
1.2, Religions are Internally Diverse, 
Dynamic, and Embedded in Culture 
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The Main Point  
Often, we’ll hear people differentiate between ‘religion and politics’ or ‘religion and 
culture’. Pragmatically, there’s value in this differentiation but it can be misleading as 
well. In other words, while we might categorize religion as something 
unique—something that ‘stands alone’—that’s not how people actually practice their 
religion. Therefore, we must realize that religion is far more flexible, more fluid, and 
more intertwined with other aspects of human life than is often acknowledged.   
 
What You’ll Learn  

1. You’ll learn that religions are internally diverse, so much so that we can speak 
not only of ‘Judaism’, ‘Christianity’, and ‘Islam’, for example, but also 



‘Judaisms’, ‘Christianities’, and ‘Islams’. 
2. You’ll learn that religions are dynamic. In other words, religions aren’t static, 

they change. Modern Judaism looks very different, in some ways, from Judaism 
in the first-century CE. Modern Hinduism looks very different, in some ways, 
from the Hinduism practiced five centuries ago or two millennia ago. Religion 
changes. 

3. You’ll learn that religions are embedded in culture. Christianity in the United 
States isn’t the same as Christianity in South Africa, or South Korea, or China, 
or Russia. This is because religion isn’t something isolated from culture. A 
religion may change a culture but it’s also true that cultures change religion. 
 

Key Vocabulary. 
- Denomination: A denomination is a branch of a religion that identifies with 

the broader religion (Catholics are Christian, as are Lutherans, Baptists, 
Pentecostals, etc.) but understands their version of the religion to be the 
‘better’ (either objectively, as in more accurate, or subjective, as in a personal 
preference) in some sense than the other options. 

- Sect: A sect of a religion tends to be smaller in number than a denomination. 
In other words, if a religion can contain denominations, denominations can 
contain sects (and some sects, while small, can be divorced form 
denominations altogether). 

- Rabbi: A rabbi (‘teacher’) is a recognized religious and cultural leader in the 
Jewish community. 

- Ordination: Ordination is the process where a community recognizes an 
individual to be a leader in their religious community (e.g. rabbi, priest, pastor, 
imam). 

 

 

1.2.1, Religions are Internally Diverse 
Today, we return to the ‘Guidelines for Teaching About Religion in K-12 
Public Schools’ to discuss the Three Premises for Religious Studies (not to be 
confused with the Three Premises for Why We Should Teach About Religion!). 
These three premises emphasize aspects of religion that should be highlighted in a 
religious studies class in order to study religion from an academic perspective. What 
do I mean by an ‘academic perspective’? Well, remember last time when we 
discussed ‘non-devotional’ approaches—i.e. approaches that avoid telling you what 
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you should think/believe about this or that religion but instead emphasize simply 
what religious people think/believe/do.  The non-devotional approach is the 
academic approach. It’s how you’d study religion in a college or university setting 
rather than say in a synagogue, church, or mosque. 
 
We’ll go through each premise. We begin with the first: religions 
are internally diverse. 
 
Since Christianity is the numerically dominant religion in the United States, you’re 
probably aware of this reality already with regards to Christianity. TMI Episcopal’s 
name reflects it: we’re a school affiliated with the Episcopal Church. That said, many 
students aren’t Episcopalians. Among the Christian portion of the student body, 
many are Roman Catholic. Some are Orthodox. Some are Evangelical. Some come 
from churches that refer to themselves as ‘non-denominational’ (usually this = 
Evangelical). I could go on and on but you get the point. 
 
