lotus Sutra can be found in the Chapter of Universal Salvation, which focuses on the bodhisattva of compassion, Avalokiteshvara. A bodhisattva is an advanced spiritual being who postpones enlightenment to help people in the world. 


According to this chapter, Avalokiteshvara will adopt any form to save people. Avalokiteshvara can become a monk, nun, layman, laywoman, rich man, rich man’s wife, young boy, young girl, human or nonhuman, depending on the audience’s needs. 




In China, this passage provided scriptural support for Avalokiteshvara’s perceived transformation from a male to female figure. Indian Buddhist texts described Avalokiteshvara as male, but in China people came to see Avalokiteshvara as female. 


Though scholars have not found one single explanation for this transformation, the Lotus Sutra passage offers justification for Avalokiteshvara’s gender fluidity. Images of Avalokiteshvara from China, Japan and Korea can depict the bodhisattva as masculine, feminine or androgynous.


The Lotus Sutra and transgender inspiration


Due to the Lotus Sutra, Avalokiteshvara has become an inspiration and icon for transgender, gender-fluid and nonbinary people in and beyond East Asia. At Japan’s Shozenji Temple, head nun Soshuku Shibatani, who underwent gender reassignment surgery, has said, “The Kannon Bodhisattva has no gender identity,” using Avalokiteshvara’s Japanese name. 


A blog post from Taiwan quotes from the Lotus Sutra in describing Avalokiteshvara as a nonbinary figure who transcends any single gender identity. 


However, Avalokiteshvara’s role as a transgender icon is not universally accepted. Another Taiwanese blogger reported that a friend of theirs argued with their description of the bodhisattva as transgender. In April 2022, an Avalokiteshvara statue in The Burrell Collection in Glasgow, Scotland, labeled as a transgender icon, resulted in protests. The anti-trans group For Women Scotland argued that the label unnecessarily politicized the statue. 


Despite these objections, more and more people have found inspiration in Avalokiteshvara as a transgender, nonbinary or gender-fluid  figure. Just as the Lotus Sutra’s story of the dragon girl inspired Buddhist women in premodern East Asia, Avalokiteshvara’s gender fluidity offers inspiration to people today. 


MJ Posani, an undergraduate student at the University of Tennessee, contributed to the research for this article.[image: The Conversation]


Megan Bryson, Associate Professor of Religious Studies, University of Tennessee


This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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Michael Naparstek Published in ‘The Conversation’

December 8, 2023 by Logan Judy  

How sacred images in many Asian cultures incorporate divine presence and make them come ‘alive’
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        A gilded statue of the Buddha at Wat Phanan Choeng Temple in Thailand.
        Kittipong Chararoj/	iStock via Getty Images Plus
      
  

Michael Naparstek, University of Tennessee


Walking into a favorite restaurant here in Knoxville, Tennessee, I was immediately greeted by a golden statue of Buddha, its sparkling gemstone eyes meeting my own as I made my way through the door. The aromas of Thai curries beckoned, but as I was led to a table, I kept thinking about those glinting eyes.


Sacred objects are everywhere: Statues and paintings of gods fill museum galleries and catalog pages alike. You might also see them gracing a neighbor’s yard or upon an altar in your friend’s home.


Some dazzle in bejeweled splendor. Others may appear more humble, their luster softened through generations of hands passing them down. Oftentimes, it can feel as though sacred images are looking back.


I research the ways in which objects express the power of divine presence in Asian religious contexts. Studying different perspectives on sacred objects helps us think beyond religious contexts and allows us to rethink how objects and images play an active role in our lives.


Sacred visual culture


Hindu practice is defined by “darśan” – a  ritual act of interacting with the divine through the visual experience. Scholar Diana Eck describes this interaction in her seminal study of Indian visual culture, “Darśan,” in the following way: “to stand in the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s own eyes, to see and be seen by the deity.”



            [image: A couple, with a young child in the woman's lap, sitting before the Hindu God Ganesha, with folded hands.]
            
