RELI 321: Religious Games and Sacred Play

Instructor:  Vincent Gonzalez 

Description:
            You are playing Catechumen, a first person shooter marketed as a Christian alternative to violent video games. Instead of a rifle, your primary weapon will be a sword that fires bursts of Holy Spirit, melting demons into screaming puddles and converting humans into new Christians. The game's first enemies, two Roman soldiers wearing what seem to be poorly fitted brass skirts, are standing outside of a pagan temple. They don't attack immediately, so you climb the temple stairs to get a better look. Perhaps you are curious exactly what the opposition is wearing. When you look at them, though, both soldiers look back and shout, “Whatta you looking at?” “Whatta you looking at?” “Whatta you looking at?”
            The question is a good one. Where are we supposed to look to find out what is most important to people? Here of all places? Yes, its marketing presents it as a Christian game, but how can we know whether anyone has ever taken this game seriously? If people are finding life-changing meaning in places like this, do the techniques used to study classical sacred texts work here as well?
            In some ways games are just one more artifact of religious life. Games, like stories and images, are created and critiqued as people recreate their sacred communities, and evidence of these processes can be traced around the world, and back thousands of years. So, as with other media, it is valuable to consider how games are encouraged and prohibited, and by whom, to see how people teach their strongest concerns in various historical situations. But games are curious things, particularly where they overlap with systems of meaning, because a game requires play. The rules of a game create a temporary world that leaves space for players and grants them certain freedoms there. In this class we will investigate how these temporary worlds interface with both the historical and eternal realities of religious communities. How do people's lives as both players and practitioners reflect and transform their historical situations?
            In this class we will consider a range of ways play may do the work of religion. We will encounter objects like the Tarot deck or Dungeons and Dragons which are powerful magic from one side and “just a game” from another, various scholars who claim that activities easily dismissed as games are actually teaching people how to live, and groups of various sorts engaging play as a life-changing principle. To historicize these paradoxes will require that we both engage theory of religion and play the games themselves. In particular, the class will focus on religious video games as an emerging form of religious play reflecting on our own historical moment, but we will be exploring games of various kinds and the diverse technological and cultural configurations which make them possible. No prior familiarity with either theory of religion or games is required, but students will be required to engage deeply with both.

Rules:
            This class, like all classes, is a game. More specifically, this class would be well approached as a configuration of two games, and as a single complex move within a larger game. Each of these comes with its own rules; in cases of conflict, the first game is most important, then the second. 
            The first game is a loosely bounded cooperative game like a session in a sand box or a house party. So there are rules, but they are hard to explain until someone has broken them, and there are objectives, but they are never completed. That being said, this game is the real motivation behind the class and the standard by which I will judge its success. All players arrive in the classroom with a distinct set of investments, experiences, communal affiliations, and personality traits. Both between the players themselves, and between the players and the groups who manifest in our reading, there will be places where this class brings its participants in contact with world-views radically different from their own. The goal in these cases is to try and find ways to facilitate mutual communication. The following rules leading in that direction, are the center of the course:
            a) Cultivate non-evaluative language: To declare that a perspective is true or false, wise or       foolish, good or evil, primitive or modern ends conversation. It is understood and expected that each participant in this class enters with strong opinions, and these will drive our work together, but we all must endeavor to develop modes of speech and writing that avoid moral judgment of others and their world-views.
            b) Cite everything: No matter what fact you are presenting, there is a source, and specificity will allow others to discuss your facts in rich ways. When discussing texts (including movies, games, etc.) the subrules are simple: In formal writing, you will be expected to follow MLA citation standards.In casual writing, you will be expected to use parenthetical citation. When speaking aloud (or free writing), you will be expected to say where you learned the things you know.
            c) Cite everything: If the fact is from your personal experience, citation means being very clear about the specific communities through which you learned to frame your experience, and then presenting your experience in detail. If you are reporting that you found something boring or beautiful, explain the very specific world that shares those sentiments (hint: it is probably not “all humans forever.” And if you think it might be “all reasonable humans” see point a) then describe the experience with autobiographical detail (this will be very relevant for writing about games). 
            d) Model receptive listening: Create a space where others know their opinions have the power to change minds. (Misuse of technology will be addressed under this rule.)


            The second game is an intellectual enactment of what would be called an “adventure game” if it were digital. I have charted a course that will take us through strange terrain and you will be responsible for figuring out what in each location will be useful for later explorations. Missing something early on will probably not leave you trapped, but you will certainly be able to improvise better and better solutions the more you manage to carry along with you. This is to say, you are responsible for reading everything assigned and being prepared to discuss it in class. It is strongly recommended that all students start and maintain a digital reading journal.
            And, of course, this class is one move in the longer point-based game of “Graduation.” Of the three games at hand, this one interests me least, so let me just tell you how you can get all four 4 possible Grade Points:
            a) Show up to all class sessions
                    *Each student gets two excused absences to use at their discretion. 
                       After that, every absence, no matter the reason, is a two-point deduction from your final grade.
            b) Participate in class discussions and play-experiments (15%)
            c) Write 10 short response papers (25% total)
                   * These will be graded on a scale from check double minus, to check double plus. Criteria for plusses follow the rules of the first game. 
            d) Write 2 research/analysis papers (50% total)
            e) Give one short presentation on a game (10%)

All three sets of rules coincide well under the UNC Honor Code to which all students in this class will be held. 