So, instead, let’s look at a religion with which fewer of us are familiar: 
Judaism. Judaism’s main ‘branches’ or ‘denominations’ are the Orthodox, the 
Conservatives, and the Reformed. Less well-known are the 
Reconstructionists. In order to get a sense of what it is that separates 
Orthodox, Conservative, and Reformed Jews, let’s watch BimBam’s video 
‘History of Jewish Movements: Reform, Conservative and Orthodox’. As we 
watch, in a single sentence tell me what it is that you think caused 
these three groups of Jews to divide: 
 
 
 

 
 
Now that we’ve thought about the division between Reform, Conservative, and 
Orthodox forms of Judaism, let’s look specifically at the topic of ordaining women. 
In Judaism, the building where Jews gather together as a community is called a 
‘synagogue’ (literally: a place of gathering; sometimes called a bet knesset = house of 
assembly). When the community gathers together the leader is known as a rabbi. The 
word ‘rabbi’ literally means ‘teacher’. Traditionally, the office of rabbi was held by 
men, but that changed in some Jewish communities in the twentieth century.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCAYQOwOpViCsUL7sKiCg9gg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zUNpC9Vjftg&t=189s


The act of ‘ordination’ is when a religious community recognizes someone in their 
midst as being a leader. If you’re Roman Catholic, you might be ordained as a ‘priest’. 
If you’re a Baptist, you might be ordained as a ‘pastor’. In Jewish circles, you’re 
ordained as a rabbi.  
 
So, in Judaism, can women be rabbis even if this has been a role held by men, 
traditionally? Well, it depends on who you ask! As a class, let’s read the short 
article ‘Women in Judaism: A History of Women’s Ordination as Rabbis’ 
from the Jewish Virtual Library. As we read, I want you to answer two 
questions: (a) does this group ordain women? and (b) what seems to 
be the reason for why? 
 
1. 
2. 
 
 

1. The Reform Movement? 
a. Does this group ordain women? 

 
 

b. Why? 
 
 

2. The Conservative Movement? 
a. Does this group ordain women? 

 
 

b. Why? 
 
 

3. The Reconstructionist Movement? 
a. Does this group ordain women? 

 
 

b. Why? 
 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/a-history-of-women-s-ordination-as-rabbis


 
4. Orthodoxy? 

a. Does this group ordain women? 
 
 

b. Why? 
 
 
Now, let’s think about these groups using the language of ‘more traditional’ and ‘less 
traditional’ (we could say ‘conservative’ and ‘liberal’ but those words carry a lot of 
baggage from modern American politics and one group is literally called the 
‘Conservative’ Movement, so that could be confusing). If you were to rank these 
groups from the most traditional (starting at 1.) to the least traditional 
(ending at 4.), how would you rank them based on what you’ve seen from the 
video and read in this article? 
 
Rank from more traditional to less traditional: 
 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
You won’t be surprised to learn that the more open a denomination is to women 
being ordained, the less traditional it is, and vice versa. Likewise, you probably aren’t 
too surprised to learn that Judaism has divisions. Christianity does too. So does Islam, 
Hinduism, Buddhism...you get the idea! Now, you have the right to think one group 
is right or wrong based on person theologies or philosophies, but when doing 
religious studies that’s not our focus. Our focus is on observing the differences within 
a religion so that we can be disciplined and avoid oversimplification. 
 
In some sense, I’ll tell you the same necessary lie over and over again. I may say ‘Jews 
practice’ such-and-such or ‘Muslims believe’ such-and-such. It may be true, generally 
speaking. So, why do I say it’s a necessary ‘lie’? Well, if I tried to distinguish between 
every group within a broader religious tradition, or even more impossibly every 
person who calls themselves a ‘Hindu’ or a ‘Buddhist’ or a ‘Sikh’ or a ‘Jain’, we’d get 
nowhere. That being said, if I say ‘Jews don’t eat pork’ understand it to mean, 



‘Traditionally, many Jews don’t eat pork’. Or, if I say, ‘Christians adhere to the 
doctrine of the Trinity’ understand this to mean, ‘Traditionally, many Christians 
adhere to the doctrine of the Trinity’. There’s always exceptions to the general rule. 
 
In this section, there were fourteen questions which means this section is worth a total of 
up to 14 points.  

