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ABOUT RELIGION

Author argues that Americans lack religious literacy

By AARIK DANIELSEN
news@columbiamissourian.com
or many Americans, national identity is con-
Fnected, in large part, to the country’s religious
heritage and practice. But do Americans know
enough about religion to be good citizens? Unfortu-
nately, Stephen Prothero says, the answer is no.
Prothero, chairman of the Department of Religion
at Boston University, is the author of “Religious Lit-
eracy: What Every American Needs to Know — and
Doesn’t,” which argues that while Americans are

widely considered a religious people, they actually
know very little about religion.

Citing surveys on religious literacy, Prothero
points out that only half of American adults can
name one of the four Gospels, that most Americans
cannot name the first book of the Bible and that 10
percent of Americans believe that Joan of Arc was
Noah'’s wife.

In a lecture at 6:30 p.m. Friday in MU’s Reynolds
Alumni Center, Prothero will argue that the lack of
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religious literacy among Amer-
icans has political implications.
With so much of American
political life and language tied
to religion, Prothero said a
basic understanding of differ-
ent faiths is necessary for both
politicians and citizens.

Americans, he said, “are
increasingly aware of the
importance for politicians to
know something about religion
for foreign policy, particularly
for the war on terror and the
situation in Iraq and Iran.”

As the 2008 elections draw
closer, Prothero hopes voters
and journalists will seek to
gauge candidates’ religious I1Qs
by asking questions similar to
the “gotcha questions” report-
ers have used to test candi-
dates’ knowledge of the politi-
cal leaders of other nations.

“It isn’t that I want the
president to have a Ph.D in
religious studies or anything,”
Prothero said. “I think if you
know a little bit about religion,
I think you know what you
don’t know.”

One roadblock to the success
of the Bush administration’s
Irag'policy, Prothero said, is
“they don’t know what they
don’t know.”

Prothero is a strong advo-
cate for more religious studies
education in American public
schools and universities. He
acknowledges concerns about
what many might consider
an inappropriate merging of
church and state but said they
can be overcome with a fresh
approach to religious instruc-
tion.

Religion is discussed in
schools every day “one way
or another” in art and history
classes, Prothero said. But, for
many people, there is not much
difference between a course in
religious studies and a Sunday
school class.

“I think one of the main
points that I’ll make in my
talk is that there’s this other
way of thinking and talking
about religion that doesn’t
belong to the secular left
and it doesn’t belong to the
religious right,” he said. “It’s
this more academic or more
objective way of talking about

religion so that you can talk
about the Quran to public
high school kids without the
assumption that you're either
trying to trash the Quran or
trying to say the Quran is
God’s word to human beings.”

Prothero said that Ameri-
cans should trust teachers to
deal with the world’s religions
fairly, just as they do when the
course being taught is math or
English literature.

“I don’t think religion needs
to be treated totally different-
ly,” he said. “We have similar
problems if we have a really
right-wing person teaching a
course in civics. Can we trust
that person to talk about the
New Deal in a way that’s fair
and liberalism in a way that’s
fair? I think we can. I think
that we hold teachers to stan-
dards of objectivity when it
comes to other subjects, and
I thmk we can do it with reli-
gion.”

While much of Prothero’s
book focuses on religious stud-
ies education, he also suggests
ways that American adults
can improve their religious
literacy. Book groups can read
novels with religious content,
for example, or people can sim-
ply begin talking about religion
with their friends. Reading the
Bible, particularly the books of
Matthew and Genesis, would
help citizens identify “about
ninety percent of the refer-
ences you’'ll hear in American
politics,” he said, “things like
the Good Samaritan and the
Golden Rule.”

Debra Mason, director of
MU’s Center on Religion and
the Professions, said Prothe-
ro’s ideas should resonate in
a place like Columbia, which
she says has become more
religiously diverse in recent
years.

“His message is going to
ring true, I think, to those who
come to listen to him because
they’re seeing the increas-
ing religious diversity here in
Columbia more than you might
see it in, say, Moberly, or some
other smaller town, and vyet,
you know, even that’s chang-
ing, too,” Mason said.

- Hickman teacher

introduces students

to world religions

You can’t blame George
Frissell for Americans’ lack of
religious literacy. Since 1987,
Frissell has been teaching a
comparative religion class at
Hickman High School.

The class started 20 years
ago when a handful of Hick-
man High School students
asked if the school would offer
a class on religion and phi-
losophy. Now, 80 students each
year pass through the doors of
Frissell’s “Classical Ideas and
World Religion” classroom.

Other courses in the Colum-
bia Public Schools’ curriculum,
such as those in the humani-
ties, language arts and social
studies departments, touch on
religion.

Frissell’s course is geared
toward studying religion aca-
demically and its impact on
world events and cultures.

“I’'ve always been interested
in the role religion plays in cul-
ture,” Frissell said.

Frissell, a social studies
teacher, developed the cur-
riculum and has taught the
class since its beginning. A his-
tory major in college, Frissell
studied in India on a Fulbright
Scholarship and in China, Thai-
land and Japan through other
programs.

The three sections of Fris-
sell’s class study everything
from Hinduism to Zorastrism to
the Baha'i Faith to Christianity,
Islam and Judaism. Rather than
relying on standard textbooks,
the class uses primary sources,
such as the Bible and the Quran
and invites lay people and
scholars of the different tradi-
tions as guest speakers.

The religious texts Frissell
uses include “Bhagavad Gita,”
“Analects of Confucius,” “Tao
Te Ching” and “Sermon at
Benares.”

“We go into great depth,” he
said.

For mid-September, Frissell
has arranged a special unit
on the indigenous religions of
Africa with guest lecturer Rob-
ert Baum of the MU religious
studies department.

— Taylor Rausch



answers Quiz adapted from Prothéro’s book, “Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know — and Doesn’t.”
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“He who trusts in overcome. religion, or

himself is a fool.” i 4. The path is the prohibiting the
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