              A family prays to the Hindu god Ganesha.
              IndiaPix/IndiaPicture via Getty Images
            
          

Theravada Buddhist rituals in Southeast Asia include all-night chanting sessions to recharge statues’ power. As scholar of Theravada Buddhism Donald Swearer notes in “Becoming the Buddha,” monastics and laypeople in northern Thailand will gather to recite Buddhist sutras while holding cords attached to an image of the Buddha, forming an intricate web of connection between the image and the Buddhist community. 


The benefits gained from these chants is understood to enter the statue, recharging its karmic power and reanimating it to once again interact with the community.


Japanese Buddhist statues contain multiple items ritually placed within their wooden cavities: bones of saints, robes from eminent monastics and even silk-fashioned replicas of visceral organs like lungs and kidneys. As art historian James Dobbins notes, certain Buddhist rituals are performed in order to transform the body of a statue into a living body. 


In cases like this, inanimate objects are believed to transform into not only sacred things, but also active, living beings who can see, hear, taste and respond to the concerns of those who worship them.


‘Eye-opening’ ritual


There are many different ways to enliven an image, and each ritual tradition carries its own unique process. However, the most well-known across Asia is commonly referred to as the “eye-opening” ceremony. The term “eye-opening” gets its name from the culmination of an intense ritual process wherein the monk paints in the pupils of the image, thus opening its eye to see. 


In Sri Lanka, Buddhist monks perform a version known as the netra-pinkama, which loosely translates to “meritorious action of the eyes.” 



            
            The netra-pinkama ritual.
          

Richard Gombrich, a scholar of Buddhism and Sanskrit, noted in his study of Buddhism in Sri Lanka that “Before consecration, a statue is treated with no more respect than one would give the materials of which it is composed. … The very act of consecration indicates that a statue is being brought to life.” 


Enlivening an image is not a task undertaken lightly, as it is believed in some cases that any demonic spirits loitering around could interrupt the process, thereby resulting in an ineffective ritual or even a malevolent icon. Both the temple grounds and the ritual specialists must undergo purification rites before beginning. The whole process is filled with strict procedures and avoidance of taboos – a common theme among consecration rituals across Asian religious traditions. 


Perhaps most importantly, the monk must refrain from looking directly into the icon’s eyes, and thus uses a mirror to look over their shoulder in order to paint in the icon’s pupils.


In Taiwan, statues and paintings of Buddhist, Daoist and local gods will undergo a similar kind of practice known as “kaiguang,” meaning “opening the radiance.” Monks, Daoist masters and even the artists who carve the statues may perform the rite on behalf of the individuals or temple communities that commission the image.


Once completed, shops will wrap a piece of red paper around to cover the statue’s eyes to ensure that the first thing that the image sees is the face of the one who requested it. The power of sacred vision is such that it must literally be kept under wraps.


Living images


Once its eyes have been opened, the image becomes a living thing capable of performing powerful deeds. As such, people may behave much differently – making offerings of incense and taking pains to follow social etiquette lest they offend. The care with which these objects are treated once they have been “activated” suggests that there is a lot more here than meets the eye. 


As Eck’s observation attests, being seen is critical to understanding what images do. By seemingly looking back at us, sacred images remind us that we are not alone in this world. In so doing, they also send a message that the world is not there for our eyes only, but that other viewpoints are just as powerful as our own.[image: The Conversation]


Michael Naparstek, Lecturer in Religious Studies, University of Tennessee


This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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Community Engaged Research

November 15, 2023 by religionweb  

Did you know that the Department of Religious Studies’ research and activities is not limited to theoretical academic work?




Many of our faculty and students engage in research projects that directly address the needs and concerns of a specific community group. These projects are often designed with community feedback, implemented with community advice, and then disseminated in a way that addresses the needs of the community.