 

1.2.2, Religions are Dynamic 
It’s common to hear adherents to various religions present their version of their 
religion as the true version that has remained unchanged for centuries. In fact, it’s 
common for sects to differentiate from one another by claiming that they represent 
the religion as it was intended from the beginning. We’re not here to determine 
whether Theravada, Mahayana, or some other approach to Buddhism is the 
Buddhism that goes back to the Buddha. What we do want to observe is this: 
generally speaking, when we take into consideration all the various forms of a 
religion, it’s evident that religions aren’t static. They’re dynamic. They’re alive. 
They’re always changing. This might be for the better or for the worse but it’s what 
happens. 
 
Even if someone argues that their form of their religion is the true and authentic 
form—let’s say that it’s true that Roman Catholicism is the true (or truest) form of 
Christianity—even the true/truest form changes as it must respond to what it 
perceives as misguided adherents to their religion (Catholics v. Lutherans, for 
example) and it must change as it’s spread to different parts of the world. The word 
‘faith’ as used by English speaking Christians isn’t exactly the same as the Greek word 
pistis or the Latin fides or the German Vertrauen or Glaube. There’s overlap, sure, 
but there’s also differences impacted by language, and that’s only one aspect of 
culture. 
 
In order to make more sense of this point, let’s use as an example a 
community that was strongly ostracized by religious groups less than two 
decades ago and while ostracized by many still has found some acceptance: the 
LGBTQI+ community. And let’s take the Episcopal Church as an example of 
how one branch of Christianity has changed drastically in recent decades. 
 

1. In 1534, King Henry VIII, rejected the authority of the Pope of Rome, and 



Parliament’s ‘Act of Succession’ and ‘Act of Supremacy’ made the English 
crown the ‘head of the church’ in England rather than the Pope. This is the 
foundation of the ‘Church of England’ or the ‘Anglican’ Church.  

2. When England colonized North America, the ‘first recorded celebration of 
Holy Communion’ happened at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. 

3. On July 4th, 1776, the thirteen British colonies in North American 
announced their ‘Declaration of Independence’ from Britain. Obviously, this 
was a problem for members of the ‘Church of England’ since the colonies were 
at war with England. 

4. On March 25, 1783, Samuel Seabury was elected to the bishop of the 
remnant of what had been the Church of England. Since he wouldn’t swear an 
oath to the British crown, he had to go to receive ordination from the Scottish 
Episcopal Church in 1784. By 1789, the American branch of what had been 
the Church of England became the ‘Episcopal Church’.  

 
Question 1: How many years transpired between the establishment 
of the Church of England and the emergence of the Episcopal 
Church in the United States? 
 
 
 
During this time, Anglicanism held views regarding human sexuality that were more 
‘traditional’ (and many Anglicans retain those views). Also, it’s important to note that 
the word ‘homosexual’ is believed to have entered the English language in 1892. That 
said, what came to be called ‘homosexuality’ existed prior to the invention of the word. 
 

5. Fast-forward to 1974, Louie Crew founded Integrity USA, ‘a non-profit 
organization with the goal of full-inclusion of LBGT persons in The Episcopal 
Church’. 

6. In 1976, the General Convention of The Episcopal Church adopted two 
resolutions (basically, recommendations to churches but not official, binding 
statements:  

- 1976-A069, Recognize the Equal Claims of Homosexuals: 
‘Resolved, it is the sense of this General Convention that 
homosexual persons are children of God who have a full and 
equal claim with all other persons upon the love, acceptance, and 
pastoral concern and care of the Church.’ 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/homosexual
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/homosexuality/
https://www.integritylistensandspeaks.org/
https://episcopalchurch.org/lgbtq/history
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/acts/acts_resolution.pl?resolution=1976-A069


- 1976-A071, Support the Right of Homosexuals to Equal 
Protection Under the Law: Resolved, That this General 
Convention expresses its conviction that homosexual persons are 
entitled to equal protection of the laws with all other citizens, 
and calls upon our society to see that such protection is provided 
in actuality. 

 
7. It wasn’t until 1994 that The Episcopal Church ‘General Convention 

amended the church’s canons to prohibit discrimination based on sexual 
orientation, providing equal access to the rites and worship of The Episcopal 
Church, including ordination’. 
 

