
 
 
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
 Thank you for your interest in the National Endowment for the Humanities Summer 
Institute for College and University Teachers on “The Study of Religion.” This three-week 
seminar will be held in Charlottesville, Virginia, between July 7 and July 25, 2014. The 
seminar site may be found at http://uvareligion.org. 
 We wish to invite your application to participate in this exciting project with us, the 
two directors. We are active teaching and research scholars from very different areas of 
specialization who have a common concern about and enthusiasm for grappling with these 
questions. Chuck Mathewes is an ethicist who focuses on Christianity, comparative ethics, 
and the role of religion in contemporary public life, and Kurtis Schaeffer is a historian of 
religion who specializes in Buddhism and Tibetan religion. Together we were Editor and 
Book Review Editor of the leading journal in the field of religious studies, The Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion, and we both share an abiding concern for promoting 
intellectually rigorous teaching and scholarship about religion. 
 We are looking forward to exploring the topic with a group of college and university 
teachers, and several graduate students, with varying perspectives and from the many 
disciplines that have a stake in understanding religion, for the purpose of coming to terms 
with the manifold changes in the study of religion that have occurred over the past two 
decades. 
 
Overview  
 Today it is clear that questions around religion have become increasingly compelling, 
increasingly complex, and increasingly unavoidable. The main imaginative energies shaping 
our world today—ordering people's lives and informing our conflicts—are often religious in 
origin. And scholars across the humanities have increasingly turned to religious themes, 
issues, and concepts as provoking questions and lines of inquiry of real and abiding import. 
But many of the scholars compelled or attracted to issues associated with religion are not 
acquainted with recent, and tremendously exciting and innovative, historical, analytic, and 
conceptual work on religion. Hence, while many scholars recognize the importance of 
studying religion, they lack the best tools available for doing so. 
 Our Institute aims to help rectify this problem. Building on the success of our 2011 
NEH Summer Seminar, this Institute introduces scholars, within religious studies and 
without, to the enormously productive re-thinking of the idea of "religion" that has 
happened in recent years, in order to strengthen and sharpen the research and teaching of 
those interested in developing a richer and more nuanced understanding of the strengths and 
weaknesses possessed by the category of "religion."  
 
 
 



Expectations 
 We aim to engage a broad spectrum of the most searching and ambitious attempts to 
think through the shape, nature, and point of the academic study of religion. The primary 
activity of the seminar will be close reading and discussion of important contemporary 
scholarship on the history, current hot spots, and teaching about religion, complemented 
both by conversations with noted experts and by pedagogy workshops driven largely by our 
participants’ research and teaching aims.  While the contemporary status quaestionis of the 
study of religion will be the main focus of reading and discussion, we will also give repeated 
and serious attention to the history of these issues, for our current prospects and problems in 
this area of inquiry are quite clearly "path-dependent" upon the previous history of such 
scholarship. 
 Furthermore, we aim to leave substantial space for participants to pursue their own 
individual projects, in consultation with their colleagues in the seminar (not least the 
directors) as well as using the substantial resources of UVA as well. 
 What follows is a brief introduction to the seminar schedule and to the University of 
Virginia, the seminar's host institution. A longer discussion of the intellectual scope of the 
seminar can be found at the Seminar site: http://uvareligion.org. The separate links in the 
web site will direct you the application, the schedule, the CVs of the directors and invited 
speakers, and information about the University and the region.  
 
Schedule  
 The seminar will meet formally from 9:00 AM until 12:00 Noon on Mondays, 
Wednesdays, and Fridays.  On Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, from 3:00 to 5:00, we 
will have sessions in the form of pedagogy workshops and discussion sessions with several 
visiting scholars. The rest of the time will be spent using UVA's considerable resources in 
pursuing participants' individual research projects, and in informal conversations with other 
participants including the Directors.  Several research "field trips" to sites of direct concern 
and interest to the seminar, such as the Jefferson Foundation research library at Monticello, 
will also be available for participants. 
 The seminar will be non-prescriptive and thoroughly participatory. As seminar 
directors, we do not view our roles as the “teachers” and you as the “students” in an 
asymmetrical instructional context; rather, we see our responsibility as serving as catalysts 
and facilitators, joining with you as colleagues engaged in common inquiry on matters that 
all of us meet head-on in our teaching and research. We will use the readings as a way to 
open up areas of mutual interest and concern, and to help us get a grip on the range of 
approaches, and their strengths and challenges, for the scholarly study of religion.  
 We expect that you will use this seminar as a means to further your own thinking 
and to enrich your classroom teaching. We also expect every member to briefly present his 
or her work and its relation to the concerns of the seminar. We will fix the schedule of 
presentations on the first day. You will also have the chance to work on your own research 
in a collaborative setting, taking advantage of feedback from your peers and consultation 
with the directors. In short, the success of the seminar will depend on your contribution to 
our collective enterprise. 
 Week one of the seminar is devoted to recent historiography on the rise of the category 
of religion, and on attempts to think about the problematic status of religious belief itself, in 
early modern and modern Europe and North America. Week two of the seminar moves from 
histories of the problem of religion to current debates about religion, focusing on the 



questions of "secularism" and secularization, science and rationality, and gender and 
politics. Week three explores widely differing perspectives on teaching about religion today, 
engaging prominent scholars who emphasize the critical tasks of the scholar, others who 
emphasize the plausibility of scholars speaking from one particular tradition's standpoint, 
and others who seek some other way of engaging in the study and teaching of religion. 
 
