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The Chicago Manual of Style Religious Studies Writing: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style religious studies writing provides the foundational framework for scholars and
students navigating the complex world of academic discourse in religious studies. This authoritative style
guide offers clear, consistent, and universally accepted standards for citation, formatting, and prose, ensuring
clarity and credibility in scholarly work. Whether you are drafting a research paper, a thesis, or a book
manuscript, adherence to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is paramount for effective communication
and scholarly rigor. This comprehensive article will delve into the essential aspects of applying CMOS to
religious studies, covering everything from essential bibliographic practices to the nuances of presenting
diverse religious terminology and concepts. We will explore how CMOS facilitates accurate referencing,
clarifies complex arguments, and elevates the overall professionalism of your academic output in this rich
and multifaceted field.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Religious Studies
The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS or CMS, is a widely adopted style guide in the
humanities, including religious studies. Its comprehensive nature makes it an invaluable resource for
anyone engaged in academic writing within this discipline. Religious studies, by its very nature, draws
upon a vast array of sources, including ancient scriptures, theological treatises, historical documents,
ethnographic research, and contemporary critical analyses. CMOS provides a systematic approach to
organizing, presenting, and citing these diverse materials, ensuring that your research is both accessible and
verifiable to your audience. The manual's emphasis on clarity, consistency, and accuracy is particularly
crucial when dealing with specialized terminology, theological concepts, and varied cultural contexts
inherent to religious scholarship.

Adopting CMOS ensures that your work meets the expectations of academic publishers and journals in the
field of religious studies. Its guidelines extend beyond simple formatting; they encompass a philosophy of



scholarly communication that prioritizes the reader's ability to follow your arguments and trace your
sources with ease. By familiarizing yourself with its principles, you gain a powerful tool for presenting
your research effectively, fostering trust and demonstrating your commitment to scholarly integrity. This
guide is not merely a set of rules but a roadmap for producing polished, professional, and impactful
academic writing in religious studies.

Footnotes and Bibliographies: The Cornerstones of Academic
Integrity
In the realm of religious studies, precise citation is not just a matter of academic etiquette; it is fundamental
to the validity of your research. The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citation: the
notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. For most disciplines within religious studies, the
notes-bibliography system, which utilizes footnotes or endnotes, is the preferred method. This system
allows for the inclusion of extensive explanatory notes and bibliographic information directly within the
text, which can be particularly useful for delving into complex theological nuances or historical contexts
without disrupting the main flow of the argument.

The bibliography, appearing at the end of the work, provides a complete alphabetical listing of all sources
cited in the text. This dual approach—detailed notes and a comprehensive bibliography—ensures that
readers can easily locate and consult the original sources, thereby supporting your claims and allowing for
further scholarly engagement. Mastering the construction of these elements is a critical step in producing
reliable and respected work in religious studies.

Citation Styles: Notes-Bibliography vs. Author-Date
The choice between the notes-bibliography and author-date systems within CMOS depends largely on the
conventions of specific academic fields and publishers. For religious studies, the notes-bibliography system is
generally more prevalent. This system employs numbered notes (either footnotes at the bottom of the page
or endnotes at the end of the chapter or book) to reference sources. The first time a source is cited, the note
includes full bibliographic details. Subsequent citations of the same source can be shortened.

The author-date system, on the other hand, uses parenthetical citations within the text (e.g., Smith 2020,
45) and a corresponding reference list at the end of the work. While less common in traditional religious
studies scholarship, some subfields or journals may favor this approach for its conciseness. Regardless of the
chosen system, consistency is key. Whichever system you adopt, ensure it aligns with the requirements of
your institution, professor, or publisher. Understanding the specific requirements of your target audience
will guide your decision on which system to implement.



Citing Primary Religious Texts
One of the unique challenges in religious studies writing is the accurate and consistent citation of primary
religious texts, such as the Bible, the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita, or the Pali Canon. The Chicago Manual of
Style provides specific guidance for these venerable works. Generally, primary texts are not treated like
other books; they are often cited within the text or in notes by their recognized canonical divisions (book,
chapter, verse, surah, etc.) rather than by page number from a specific edition, unless a particular edition is
being critically analyzed.

For example, a citation to the Christian Bible might appear as John 3:16, or to the Quran as Q 4:59. If you are
referencing a specific translation or scholarly edition that you are relying on for interpretive purposes, it is
crucial to include that information in your first note and in your bibliography. The goal is to allow readers
to find the passage easily, regardless of the translation they might be using, while also acknowledging the
specific source of your quotation or interpretation. Consult the latest edition of CMOS for the most up-to-
date recommendations on citing sacred texts.