Question 2: How long did it take for The Episcopal Church to go 
from recognizing ‘that homosexual persons are children of God who 
have a full and equal claim with all other persons’ to being willing 
to ordain (recognize for leadership) LGBTQI+ people? 
 
 
 

8. In 2003, V. Gene Robinson became the first openly gay man to be elected to 
the office of Bishop in The Episcopal Church. 

9. In 2009, The Episcopal Church creates a liturgy for the blessing of same-sex 
couples (not the same as the rite of marriage). Likewise, TransEpiscopal was 
founded that year: ‘a group dedicated to fostering the full embrace of trans and 
nonbinary people in life and worship of The Episcopal Church’.  

10. In 2012, The Episcopal Church passed 2012-D002, amending their 
‘canon law’, so that:  

No person shall be denied access to the discernment process for any 
ministry, lay or ordained, in this Church because of race, color, ethnic 
origin, national origin, sex, marital status, sexual orientation, gender 
identity and expression, disabilities or age, except as otherwise provided 
by these Canons. No right to licensing, ordination, or election is hereby 
established. 
 

Question 3: How long did it take for The Episcopal Church to 
change it’s language regardings Transgender people after the 
emergence of TransEpiscopal? 

https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/acts/acts_resolution.pl?resolution=1976-A071
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/acts/acts_resolution.pl?resolution=1994-C020
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/acts/acts_resolution.pl?resolution=1994-D007
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/ENS/ENSpress_release.pl?pr_number=2003-126
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/ENS/ENSpress_release.pl?pr_number=2003-126
http://www.transepiscopal.org/
https://www.episcopalarchives.org/cgi-bin/acts/acts_resolution.pl?resolution=2012-D002


 
 
 

11. On June 26th, 2015, The United States Supreme Court ruled 5-4 in 
Obergefell v. Hodges, that the 14th Amendment required all the states to 
recognize and grant same-sex marriages. 

12. Five days late, The Episcopal Church passed 2015-A036, which removed 
the language from the canon law that would prohibit a priest from officiating 
a same-sex marriage. 
 

Question 4: How many years passed between the recognition of 
homosexual people as equal in 1976 until accepting same-sex 
marriage in 2015? 
 
 
 

 
 
It’s been a long journey for The Episcopal Church and it’s resulted in schism and 
churches leaving the denomination. It’s important to note that there are many 
denominations who retain the ‘traditional view’ of human sexuality (e.g. The 
Southern Baptist Convention; The Assemblies of God) as well as the longer-standing 
traditions such as the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church. Other 
denominations have experienced splits due to debates regarding LGBTQI+ inclusion:  

- The Evangelical Lutheran Church of America (ELCA) passed a resolution in 
1991 accepting LGBTQI+ people, and one opening the door for ordination 
2010, but the denomination hasn’t settled the question of how to respond to 
same-sex marriages. 

- The Presbyterian Church, USA (PC USA) approved ordination in 2010, 
allowed individual clergy to discern for themselves regarding same-sex marriage 
in 2014-2015, and voted on a non-discrimination policy in 2018. 

- The United Methodist Church (UMC) has been debating these subjects for 
years. The last General Conference in 2016 recognized ‘the sacred worth’ of all 
people but also stated that ‘the practice of homosexuality is incompatible with 
Christian teaching’ and then reaffirmed their ban on same-sex marriages in 
2019. The denomination will likely be split apart over this debate. 

 

https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/14pdf/14-556_3204.pdf
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution/amendmentxiv
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https://www.hrc.org/resources/stances-of-faiths-on-lgbt-issues-evangelical-lutheran-church-in-america
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Christianity’s embrace or rejection of LGBTQI+ people (from the perspective of 
LGBTQI+ people, not from the Christian traditions since some traditions argue that 
they can accept LGBTQI+ people while rejecting their ‘lifestyle’) is an important, 
contemporary example of how religions are dynamic. They change. They have fights 
and schisms. Old alliances die. New alliances emerge. Religion is always changing. 
 