Accommodations  
 Participants in the seminar will receive a $ 2,700 stipend for the three weeks, meant 
to subvent the cost of the seminar itself. While at UVA, most seminar participants will be 
housed in single occupancy rooms located on the University’s Central Grounds and 
adjacent to library facilities, the bookstore, dining areas, and seminar meeting facilities. 
(Those participants who want housing for partners or family as well, do not fear--we can 
help you secure such housing also.)  Dining will be provided on grounds as well.   
Participants will be accorded "visiting scholar" status while at UVA, ensuring them full 
access to the University of Virginia’s world-class library system and the UVA campus wide 
wireless network. The University Libraries have over 5 million books; over 50,000 journal 
and newspaper subscriptions; 16 million manuscripts and archival documents; an 
extensive collection of microforms; a large and diverse teaching image collection; an audio 
collection of 70,000 CDs and LPs; and a sizable video collection spanning genres and 
nationalities, housed in 15 libraries or available online.  
 
The Application 
 Application information will be posted shortly.  The most important part of the 
application, of course, is the essay.  It should explain why you want to participate in this 
seminar; your relevant academic information; your qualifications to participate in and 
contribute to our common inquiry; what you hope to accomplish; and how your 
participation will relate to your teaching. 
 Your completed application should be postmarked no later than March 4, 2014, and 
should be addressed as follows: 

NEH Summer Seminar on "The Study of Religion" 
c/o Kurtis Schaeffer 
Department of Religious Studies 
PO Box 400126 
Charlottesville, VA 22904-4126 

 Please contact us with any inquiries about the Institute. We look forward to seeing 
you in Charlottesville! 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Chuck and Kurtis 
 
Charles Mathewes, Carolyn M. Barbour Professor, Department Religious Studies, 
University of Virginia. Email: ctm9d@virginia.edu 
 
Kurtis R. Schaeffer, Professor, Department of Religious Studies, University of Virginia. 
Email: ks6bb@virginia.edu 
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NEH SUMMER SEMINARS AND INSTITUTES 
FOR COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY TEACHERS 

 
APPLICATION INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONS 

 
 

Please review the eligibility criteria for participation in Summer Seminars and 
Institutes at  
 
http://www.neh.gov/files/divisions/education/eligibility/college_university_eligibility_criteria.pdf 
 
Summer Seminars and Institutes for College and University Teachers are offered by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities to provide college and university faculty members and 
independent scholars with an opportunity to enrich and revitalize their understanding of 
significant humanities ideas, texts, and topics.  These study opportunities are especially designed 
for this program and are not intended to duplicate courses normally offered by graduate 
programs.  On completion of a seminar or institute, NEH Summer Scholars will receive a 
certificate indicating their participation.   
 
Prior to completing an application to as specific seminar or institute, please review the project 
website and consider carefully what is expected in terms of residence and attendance, reading 
and writing requirements, and general participation in the work of the project. 
 
Each seminar includes 16 NEH Summer Scholars working in collaboration with one or two 
leading scholars.  Participants will have access to a significant research collection, with time 
reserved to pursue individual research and study projects.   
 
Institutes are for 25 Summer Scholars, and provide intensive collaborative study of texts, 
topics, and ideas central to undergraduate teaching in the humanities under the guidance of 
faculties distinguished in their fields of scholarship.  Institutes aim to prepare participants to 
return to their classrooms with a deeper knowledge of current scholarship in key fields of the 
humanities.  
 
The use of the words “seminar” or “institute” in this document is precise and is intended to 
convey differences between the two project types. 
 
Please note: An individual may apply to up to two projects (NEH Summer Seminars, or NEH 
Summer Institutes), but may participate in only one.   
 
 
SELECTION CRITERIA 
 
A selection committee reads and evaluates all properly completed applications in order to select 
the most promising applicants and to identify a number of alternates.  (Seminar selection 
committees typically consist of the project director and two colleagues.  Institute selection 

http://www.neh.gov/files/divisions/education/eligibility/college_university_eligibility_criteria.pdf
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committees typically consist of three to five members, usually drawn from the institute faculty 
and staff members.)    
 
The most important consideration in the selection of participants is the likelihood that an 
applicant will benefit professionally.  This is determined by committee members from the 
conjunction of several factors, each of which should be addressed in the application essay.  These 
factors include: 
 
  1.  quality and commitment as a teacher, scholar, and interpreter of the humanities;  
  2.  intellectual interests, in general and as they relate to the work of the seminar or institute; 
  3.  special perspectives, skills, or experiences that would contribute to the seminar or institute; 
  4.  commitment to participate fully in the formal and informal collegial life of the seminar or 
        institute;                              
  5.  the likelihood that the experience will enhance the applicant's teaching and scholarship; and 
  6.  for seminars, the conception and organization of the applicant's independent project and its 
       potential contribution to the seminar. 
 