Materials:
David Chidester, Authentic Fakes
Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens
Roland Barthes, Mythologies
Bill Talen, What Should I Do if Reverend Billy is in My Store?

Another thing: If all goes well, Reverend Billy will be instructing our class via Skype the week we read his book.
        A $5 (suggested) speaking fee will be collected the week before.

Course:
1. Opening Gambit
            8/25: Welcome lecture
            8/27: Gamelab 1: Online Game Suites 

2,3,4. What might 'religion' mean?
A Cultural System 
            8/30: Clifford Geertz, “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight”
            9/1: Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System”
            9/3: Gamelab 2: Symbolic Games

A Powerful Category 
             [9/6: Celebrate Labor Day]
             9/8: Talal Asad, “Religion as an Anthropological Category”
             9/10: Definition of “religion” game

Something Wilder
            9/13: David Chidester, Authentic Fakes ch.1, 2.
            9/15: Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra”
            9/17: Gamelab 3: Four Games Called “The Game of Life”

5,6,7. What might 'play' do?
Define Humanity:
            9/20: Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens, Forward, ch. 1, 6.
            9/22: Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens, ch. 8, 11, 12. 
            9/24: Gamelab 4: Christian Collectible Card Games

Create a Human:
            9/27: Brian Sutton-Smith, “Children's Folk Games as Customs;” Gary Laderman, “The Disney Way of Death”
            9/29: D.W. Winnicott, “The Location of Cultural Experience” 
            10/1: Gamelab 5: Physical Religious Games

Complicate Things:
            10/4: Victor Turner, “Liminal to Liminoid in Play, Flow, and Ritual”
            10/6: Victor Turner, “Liminal to Liminoid in Play, Flow, and Ritual”
            10/8: Gamelab 6: Secular Party Games           
            Midterm Essay Due on Friday

8, 9, 10, 11. Critique of Play 
Sex/Gender: 
            10/11: Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto” 
            10/13: Mia Consalvo, “Hot Dates and Fairy-Tale Romances;” Julian Dibbell, “A Rape in Cyberspace”
            10/15: Gamelab 7: Second Life Pilgrimage

Demons:
            10/18: Amy Bushnell, “That Demonic Game;” Mary Ellen Miller and Stephen D. Houston, 
                         "The Classic Maya Ballgame and Its Architectural Setting: A Study of Relations between Text and Image" 
            10/20: Michael Stackpole, “The Pulling Report;” Dennis Waskul, “Role Playing and  Playing Roles”
           [fall break]

Dollars:
            10/25: Roland Barthes, “The World of Wrestling,” and half of “Myth Today” in Mythologies
            10/27: Roland Barthes, “Toys,” “Operation Margarine,” and finish “Myth Today”
            10/29: Gamelab 8: Holywargames

Data:
            11/1: Italo Calvino, “Cybernetics and Ghosts.”
            11/3: David Chidester, Authentic Fakes ch. 10; Christopher Helland, “Online Religion as Lived Religion”
            11/5: Gamelab 9: Religious Metagames

12, 13, 14. Critique through Play
Sacred Humor and Blasphemy
            11/8: Bill Talen, What Should I Do if Reverend Billy is in My Store? Intro, chs. 1,2 
            11/10: Bill Talen, What Should I Do if Reverend Billy is in My Store? Chs. 3, 4, 6
            11/12: Skype With Rev. Billy

Serious Games I:
            11/15: JRS Whiting, “Playing Cards in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century,”
                    “Back to Square One: Snake, Hyena, Snakes & Ladders, and the Royal Game of Goose,” in The Oxford Guide to Board Games, 88-102.
            11/17: Gonzalo Frasca, “Videogames of the Oppressed;” Various materials concerning Super Columbine Massacre RPG                            
            11/19: Gamelab 10: Serious Games 

Serious Games II:
            11/22: Tim Lenoir and Henry Lowood, “The Military Entertainment Complex”
            [thanksgiving!]

15, 16. Closing Note: Managing Play
You Can't Play Here:
            11/29: Rachel Wagner, “The Play is the Thing: Interactivity from Bible Fights to Passions of the Christ” from Halos and Avatars
            12/1:  Nikki Bado-Fralick, Rebecca Sachs Norris, “Welcome to the Dollhouse” in Toying With God
            12/3: Gamelab 11: Blasphemous Games

Play Here Instead:
            12/6: Leigh Eric Schmidt, “Christmas Bazaar,” from Consumer Rites 
            12/8: Exerpt from Dell Dechant, The Sacred Santa  
