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RELIGION AND SEXUALITY 

COURSE INFORMATION 

Number: RS 216 

Semester: Spring 2011 

School: Marymount Manhattan College 

Room: MAN 509 

Days: Monday and Wednesday 

Time: 2:30PM-3:50PM 

 

INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION 

Name: Dr. Elizabeth (Betsy) Barre 

Position: Assistant Professor of Religious Studies 

Office: MAN 106 

Office Phone: 212.774.0783 

E-mail: ebarre@mmm.edu 

Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday, 4:00-5:00pm; Tuesday, 3:00-5:00PM; and By Appointment 

 

COURSE MATERIALS*†  

Sex and the Soul: Juggling Sexuality, Spirituality, Romance, and Religion on America's College Campuses 

Donna Freitas 

Oxford University Press, 2010 

ISBN: 978-0199747610 

Just Love: A Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics 

Margaret Farley 

Continuum, 2008  

ISBN: 978-0826429247 

Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices: Sex and Intimacy 

Elliot N. Dorff and Danya Ruttenberg 

Jewish Publication Society, 2010  

ISBN:978-0827609051 

Sexual Ethics and Islam 

Kecia Ali 

Oneworld Publications, 2008  

ISBN: 978-1851684564 

mailto:ebarre@mmm.edu
http://www.amazon.com/Sex-Soul-Juggling-Sexuality-Spirituality/dp/0195311655
http://amzn.com/0826429246
http://amzn.com/0827609051
http://amzn.com/1851684565
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*These texts have been ordered at Shakespeare & Co. Booksellers on Lexington Avenue.  You are welcome to purchase 

them elsewhere, but you are required to have copies of each book by the end of the first week of classes.  

†Readings from additional texts will be available on-line via http://marymount.blackboard.com.  Students must have a valid 

MMC-ID to log into Blackboard, and are required to do so daily to participate in this course. 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

GOAL/RATIONALE 

This course examines the often intimate connection between religion and sexuality, focusing on the ways in which religious 

teachings have influenced cultural norms governing both sexual practice and the formation of sexual identity.  We will 

begin by reading empirical studies of contemporary American college students; in the process, you will be encouraged to 

think critically about the way these students (along with you and your peers) have conceptualized the relationship between 

religious belief, sexual practice, and sexual identity.  We then move on to discussions of the historical and philosophical 

foundations of contemporary discourse about sexuality in the West (including the influence of specific Eastern traditions).  

The remainder of the course is devoted to in depth examinations of the constructive arguments of various Christian, Jewish, 

and Muslim authors.  Issues covered include (but are not limited to): dating, marriage, same-sex relationships, divorce, 

pornography, gender, and the body. Prerequisite: WRIT 101 (3). 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

At the end of the semester you will be able to: 

1. Develop critically informed judgments about the sexual behavior of American college students, and the moral 

and/or religious framework within which this behavior often operates. 

2. Describe and compare various theories of the body, gender, and sexuality in Western philosophical thought. 

3. Trace out the historical development of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim sexual ethics, noting periods in which major 

theological shifts took place. 

4. Explain the influence of cross-cultural studies of sexuality on contemporary discourse about sex in the West. 

5. Identify the ethical framework within which Jewish, Christian, and Muslim sexual arguments operate. 

6. Summarize key issues that arise within contemporary debates (religious or otherwise) about dating, marriage, 

same-sex relationships, divorce, pornography, gender, and the body. 

7. Identify similarities and differences both across and within various forms of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

8. Practice the academic study of religion by thinking critically and creatively about religious traditions and ideas. 

Insofar as this course meets the “Studies in Psychology, Philosophy, and Religious Studies” general education requirement, 

you should also be able to: 

1. Identify, describe and explain key terms, concepts and distinctions central to the discipline of religious studies.  
2. Reconstruct and explain (in speaking and writing) various arguments concerning the foundations and applications 

of theories of human nature, knowledge and/or value.  
3. Critically evaluate (in speaking and writing) various arguments (including one’s own) concerning the foundations 

and applications of theories of human nature, knowledge and/or value.  

http://www.shakeandco.com/lex.php
http://marymount.blackboard.com/
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ASSIGNMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

READING 

Assigned readings are to be completed by the date indicated on the syllabus. If I call on you or ask you to participate in an 

activity in class, I will expect that you have read the assignment for the day. You don't have to "get" everything the first 

time you read it, but you should be fairly familiar with the material. If you don't understand something, feel free to e-mail 

me with a question, or to come to class with a knowledgeable question about what we've read for that day. 