Recent participants are eligible to apply, but selection committees are charged to give first 
consideration to applicants who have not participated in an NEH-supported Seminar, Institute 
or Landmarks Workshop in the last three years (2011, 2012, 2013).  When choices must be made 
among equally qualified candidates, several additional factors are considered.  Preference is 
given to applicants who have not previously participated in an NEH Summer 
Seminar, Institute, or Landmarks Workshop, or who significantly contribute to the 
diversity of the seminar or institute. 
 
 
STIPEND, TENURE, AND CONDITIONS OF AWARD 
 
Individuals selected to participate in five-week projects will receive stipend of $3,900; those in 
four-week projects will receive $3,300; those in three-week projects will receive $2,700; and 
those in two-week projects will receive $2,100.  Stipends are intended to help cover travel 
expenses to and from the project location, books and other research expenses, and ordinary 
living expenses. Stipends are taxable.  Applicants to all projects, especially those held 
abroad, should note that supplements will not be given in cases where the stipend 
is insufficient to cover all expenses.   
 
Seminar and institute participants are required to attend all meetings and to 
engage fully as professionals in the work of the project.  During the project's tenure, 
they may not undertake teaching assignments or any other professional activities unrelated to 
their participation in the project.  Participants who, for any reason, do not complete the 
full tenure of the project must refund a pro-rata portion of the stipend. 
 
At the end of the project's residential period, NEH Summer Scholars will be asked to submit 
online evaluations in which they review their work during the summer and assess its value to 
their personal and professional development.  These evaluations will become part of the project's 
grant file.  
 
 
APPLICATION INSTRUCTIONS 
 
Before you attempt to complete an application, please study the project website, which contains 
detailed information about the topic under study, project requirements and expectations of the 
participants, the academic and institutional setting, and specific provisions for lodging and 
subsistence. All application materials must be sent to the project director at the 
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address listed on the project website. Application materials sent to the Endowment 
will not be reviewed. 
 
 
CHECKLIST OF APPLICATION MATERIALS 
 
A complete application consists of three copies of the following collated items: 
 

• the completed application cover sheet, 
• a detailed résumé, curriculum vitae, or brief biography with contact information for two 

professional references , and 
• an application essay as outlined below. 

 
 
The application cover sheet 
 
The application cover sheet must be filled out online at this address:  
 
https://securegrants.neh.gov/education/participants/ 
 
Please follow the prompts.  Before you click the “submit” button, print out the cover sheet and 
add it to your application package.  Then click “submit.”  At this point you will be asked if you 
want to fill out a cover sheet for another project.  If you do, follow the prompts to select the other 
project and repeat the process.  
 
Note that filling out a cover sheet is not the same as applying, so there is no penalty for changing 
your mind and filling out cover sheets for several projects.  A full application consists of the items 
listed above, as sent to the project director.     
 
You must submit a separate cover sheet online for each project to which you are applying in 
order to generate a unique tracking number for each application. Do not copy and paste a 
new cover sheet.      
    
      
Résumé and References 
 
Please include a detailed résumé, curriculum vitae, or brief biography (not to exceed five pages). 
Be sure the résumé provides the name, title, phone number, and e-mail address of two 
professional references. 
 
 
The Application Essay 
 
The application essay should be no more than four double spaced pages.  This essay should 
include any relevant personal and academic information.  It should address reasons for applying; 
the applicant's interest, both academic and personal, in the subject to be studied; qualifications 
and experiences that equip the applicant to do the work of the seminar or institute and to make a 
contribution to a learning community; a statement of what the applicant wants to accomplish by 
participating; and the relation of the project to the applicant's professional responsibilities.   
 

• Applicants to seminars should be sure to discuss any independent study project that is 
proposed beyond the common work of the seminar.   

https://securegrants.neh.gov/education/participants/
https://securegrants.neh.gov/education/participants/
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• Applicants to institutes may need to elaborate on the relationship between institute 
activities and their responsibilities for teaching and curricular development.  

 
 
SUBMISSION OF APPLICATIONS AND NOTIFICATION PROCEDURE 
 
Completed applications should be submitted to the project director, not the NEH, and 
should be postmarked no later than March 4, 2014. 
 
Successful applicants will be notified of their selection on Monday, March 31, 2014, and they will 
have until Friday, April 4 to accept or decline the offer.   
 
Once you have accepted an offer to attend any NEH Summer Program (NEH 
Summer Seminar, Institute or Landmarks Workshop), you may not accept an 
additional offer or withdraw in order to accept a different offer. 
 
 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT 
 
Endowment programs do not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, 
disability, or age.  For further information, write to the Equal Opportunity Officer, National 
Endowment for the Humanities, 1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20506.  
TDD:  202/606-8282 (this is a special telephone device for the Deaf). 
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