In May 2023, Professor Joseph Witt organized and hosted a small workshop for community-engaged educators and researchers on UT’s campus. Community-engaged research addresses needs in the community and does not approach communities as simply research subjects, but engages community members as research partners.




This workshop, organized with assistance from Amanda Nichols [U.C. Santa Barbara] and Jeremy Sorgen [U.C. Berkeley], brought 10 scholars from across the U.S. to Knoxville to meet and discuss future community-engaged and public-facing pedagogy projects.




In addition to scholars from around campus to learn about projects and resources at UT, workshop attendees met with a small group of religious studies undergraduate majors to learn more about the students’ interests with community-engagement to better address their needs through the classroom.




On the second day, workshop participants built upon what they had learned on the first day to shape new research projects on community-engagement. One result was the formation of a “Community-Engaged Research Collective” that is currently developing a long-term, multi-institution study of the effectiveness of religious studies and community-engaged pedagogy to address climate anxiety and civic engagement among undergraduate students. This research project is currently part of the Office of Teaching and Learning Innovation’s “Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Incubator” program and will begin formal data collection in 2024.




On the final day, participants learned more about community-engagement from the perspective of community partners. In all, the workshop served as an opportunity to design new collaborative research projects and should help to advance community-engaged pedagogy in the Department of Religious Studies and across UT’s campus. This workshop was funded by an ORIED SARIF award with contributions from the Department of Religious Studies, the College of Arts and Sciences, and the UT Humanities Center, and with additional support from the Office of Community Engagement and Outreach.







Filed Under: newsletters 
New Courses Corner

November 14, 2023 by religionweb  

Vodou Gods and Atlantic Perils: African Religions in the New World (REST 305)




In this course, which premiered fall 2023, students will be engaged in an interdisciplinary study of reconstituted religious traditions in the Americas and the Caribbean sharing West and Central African origins. Students will explore a wide range of these traditions along with theoretical frameworks scholars utilize to account for their decisive appearance in the perilous Atlantic world via the Euro-American slave trade and other centuries-long transnational realities. Some religions and geographies covered include Candomblé (Brazil), Santería (Cuba), Obeah (Jamaica), Kumina (Jamaica), and Vodou (Haiti and North America). 




Religion, Nature, and Ethics (REST 343)




How are global religious communities responding to contemporary environmental crises? How can approaches from religious studies help to analyze and understand ongoing conflicts surrounding environmental issues?




In REST 343, a new class in spring 2024 focusing on the religious dimensions of contemporary environmental problems, students will begin to answer these questions.




The course explores several global case studies that reveal the complex entanglements between religious systems and environmental issues. Because ecological, social, and economic systems are intimately interconnected, the course also explores how these global forces and debates influence local issues in Knoxville and East Tennessee.




Using a community-engaged approach, students in REST 343 will work with local individuals and groups to learn about some of the environmental challenges facing Knoxville and the Appalachian region. Students will then draw upon their community engagement and class experiences to develop a public-facing project that helps inform the broader UT community about these issues and demonstrates the value of religious studies perspectives in helping to understand them.




Students will be happy to hear that this in-person course also may be counted as an elective course for the sustainability major and sustainability minor offered by the Department of Geography & Sustainability, as well as applying toward academic requirements in the religious studies department.
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Graduate Assistant Shines Light on Associate Department Head
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Ashley Cornell is a graduate assistant with the UT Fern and Manfred Steinfeld Program in Judaic Studies. She is a second-year MA student in the Department of History with a pre-modern history (Late Antiquity) focus under the direction of Professors Jacob Latham and Tina Shepardson. 




Ashley obtained a BA in religious studies from UT in 2021 and a BS in information systems security from American Military University (AMU) in 2022. Ashley is a member of campus chapters of Eta Sigma Phi and Phi Beta Kappa. Ashley is interested in understanding of the bodies of religious figures in Late Antiquity, particularly bodies of people who were perceived to be in some way liminal.




