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Teaching “Philosophy of Religion: A Com-
parative Approach”
Charles Ess
Interdisciplinary Studies Center
Drury University

Introduction

This past spring, buoyed by the positive results of
reshaping an Introduction to Philosophy course along
comparative lines (Ess, 2001), I attempted to likewise reshape
an upper-level philosophy of religion class using a
comparative format. Unlike introductory courses—however,
for a range of important historical and cultural reasons,
philosophy of religion is more distinctively Westzern in its
basic orientation, assumptions, and defining questions.
Consequently, it is much more difficult to approach such a
course comparatively: indeed, I had to modify the course
considerably so as to completely drop some elements that
had defined a traditional philosophy of religion course.
Nonetheless, I'm happy to report that both student comments
and final evaluations indicate that the course was successful.

In the following, I first review my rationale for
attempting to teach philosophy of religion in a comparative
way, followed by a brief description of the course structure
and texts. I then offer a central exercise designed to highlight
the value of approaching philosophy of religion from a
comparative perspective redefined so as to revise its
traditional Western starting points—namely, a critical analysis
of the Analects of Confucius. I share here student comments
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