RELG 238: The Sacred Body
Spring 2012
Final Take-home Exam

DUE: Monday, June 4, 5 p.m., sent electronically to kbloomer@carleton.edu
NO EXCEPTIONS


In 6-8 pages, double-spaced, with 12-point font and 1.5-inch margins, answer any two of the following questions. (Students who prefer to may answer only one.) Support your arguments with materials drawn from class. Please do not use outside readings, as this is not a research paper and is meant to engage readings from the course.

-1-
Consider the idea of “passing,” as discussed by Judith Butler in Bodies That Matter.  How does any performance (Halau Kiawekupono O Ka Ua’s hula/Tehreema Mitha’s dance/drag in Paris is Burning) succeed or fail in its effect of “realness”? How is any sacred body “an embodiment of norms, a reiteration of norms, an impersonation of a racial and class norm, a norm which is at once a figure, a figure of a body, which is no particular body, but a morphological ideal that remains the standard which regulates the performance, but which no performance fully approximates“? (Butler, BTM, 129) How is it at the same time, as a particular body, potentially the expression not only of collusion but also of resistance? 

-2-
Consider the relation between longing/desire, performativity, and gender. What does lack of something produce? How does this lack translate into gender performativity in the film Paris is Burning?

-3-
Yoga is in part about the cessation of desire, and of the turnings of thought. And yet, to live in today’s world one must, it seems, constantly be thinking, planning, multi-tasking. Indeed, religious asceticism (such as that found in the yoga sutras and in early and medieval Christianity) seems always to require disciplining the body to escape the pull of the mundane into a sort of spiritual transcendence. Consider this tension – the seeming contradiction of using the body as a tool for escape from bodily desires – as found in Patanjali’s Yoga-sutras and/or in early Christianity.

-4-
Both yogic asceticism, as expressed in Stoller-Miller’s translation and extrapolation of Patanjali’s yoga-sutras, and early Christianity, as expressed in Peter Brown’s work, propose dualistic ways of understanding the world. However, each prescribes that we deal with that dualism in very different ways. Explain.

-5-
Apply Bourdieu’s ideas about status and distinction to ideas about the body in early and/or medieval Christianity. Use Richard Jenkins for your take on Bourdieu and Peter Brown and/or Caroline Bynum for historical sources.

-6-
Sallie McFague argues that Christian thought has neglected “the organic model” of God for the last several hundred years, and that this model is indispensible for our time. She calls an organic model of God – God as body, a body that is the universe – “an offering that Christianity can make to the planetary agenda of our time.”

What does native Hawaiian religion, as explored by texts we have read and by our Halau visitors, have to teach us about building a relationship with the earth as sacred, and the body as sacred, that centuries of Christian thought has arguably neglected? What might Christianity learn from native Hawaiian approaches to the sacred and the body, ancient and/or modern?

In the end, do you buy McFague’s argument? Do you think that native Hawaiian approaches to the earth and/or to the sacred are compatible with hers?

-7-
Formations of sacred bodies seem to share at least one thing in common: they require the cultivation of the self—a particular self, grounded in a particular religious tradition and/or social milieu, at a particular time in history (Michel Foucault). They often require certain forms of bodily discipline in this pursuit of a certain “sacred self.” Explore perceptions and cultivations of different sorts of bodies in early and medieval Christianity, using Brown and Bynum as source texts. 

You could consider, for example, how early Christianity’s emphasis on chastity affected on the ecclesial and social context of later Christianity and on women’s experience of piety and devotion (as specifically bodily). You could compare and contrast different moments in Christian history, and attitudes toward the body in those moments, especially with an eye toward the gendering of properly male and female social bodies.

(You may – but are not expected to – compare/contrast other sacred bodies in addition to those mentioned above.)
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