Ashley’s current thesis project centers upon a number of Greek-language hagiographical narratives of “transvestite saints” from the second through ninth centuries CE. Her research goal is to illuminate the contents of these primary source documents, investigate what functions and motivations these texts may be expressing, and what details or events are or are not present in the Greek-language versions of these narratives when compared to the narrative of these same saints in other languages.




Ashley is also pursuing a graduate certificate in digital humanities and anticipates that her capstone project will tie into her thesis. Ashley has a background in computer science, and during the Covid-19 pandemic, she became interested in the ways in which digital formats can be more or less helpful in enhancing understanding, assisting in tasks, or enabling remote collaboration. Intrigued by how “adding technology and stirring” does not always produce a “good” end product (we all remember having to rapidly adapt to Zoom – sometimes with comedic or disastrous results) she would like to engineer accessible, highly effective ways to make technologies “work” for students, interested lay-persons, researchers, and professionals engaging with religious studies, Judaic studies, history, and digital humanities.




When not on campus, Ashley enjoys slow runs outdoors, studying Greek with her large dogs (who are of no help, but great support), and exploring all of the excellent restaurants in and around Knoxville with her partner Travis.
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Rachelle Scott is an associate professor with, and is now the associate department head of the Department of Religious Studies. Professor Scott studies Theravada Buddhism in South and South-East Asia with an emphasis on contemporary Buddhism in Thailand. Professor Scott’s current research focuses on stories of powerful female ascetics and spirits, the impact of new media on religious authority and community, and the role of the Buddhist sangha in global Buddhism. 




Recently, Ashley Cornell interviewed Professor Scott to discuss her new position in the department. 




What do associate department heads typically do?




It varies from department to department—in the Department of Religious Studies, the associate head of the department is usually in charge of scheduling classes. This includes communicating with professors about what classes they are teaching or would like to teach in the future. Also, the associate head will manage course times so that there are not any scheduling conflicts for professors, for instance making sure that there is not a situation where they would be scheduled to be teaching two classes in different places at the same time. This also means that the associate department head will verify that each semester, the department is scheduling all of the classes that we can provide to fulfill students’ academic needs and provide courses that meet their interests as well.




As incoming associate department head, how do you envision the role?




I was associate department head under Rosalind I. J. Hackett (emerita professor and former department head), and as religious studies is a small department, I envision the role as being there to help the department head with anything she may need, in addition to the scheduling responsibilities. Because this is my second time being associate head of the department, I am looking forward to bringing my skills and experience to the position.




Are there any opportunities for the religious studies department that you are excited to explore during your tenure as associate department head?




I am excited to think broadly about the intersections of Religious Studies with various fields. This year I am also chairing the Department of Religious Studies’ curriculum committee and its assessment committee, which I think will complement and enhance my work as associate department head.




We have students that are coming to the Department of Religious Studies from, or are jointly affiliated with, psychology, communications, child and family studies, global studies, math, chemical engineering, forensic anthropology, criminology, pre-law, biomedical engineering, social work, pre-medicine, and more. As I am now working with scheduling, I want to be sure to ask where we have demand for a class and where we do not and what we can do to meet the needs of our students. The Department of Religious Studies is an integral part of the College of Arts and Sciences and very intersectional so there are a lot of existing connections between fields, as well as connections that can be made, which we want to make sure that we continue to support.




Do you have any hopes for this year that you would like to conclude the interview with? 




This year, I sense a lot of enthusiasm on campus. I feel like last year the feeling on campus at the beginning of the year felt cautiously optimistic as far as everyone trusting that we were truly back on campus and able to be together in-person again. The feeling was still a little tentative, as though everyone was collectively still a bit hesitant to connect and gather in-person. My hope is that in the main office of the religious studies department, we can again be a place where students can come to read, come and lounge, and come together around all of our tables. It would be great if this year we could bring back that feeling that we lost during the Covid pandemic.