READING QUIZZES 

To ensure that you complete the daily reading assignments, you will also be asked to complete 5 reading quizzes 

throughout the semester.  These quizzes will be given within the first 5 minutes of class on a random “pop-quiz” basis, and 

will consist of questions designed to test whether you have read the material (NOT your comprehension).  You are free to 

use any notes you have taken while reading, but these notes must be hand written. These quizzes, worth 10 points each, 

are the basis of 5% of your final grade (50 points). 

READING RESPONSES 

In conjunction with your reading assignments, this course requires the completion of at least five “reading responses” 

throughout the semester.  These responses, due via e-mail by 12:00PM (noon) the day of class, are meant to be informal.  

They are not designed to incentivize you to read; nor are they a substitute for taking careful notes while working through 

the material.  Instead, they are meant to help me prepare and organize class discussion around the issues and concerns you 

all find most compelling.  As a result, they do not need to be particularly long nor particularly formal; a paragraph of less 

than one page is more than enough and you can include this in the body of an e-mail (rather than an attachment).  You 

should simply note a passage, sentence, or argument in the week’s reading and say something about why you’d like to talk 

about that passage in class.  Is it particularly insightful? Terrifying? Offensive? Confusing?  You get the idea.  These 

responses will be graded on a plus/check/minus basis, where plus = 10 pts, check = 5 pts, and minus = 0 points.   Taken 

together, these responses constitute 5% of your final grade (50 points). 

CLASS PARTICIPATION 

Thoughtful participation in class discussions is the basis of 15% of your final grade (150 points).  During class, there will be 

frequent opportunities to contribute to class discussion. If you make a contribution that is both reflective of the readings 

and relevant to the discussion, I will award you 10 points. To receive full credit for participation in the course, you must 

participate at least 15 times throughout the semester (to secure the required 150 points).   

WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 

You will be required to write three essays in this course, which combine to form the basis of 50% of your final grade (500 

points).  The first essay, a reflection paper on Sex and the Soul, will count toward 10% of your final grade (100 points) and 

must be at least 750 words in length.  The final two essays count for 20% of your final grade (200 points each) and must be 

at least 1,500 words.  Detailed information on these assignments (including the rubric I will use to grade the essays) will be 

distributed at least two weeks in advance of the due date.   
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FINAL EXAM 

In this class, you will take one final exam worth 25% of your final grade (250 points).  This exam will use short answer 

questions to test your knowledge of important terms and concepts, as well as essay questions to determine whether you 

can reflect on the material at a more general level. 

 

GRADING AND EVALUATION 

GRADING SCALE* 

 

100%-93%: A 
92%-90%: A- 

89%-87%: B+ 
86%-83%: B 

82%-80%: B- 
79%-77%: C+ 

76%-73%: C 
72%-70%: C- 

69%-60%: D 
60% and below: F

*Grades will be rounded to the nearest integer. 

GRADE COMPONENTS (OUT OF 1,000 TOTAL POINTS) 

 
Writing Assignments, 500 total points (50%) 

 One 750-Word Reflection Paper on Sex and the Soul, 100 points 

 Two 1,500-Word Essays, 200 points each 

Final Exam, 250 total points (25%) 

Reading and Participation, 250 total points (25%) 

 Five Reading Quizzes, 10 points each 

 Five Reading Responses, 10 points each  

 Fifteen Substantive Comments, 10 points each 

 

COURSE POLICIES 

ATTENDANCE 

While much of your learning will occur while you read, write, and study for the exams, being present in class is the best way 

to ensure that you truly learn and understand the course material.  As a result, class attendance is required.  One incentive 

for meeting this requirement will be to receive credit for class participation and the five reading quizzes, neither of which 

can be made up.  Yet, I will also take attendance on a regular basis.  You will be allowed two unexcused absences 

throughout the semester, but each additional unexcused absence will result in the deduction of 10 points (1%) from your 

final course average.  All judgments about excused and unexcused absences will be at my discretion.  However, if you wish 

to receive an excused absence, you must receive approval from me before the missed class period.  The only exceptions to 

this rule are medical emergencies affecting yourself or your family.  In all cases, I may or may not ask for supporting 

documentation for excused absences. 
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LATE WORK 

Essays must be submitted in both hard copy and electronic form (e-mail an attachment to: ebarre@mmm.edu) by 5:00PM 

on the due date.  As long as you have submitted your paper in one form by 5:00pm, your paper will not be counted late.  