In this section, there were four questions to answer meaning it’s worth a total of up to 4 
points.  

 

1.2.3, Religions are Embedded in Culture 
One of my favorite movies of all time is the 1971 film Fiddler on the Roof (based on a 
Broadway play that was based on a book titled Tevye and His Daughters about 
Russian Jews living around 1905. The tension of the book is between a Jewish 
milkman, Tevye, and one of his daughters, Tzetiel, who wants to marry a local tailor 
named Motel Kamzoil even though the town’s traditional matchmaker has connected 
her to a wealthy butcher named Lazar Wolf. Tevye wrestles with whether or not to 
break with tradition by allowing his daughter (and eventually daughters as his other 
daughters want to take non-traditional paths to choosing a spouse) to marry who she 
wants to marry rather than the man with whom she has been arranged. I’ll share this 
clip from the movie where Tevye sings about the glory of ‘tradition’: Tradition! 
 
As you can see, for Tevye being Jewish isn’t just about what we call ‘religion’. For Tevye, 
religious practices are as important as other traditions because they are, well, 
traditions! They are the acts that one performs because they are a Jew. 
 
Judaism is the religion of the Jews. Judaism isn’t just a religion though. Judaism 
incorporates the mythologies, histories, rituals, etc., of various groups of Jewish 
people around the world. In fact, a Jew could be an atheist who practices Judaism! 
(Though this makes them—Jewish atheists—difficult for sociologists to categorize!) 
To complicate our categories even further, while being Jewish is an ethnicity, there is 
also ethnic and racial diversity among Jews! Unsurprisingly, this diversity results in a 
variety of Judaisms (plural). 
 
In order to introduce us to this reality, let’s watch ‘Types of Jews: Ashkenazi, 
Sephardi, Mizrahi, and More’ from My Jewish Learning. When the video is 
finished, tell me one thing that surprised you/peaked your interest 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kDtabTufxao
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/must-a-jew-believe-in-god/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2010/10/19/im-both-jewish-and-an-atheist-how-would-you-classify-me-in-your-reports/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUHP6ot-JPg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUHP6ot-JPg
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTQrl7FcsbZegdQptHXkGzQ


the most: 
 
 
Now, let’s learn a bit about some of these different types of Jews. Depending 
on your Cohort, I’ll ask you to read one of the following (very) short articles 
(entries?) below. When you do, I want you to list three things about that 
particular group of Jews that you think makes them unique (i.e. What makes 
a Sephardic Jew a Sephardic Jew?). 
 

1. ‘Who Are Ashkenazi Jews?’ 
2. ‘Who Are Sephardic Jews?’ 
3. ‘Who Are Mizrahi Jews?’ 

 
About which group did you learn? 
 
 
List three things you learned about the group of Jews about which 
you read that you think makes them unique and distinct from other 
Jews: 
 
1. 
2. 
3. 
 
Tell me: What did this particular exercise teach you about the 
relationship between religion and culture? 
 
 
 
In this section, there were six questions to answer meaning it’s worth a total of up to 6 
points.  

 
 
Key Points for Review 
 

1. The first premise for teaching religious studies in a high school classroom is, 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/types-of-jews/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/who-are-ashkenazi-jews/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/who-are-sephardic-jews/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/who-are-mizrahi-jews/


‘Religions are Internally Diverse’. This means that just because one person is a 
‘Christian’ that doesn’t mean their beliefs/actions will look like another person who 
is ‘Christian’. The same is true in general of all religions.  

2. The second premise for teaching religious studies in a high school classroom is, 
‘Religions are Dynamic’. This means religions change/evolve over the years 
including breaking into different branches that sometimes look very different from 
one another. 

3. The third premise for teaching religious studies in a high school classroom is, 
‘Religions are Embedded in Culture’. This means religions aren’t distinct from 
culture but are part of culture, shaping culture and being shaped by culture. 

 

 
 
 