Filed Under: newsletters 
Faculty Updates 2023
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[image: ]



Associate Professor Megan Bryson took over as chair of the Asian Studies Program in fall 2023, and she was also named a Lindsay Young Professor in recognition of her research accomplishments. Her co-edited book, Buddhist Masculinities, was published by Columbia University Press in September 2023, and she is currently completing her second monograph, tentatively titled, Buddhism on the Southern Silk Road. In addition to presenting her work at institutions such as Princeton, Harvard, and Cornell, Professor Bryson has continued to publish articles on Asian religions for The Conversation, which reaches a broad public audience. 




[image: ]



[image: ]



Manuela Ceballos has been busy completing the manuscript of her first monograph Between Dung and Blood: Purity, Sainthood, and Power in the Western Mediterranean. In addition, she has been busy co-editing a book on multilingualism and early Islam titled Navigating Language in the Early Islamic World: Multilingualism and Language Change in the First Centuries of Islam (forthcoming, Brepols), and will present her translation of Moroccan author Abdelfattah Kilito’s The Tongue of Adam and Other Essays, which is in press with Sílaba Editores, at the Medellín (Colombia) Book Fair in September. She is on leave during 2023–2024 with an extremely prestigious National Endowment in the Humanities faculty fellowship that was awarded for her book project.  
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During his time at the Humanities Center from fall 2022 to spring 2023, Professor Larry Perry focused on several research projects concerning Black spiritual leftist history. One of his main tasks was revising the manuscript A Black Spiritual Leftist: Howard Thurman and the Religious Left’s Unfinished Business of Race Relations. This work explored Howard Thurman’s life, especially his experiences in Florida, at Morehouse College, in San Francisco, and Boston University. In addition to this, Perry wrote a book chapter on “The New Negro as Pastor.” This chapter discussed the emergence of Black Technocratic Pastors in the 1920s and 1930s. His work on this topic was done in collaboration with the Duke Divinity School’s Black Pastoral Research Collective. Perry also took part in archival work, particularly during his time at Boston University, Clark Atlanta University at the Library of Congress. At each of these spaces Perry procured crucial documents that added layers to his research. These efforts not only underscored Perry’s commitment to thorough research but also his ability to seamlessly integrate resources from multiple renowned institutions. Beyond his personal research, Perry actively engaged with his colleagues at the Humanities Center. He provided them with valuable insights on their projects, contributing to the collaborative nature of the center. Currently, Perry is working on an article about “The Black Spiritual Left in the Civil Rights Movement.” Given his past work, there’s no doubt that this will be another significant contribution to the field.




[image: ]



[image: ]



Perhaps the most notable recent change for Tina Shepardson, Distinguished Professor in the Humanities, is that on July 31, after five years as department head, she passed the leadership of the department to her colleague Helene Sinnreich and started a much-anticipated research leave whose main purpose is to finish her third monograph, A Memory of Violence: The Radicalization of Religious Difference in the Middle East (451-750 CE). She is excited to return to her research on early Christianity, which she presented this summer at Yale and will present this fall at conferences at UC-Santa Barbara and in San Antonio. In the year ahead, she has four articles scheduled to be published and five new essays due to editors. She looks forward to seeing the department continue to thrive under her colleagues’ new leadership, and to welcoming our new colleagues and students to our religious studies community. 
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Associate Professor Joseph Witt has been busy building community and university connections in his first year at UT. In 2023, he helped convene the Just Environments Research Seminar and gave invited lectures for the UT OneHealth Initiative and the Church Street United Methodist Church Summer Lecture Series. He also helped organize and host a workshop bringing educators and researchers interested in community-engaged methodologies to Knoxville to develop a new collaborative research project on community-engaged pedagogy in religious studies. In spring 2023, and with assistance from the Office of Community Engagement and Outreach, Joe coordinated community-engaged activities between his classes and community groups/projects such as Appalachian Voices, Battlefield Farm, and Black in Appalachia. Finally, Witt introduced his new course, REST 343 Religion, Nature and Ethics, which he hopes will provide a site for further development of community-engaged teaching and research.
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Marcus Harvey joined the Department of Religious Studies in fall 2023 as an assistant professor of the religions of Africa and its diaspora. He comes to UT from the University of North Carolina Asheville, where he served on the religious studies faculty beginning in 2013. Prior to that, he earned his PhD with distinction from Emory University’s Graduate Division of Religion. He teaches courses on African indigenous and diaspora religions, Zora Neale Hurston and religious thought in black literature (including folklore), and religion and horror.