However, I expect the additional copy to arrive in my office by the end of the following day.  When an essay is turned in 

after 5:00PM, I will deduct 20% for each day the paper is late. This includes Saturday and Sunday.  No other late 

assignments will be accepted.  Please note: if any of your electronic submissions are “lost in cyber space,” it is not my 

responsibility!  The only way to ensure your submissions are received is to turn them in by hand. 

MAKE-UP WORK 

In the interest of fairness, students must be present for exams and quizzes on the dates given.  Quizzes cannot be made up 

under any circumstances and the only circumstances under which make-up exams will be administered are: (1) death in the 

family, (2) unforeseeable medical emergencies affecting you or your family, or (3) participation in an official Marymount 

Manhattan College-sponsored event. In the case of (1) or (3), you must give me at least 24 hours advance notice that you 

will miss the exam or it may not be made up. Documentation will be required in each of these cases.  Complete disasters 

that require extended periods away from school should be referred immediately to the office of Student Services/Academic 

Advising so I can work out the best plan of action in conjunction with the MMC staff. 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

At the most general level, I will uphold the stipulations of the Marymount Manhattan College Academic Honesty Policy—a 

policy with which you should become familiar. This policy outlines the College’s expectations for the integrity of your 

academic work, the procedures for resolving alleged violations of those expectations, and the rights and responsibilities of 

students and faculty members throughout the process. The full policy can be found in the Student Handbook/Griffin Guide 

on pages 113-117 or at http://www.mmm.edu/study/academicpolicies/mmcacademichonestypolicy.pdf.  

Beyond this college wide policy, my own policy is the following: All work submitted in this course must be your own. If I 

detect plagiarism in an essay, you will be given a 0 on the assignment and be reported to the college. Unintentional errors 

in citation will also be penalized. In these cases (to be determined at my discretion), students will be required to revise their 

essays and their grades on that assignment will be lowered by 10%. 

COURTESY 

To ensure that everyone has the opportunity to learn without undue distraction, please turn off your cell phone (or put it 

into silent mode).  Also, do not talk during class, read newspapers, magazines, text, or listen to Ipods/MP3 players.  If you 

bring a laptop to class, I expect you to be taking notes and only taking notes (you can give up facebook, twitter, jcrew.com, 

etc. for at least an hour!).  If I discover you doing anything else, I reserve the right to bar your individual laptop use for the 

remainder of the semester.  Most importantly, do not enter class late or leave early unless it's an emergency and/or you've 

cleared it with me in advance.  If you’re consistently late (i.e., noticeably, more than twice or so) or regularly moving in and 

out of class while it’s in session, I will stop marking you present.  Quizzes will be conducted within the first five minutes of 

class.  If you are late, the quiz cannot be made up.   

It is also important to lay down some ground rules about the discussions we will be having in this course. Insofar as this 

course will require us to discuss sensitive issues about religion, we must work hard to keep our conversations civil and to 

respect the opinions of our classmates.  You are certainly free to express any view you want (if it's on-topic), so long as you 

mailto:ebarre@mmm.edu
http://www.mmm.edu/study/academicpolicies/mmcacademichonestypolicy.pdf
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support your claim and are willing to hear counter-arguments from others. You are free to question the claims of others 

and to engage them in scholarly discussion, as long as you don't interrupt them and wait to be recognized by me before 

speaking (please note: you are free, and in fact encouraged, to interrupt me). You may also comment on recent news 

events of interest to our class, but only if they are relevant.  You are not free to engage in name-calling, taunting, 

harassment, or otherwise non-productive talk. If you violate these rules, I may ask you to leave the classroom.  

AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT 

Students with disabilities who require reasonable accommodations or academic adjustments for this course must either 

register with the Office of Disability Services or be enrolled in the Program for Academic Access. For any accommodation, 

the instructor must be presented with a letter signed by the Director for Academic Access & Disability Services during the 

first week of classes. 

SYLLABUS CHANGE POLICY 

This syllabus is only a guide for the course and is subject to change with advanced notice. 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

 

Week Monday Tuesday Wednesday Friday 

Jan 31-Feb 4 Syllabus; Intro to Course  Opening Questions  

Feb 7-11 Opening Questions  Opening Questions FIRST ESSAY DUE 

Feb 14-18 Western History  Western History  

Feb 21-25 NO CLASS  Eastern History  

Feb 28-Mar 4 Eastern History  The Body  

Mar 7-11 Gender  Sexuality  

Mar 14-18 Christian Perspectives SECOND ESSAY DUE NO CLASS  

Mar 21-25 Christian Perspectives  Christian Perspectives  

Mar 28-Apr 1 SPRING BREAK 

Apr 4-8 Christian Perspectives  Jewish Perspectives  

Apr 11-15 Jewish Perspectives  Jewish Perspectives  

Apr 18-22 Jewish Perspectives  Jewish Perspectives  

Apr 25-29 Muslim Perspectives  Muslim Perspectives  

May 2-6 Muslim Perspectives THIRD ESSAY DUE Muslim Perspectives  

May 9-13 Muslim Perspectives  Muslim Perspectives  

May 16-20 Muslim Perspectives  FINAL EXAM  

 

