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Performance Tasks – Contextualization: Interaction of 

Religions and Societies 

Goal of task  

Target Concept: In this task, you will identify the historical context for the growth and spread of religions. 

Working with a secondary source will provide the basis for a classroom discussion in which students share 

different contexts as presented in the reading. As the final culminating performance task, the discussion should 

not only focus on the important historical context noted in the reading but should also spark a review of previous 

learning in the other Building Blocks.  

For this task you will be evaluated on your ability to: 

 Analyze how religious traditions (Buddhism, Christianity or Islam) developed and spread, influenced by 

the local political, economic and social institutions and cultural traditions. 

 Analyze primary sources that illustrate the interaction between local institutions and cultural traditions and 

the development and/or spread of religious traditions. 

Task summary 

In this task, you will read a passage from The Human Web that addresses the historical context of the growth of 

religions. McNeil and McNeil discuss multiple religions and several different contexts in which religions expanded, 

as well as ways some of those religions were affected by the context. Working in small groups, you will complete 

a table by listing any historical context for one of the religions discussed in the passage. All groups will share their 

identified historical contexts with the class so that all students will have a completed chart. Discussion of the 

context identified in each religion will follow your work and will serve as a review of these major religions, as well 

as the skill of contextualization.  
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Task 1: Student Group Work—Human Web reading 

1. In teams, read the entire excerpt from The Human Web and highlight all passages that discuss the assigned 

religion.  

2. Notice that the column entitled “Commonalities in emerging, universal religions” has already been completed, 

drawing on information from the reading. Use information in this column to guide you in completing your 

assigned religion.  

3. Using the passage, identify any historical context for the assigned religion and record that context in the 

appropriate column of the table, “Historical Context for 4 Religions.” 

4. After your group has identified as many different historical contexts discussed in the passage, answer the 

“Check Your Understanding” questions. 

Historical Context for 4 Religions 

Commonalities  

in emerging, 

universal religions  Christianity Buddhism Islam Hinduism 

1. Promise of an 

afterlife. 

Sustaining hope in 

times of troubles was 

a “gift” these new 

faiths gave to 

individual believers.  

    

2. New rituals 

Ceremonies varied 

dramatically between 

religions, but each 

religion developed 

emotionally powerful 

forms of public 

worship.  

Emotional vibrancy of 

new rituals was 

enhanced by gifts of 

great wealth from the 

state to religious 

institutions.  

    

3. New social impact 

Spread of these faiths 

made social 

differentiation of 

civilized society easier 

to maintain, restore 

and extend to new 

territory. 
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Commonalities  

in emerging, 

universal religions  Christianity Buddhism Islam Hinduism 

4. New blended 

bodies of art and 

learning 

Reworked older 

traditions of art and 

thought, propagated 

literacy and allowed 

people to share a 

common world of 

meanings. 

Literacy, hope of 

salvation and 

participation in 

particular civilizations 

created cultural blocs 

across the world. 

    

5. Economic benefits 

from joining an 

economic 

community. 
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Commonalities  

in emerging, 

universal religions  Christianity Buddhism Islam Hinduism 

6. Alliance between 

rulers and religion. 

Explains the 

connection between 

rapid conversion and 

rapid spread of states 

across Eurasia and 

Africa c. 200-1000 CE.  

Connected rulers and 

ruled through 

subjection to God’s 

Will. 

Gifts of landed 

property to religious 

institutions made them 

wealthy and allowed 

rapid elaboration of 

the splendor and 

aesthetic appeal of the 

ceremonies they 

conducted. Priests 

and monks who 

benefitted directly 

from such gifts, 

reciprocated by 

preaching obedience 

to the royal gift givers. 

A long-standing 

alliance between 

throne and altar 

developed.  

        

Check your understanding 

 Is there a facet of historical context that was not discussed in the reading (time/place of the origin of the 

religion, how the religion was affected and affected new contexts of time/place in its growth)? 

 What can you recall from your previous learning that might fill out the historical context more completely? 
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Task 2: Sharing and Discussion 

1. When all groups have finished Task 1 (the historical context for each religion), share your findings with others 

in the class so that all students have a fully completed table.  

2. Be sure that your table is complete and discuss any gaps of information in your table.  

3. Discuss the “Check Your Understanding” questions as an entire class. 

Check Your Understanding 

 Which belief system contained gaps of information?  

 What can you recall from your previous learning that might fill out the gaps and historical contexts more 

completely? 

 Which has the greater impact on the other: the religion or the area it spread? Why? 

Task 3: Analyzing a Primary Source 

You will analyze one primary source and identify audience, purpose, historical context, and point of view. The 

context of time and place affects the production and analysis of any primary source. 

Source: Fa-hsien, Chinese Buddhist, ca. 399-414 CE, lived ~200 years after the fall of the Han Dynasty and during the Jin Dynasty according 

to an excerpt from A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms, a travel journal recorded by Fa-hsien on his roundtrip journey from China to India and Sri 

Lanka. 

“When Buddha came to this country (Sri Lanka), wishing to transform the wicked nagas, by his supernatural 

power he planted one foot at the north of the royal city, and the other on the top of a mountain, the two being 

fifteen yojanas apart (approximately 8-10 miles). Over the footprint at the north of the city the king built a large 

top, 400 cubits high (600 feet), grandly adorned with gold and silver, and finished with a combination of all the 

precious substances. By the side of the top he further built a monastery, called the Abhayagiri, where there are 

(now) five thousand monks. There is in it a hall of Buddha, adorned with carved and inlaid works of gold and 

silver, and rich in the seven precious substances, in which there is an image (of Buddha) in green jade, more than 

twenty cubits in height, glittering all over with those substances, and having an appearance of solemn dignity 

which words cannot express. In the palm of the right hand there is a priceless pearl.” 

Note: the entire text can be found at: http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/rbddh10.pdf  

Questions to answer based on source above: 

1. Who might be the intended audience of this source? 

2. How might that audience have affected what is written in the source? 

3. What purpose might Fa-shien have in writing this travel journal and this excerpt? 

4. How might that purpose (or those purposes) have affected what is written in this excerpt? 

5. What is the historical context of time and place for this excerpt (when and where was this source written)? 

Note: consider where the author is from and during what political circumstances he wrote. 

http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/rbddh10.pdf
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6. How might that context have affected what was written in this excerpt?   

7. How might Fa-shien’s point of view have affected this excerpt? 

Check Your Understanding 

 What evidence is there from this source about the growth of Buddhism?  

 What evidence is there from this source about the interaction of Buddhism and other local cultures? 

 What can we conclude about Buddhism in China from this source? 

 