Informed by fieldwork conducted between 2013-2014 in Ghana, specifically Accra, Kumasi, Larteh, Kwahu, Ananse Village, Koforidua, Asikuma, Mampong, and Cape Coast, as well as the Nigerian cities of Lagos, Ilé-Ifẹ̀, and Modakeke, Harvey’s research explores sacred matrices of knowledge production among the Akan of southern Ghana and the Yorùbá of southwestern Nigeria, two of the largest ethnic groups in each country. The book he is currently completing, titled “Life is War”: African Epistemology and Black Religious Hermeneutics, places this work in conversation with black religion and literature in the United States as a means of challenging the assumption that black religious experience is most legible within the hermeneutics of liberationist biblical imaginaries. Harvey’s research also appears in such journals as the Journal of Africana Religions, Estudos de Religião, and Religions.  




Earlier this year, Harvey presented his research at a national conference and is scheduled to present again at a second conference this fall. In previous years, his research has been presented internationally as well. Beyond his central research focus, Harvey also has an abiding fascination with the horror genre in its various cinematic forms. Of great interest to him are the ways horror movies often disclose the religio-cultural foundations of popular fears.      
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Alexander O’Connor, a graduate of Central High School in Memphis, Tenn., is a senior with a triple major in religious studies, history (honors), and German at UT. Outside of class, he is very interested in learning foreign languages and loves attending cultural festivals and fairs such as the annual Knox Asian Festival. 




Alexander has always been interested in religions, not only what religious beliefs doctrines may be associated with a particular religion, but also the actual application of religious thought to the everyday. He thinks that religions also strike at massive fundamental questions that he definitely wanted assistance in wrapping his head around. Alexander felt that one good strategy to approach such fundamental questions was through comparison and for him that made religious studies a very appealing major as he felt that the program could help him learn how to best approach the fundamental questions he was interested in considering. 




Alexander has pursued a variety of interests while at UT. He has studied the influence of classical Latin rhetoric on St. Jerome’s writings and has also been an intern for the Center for Tennesseans and War.. Alexander recently returned to the US after spending the summer in Berlin, Germany, studying German at the Freie Universität Berlin. He is excited to be able to combine the strong background knowledge that he has built up with the help of everyone at UT and blend this with his own unique experiences in order to create his history honors thesis project, which he will embark upon this fall. 




Alexander has said that his favorite thing about being a part of the religious studies major is that “at every stage, the question ‘what is religion?’ is asked” and every time that question is posed students are increasingly challenged to answer such a nuanced question. 




“Although ‘what is religion?’ seems like a question that is simple to answer, religious studies courses ask students to delve into if and how these sorts of questions can be answered and challenge students to consider if they have assumed an answer,” Alexander said. “I feel like these questions expand my curiosity and the courses generate a sense of excitement about every aspect of various religions as well as cultures, histories, and anything that remotely involves understanding. In religious studies, not only is it okay not to know [something], it is a sign that you are doing [something] right.”




When asked if he had any thoughts that he would like to share in this newsletter, Alexander said: “I think that, especially as students in the humanities, we tend to underestimate how much what we study is valued by some. Whether I was talking to a random person about their religion, in Berlin trying to order Dönner in broken German, talking to veterans about their experiences with war for the Center for Tennesseans and War, I would almost always be met with sheer joy due to the fact that I was talking to them about something they were passionate about. As students who constantly see the humanities getting defunded, we especially tend to get the impression that the humanities are undervalued by everyone, but that is far from the truth.”
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Stephen Hay is a senior student that is a double major in religious studies (honors concentration) and English literature with a women, gender, and sexuality program minor. He is a native of Greeneville, Tenn., and enjoys reading classics and modern fiction, playing the saxophone, and spending time with his family and friends. 