READING SCHEDULE (READINGS MARKED WITH AN ASTERISK [*] ARE POSTED ON BLACKBOARD) 

OPENING THE QUESTIONS 

2/2:  Sex and the Soul, xii-109. 

2/7: Sex and the Soul, 113-207. 
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2/9:  Sex and the Soul, 211-242. 

“Opening the Questions,” in Just Love, 1-16. 

<<FIRST ESSAY DUE>> 

THE QUESTIONS AND THEIR PAST 

2/14: “Sex, Morality, and History: Theories of Interpretation,” in Just Love, 17-26. 

2/16: “Sexual Ethics in the West: Historical Perspective,” in Just Love, 26-56. 

***NO CLASS*** 

DIFFICULT CROSSINGS: DIVERSE TRADITIONS 

2/23:  “Cross-Cultural Perspectives: Importance of Sexual Ethics,” in Just Love, 57-63. 

“Colonialist Research and Its Postcolonial Critics,” in Just Love, 63-70. 

“Kamasutra: Hindu Textbook on Erotic Love,” in Just Love, 90-95. 

Suwanna Satha-Anand, “Buddhism on Sexuality and Enlightenment,” in Good Sex: Feminist Perspectives from the 

World’s Religions, 113-124.* 

2/28: William R. LaFleur, “Love’s Insufficiency: Zen as Irritant,” in Love, Sex, and Gender in the World Religions, 37-48.* 

 “Diversity Unlimited?” in Just Love, 103-109. 

SEXUALITY AND ITS MEANINGS 

3/2:  “How the Body Matters,” in Just Love, 109-132. 

3/7: “Whether Gender Matters,” in Just Love, 133-158. 

3/9: “Sexuality and Its Meanings,” in Just Love, 159-173. 

THE ETHICS OF SEX (CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVES) 

3/14: “Sexuality and Justice,” in Just Love, 174-178. 

 “Alternative Frameworks,” in Just Love, 178-182. 

 “Sources for Christian Sexual Ethics,” in Just Love, 182-196. 

“Love and Just Love,” in Just Love, 196-206. 

<<SECOND ESSAY DUE>> 

***NO CLASS*** 
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3/21: “Framework for a Sexual Ethic: Just Sex,” 207-244. 

3/23: “Marriage and Family,” in Just Love, 245-271. 

***SPRING BREAK*** 

4/4: “Same-Sex Relationships,” in Just Love, 271-296. 

 “Divorce and Remarriage,” in Just Love, 296-311. 

THE ETHICS OF SEX (JEWISH PERSPECTIVES)  

4/6: Rebecca t. Alpert, “Guilty Pleasures: When Sex is Good Because It’s Bad” in Good Sex: Feminist Perspectives from 

the World’s Religions, 31-43.* 

4/11: “Dating Ethics,” in Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices, 3-33. 

4/13: “Sexual Consequences,” in Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices, 37-72. 

4/18: “Sex Work and Pornography,” in Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices, 75-110. 

4/20: “Sexual Negotiation,” in Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices, 113-143. 

THE ETHICS OF SEX (MUSLIM PERSPECTIVES)  

4/25: “The World of Islam,” in Just Love, 95-103. 

“Introduction,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, xii-xxviii. 

4/27:  “Marriage, Money, and Sex,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, 1-23. 

5/2: “Lesser Evils: Divorce in Islamic Ethics,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, 24-38. 

<<THIRD ESSAY DUE>> 

5/4: “Prohibited Acts and Forbidden Partners: Illicit Sex in Islamic Jurisprudence,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, 56-74. 

5/9: “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell: Same-Sex Intimacy in Muslim Thought,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, 75-96. 

5/11: “Female Bodies and Male Agency in the Qur’an,” in Sexual Ethics and Islam, 112-134. 

5/16: “The Prophet Muhammad, his Beloved Aishah, & Modern Muslim Sensibilities,” in Sexual Ethics & Islam, 135-150. 

“Toward an Islamic Ethics of Sex,” in Sexual Ethics & Islam, 151-157. 

<<FINAL EXAM>> 


