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Course Description 
 

A survey of sainthood in a variety of religious contexts: Christian, Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist.  

The course will ask:  What makes someone holy?  How do saints behave and what do they do?  

What does tradition say about them?  How and why are they worshiped?  Readings will include 

sacred biographies (hagiographies), studies of particular traditions of saint worship, and 

interpretations of sainthood in both theological and cross-cultural perspectives.  The latter four 

weeks will include short modern fictional works depicting saints and their relation to the secular 

realm.  Discussion will approach the question of  saintsô 

ambiguous position between the human and the divineðwhat 

this perceived holiness entails for the saint, the devotee, and 

the religious community, and what it implies about a religion's 

conception of human spiritual potential.   

 

Aims of the Course 
 

To understand the idea of sainthood in terms that make sense 

cross-culturally, by identifying many of the basic 

characteristics, activities, and religious roles attributed by 

various traditions to individuals of an extraordinary or 

exemplary status; and to assess the social and historical 

significance of saints by noting the ways in which people 

remember and worship such individuals.  The class will work 

to develop a comparative typology of the phenomenon that 

takes account of differences between religions. 
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