Stephen collected his programs at different stages of his journey at UT. He picked up a major in religious studies at the end of his first year, added his minor at the end of his second year, and chose his honors concentration at the end of his third year at UT. Stephen took an introduction to world religions class with Professor Michael Naparstek during his first semester at UT and he was fascinated.




“Every time I went to class my mind was blown yet again. I decided that semester to pick up a major in religious studies because it is something I have developed a passion for, and also because it gives me a way to understand the world and the people around me,” Stephen said. “The longer I have been a major, the more passionate I have become; now I am planning on going to graduate school to continue my education.” 




In addition to Stephen’s normal course work, this year he will be writing his senior honors thesis on Daoism and will also be writing a paper to submit to the American Academy of Religion’s (AAR) undergraduate writing competition. Stephen shares that he is very excited to begin doing more upper-level academic writing.




“I want to get my ideas out into the world instead of merely writing for a class. I am excited to see where the writing process takes me and what I can learn from it,” Stephen said. “I value the thoughts and opinions of others, and try to give everyone a voice, as that is something that is lacking in both the world and, in historical cases, in academia.”




When asked if there was one thing he could share about the religious studies major, what would it be, Stephen responded that religious studies has changed how he sees the world around him.




“It has given me a lens through which to examine interpersonal and institutional relationships and interactions. It has also helped me to approach my understanding of history and cultural differences,” he said. “Also, religious studies is so cool. There is so much going on in the world outside of what we see in the world or in the country around us, and religious studies gives you the briefest glimpse into what is out there.” 
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Message from Head of the Department of Religious Studies

We have an exciting year coming up in the Department of Religious Studies! I am excited to be commencing my five year term as department head following the exceptional Tina Shepardson in the position. She is enjoying a sabbatical year and working on her latest monograph. She is joined in research leave by our Islamic Studies scholar Manuela Ceballos who was awarded a National Endowment of the Humanities fellowship. This is one of the most prestigious national awards available to faculty in the United States. Larry Perry and I will be returning from fellowships. Perry was a fellow at the Humanities Center during the 2022-2023 academic year and I was at the Institute for Advanced Study at Central European University in Budapest.




Fortunately, as two of our colleagues engage in research for the year we are adding new faculty! We are excited to welcome Marcus Harvey who works on religions in Africa as he begins teaching for us this fall. We also welcomed a new lecturer, CC Jones. 




For our students, we are offering a number of new courses from our newest faculty members, Marcus Harvey and Joseph Witt. We are also offering a new twist on one of our general education courses. This spring, Erin Darby and I will be taking students to Israel as part of the inaugural year of the Frankel-Ricketts Scholars in Israel program. This program will take 15 students during spring break to Israel to learn about Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This class is open not only to our majors but to anyone across the university. 




We are hosting a number of interesting lectures and programs this year. We will be running a lecture series on Religion and Nature. This theme will weave through a number of our endowed lectures including our annual Siddiqi Lecture in Islamic Studies, Distinguished Lecture in Religious Studies, and Anjali Lecture in Hindu Studies. In addition to these lectures, we will be hosting two lectures in Jewish Studies and celebrating the publication of a number of our faculty books through book parties. Our first celebration will be on October 12 at 5:30 p.m. for Megan Bryson’s edited volume, Buddhist Masculinities, which will appear on Columbia University Press.




This is our first year under a new division of humanities within the College of Arts and Sciences. Our new divisional dean is Beauvais Lyons and our interim executive dean is Robert J. Hinde. We are learning about all the wonderful opportunities that will come with this new structure.
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