Citing Secondary Scholarly Works
The citation of secondary scholarly works—books and articles written by other scholars about
religion—follows the standard practices of the notes-bibliography or author-date systems. When citing a
book, the note or parenthetical reference will typically include the author's last name, the title of the work,
and the page number(s) being referenced. For example, a footnote might read: 1. Bruce Lincoln,
Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 78.

Journal articles require similar full bibliographic information in the first note, including the author, article
title, journal title, volume and issue numbers, publication year, and page range. Subsequent notes can be
shortened. The bibliography will list all cited works alphabetically by author's last name, providing full
publication details. Pay close attention to the specific formatting of titles, italics, punctuation, and publication
information as outlined in CMOS to ensure accuracy and uniformity across your citations.

Navigating Special Characters and Religious Terminology
Religious studies often involves engaging with languages, concepts, and names that are unfamiliar to a
general audience. CMOS offers guidelines for handling special characters, transliterations, and the correct
spelling of religious terms. When using terms from languages other than English, such as Sanskrit, Arabic,
Hebrew, or Greek, transliteration is often necessary. CMOS provides tables for common transliteration
schemes, promoting consistency. If a term has a widely accepted English equivalent (e.g., "nirvana,"
"jihad"), use that term, but be prepared to define it clearly.

When dealing with specific religious doctrines, practices, or figures, precision in terminology is paramount.
Ensure that you use the most accurate and respectful terms. If a particular term has multiple meanings or
interpretations within a tradition, acknowledge this complexity. CMOS also advises on the use of italics for
foreign words that have not been fully integrated into English usage. When in doubt, consult scholarly



dictionaries, encyclopedias of religion, and authoritative texts within the specific tradition you are studying.
Consistency in your use of terminology is as important as accuracy.

Formatting Guidelines for Religious Studies Papers
Beyond citations, CMOS provides essential formatting guidelines that contribute to the overall
professionalism and readability of your religious studies work. This includes standards for manuscript
preparation, such as margins, line spacing, font choices, and the placement of headings and subheadings.
Typically, manuscripts should be double-spaced, with generous margins (usually one inch on all sides) to
allow for editorial corrections. Title pages should include the paper title, author's name, course name,
instructor's name, and date.

Headings and subheadings should be used judiciously to break up text and guide the reader through your
argument. CMOS offers recommendations on different levels of headings and their formatting. Tables and
figures, if used, should be clearly labeled and referenced in the text. Adhering to these formatting standards
not only makes your paper easier to read but also demonstrates your attention to detail and adherence to
academic conventions, which are particularly valued in scholarly religious studies publications.

Tips for Clear and Precise Religious Studies Prose
Writing effectively in religious studies requires more than just accurate citations and proper formatting; it
demands clarity, precision, and an engaging prose style. CMOS emphasizes straightforward and
unambiguous language. Avoid jargon where simpler terms suffice, but do not shy away from necessary
technical vocabulary. When employing specialized terms, ensure they are defined or contextualized for
your audience. This is especially critical when discussing complex theological concepts or comparative
religious ideas.

Strive for logical sentence construction and paragraph coherence. Each paragraph should focus on a single
idea, and transitions between paragraphs should be smooth. When analyzing religious phenomena,
maintain an objective and analytical tone. Avoid making unsubstantiated claims or generalizations. Instead,
ground your arguments in evidence from primary and secondary sources, and clearly articulate your
reasoning. The goal is to present your insights in a way that is both persuasive and intellectually rigorous,
making your contribution to religious studies scholarship accessible and impactful.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in CMOS for Religious Studies
Scholars and students of religious studies can encounter several common pitfalls when applying the Chicago
Manual of Style. One frequent error is inconsistency in citation format. Whether using footnotes or author-
date, ensure every source is cited according to the same pattern throughout the entire work. Another
pitfall is the incorrect or inconsistent transliteration of non-English terms, leading to confusion or
misrepresentation of religious concepts.



Failure to adequately explain or contextualize specialized religious terminology is also a common issue.
While a reader might be familiar with basic Christian terms, they may not understand the nuances of
Buddhist or Islamic concepts without clear definitions. Additionally, incorrect formatting of primary
religious texts can lead to ambiguity about the specific passage or edition being referenced. Finally,
neglecting to consult the latest edition of CMOS can result in outdated citation practices or formatting
guidelines. Regularly referring to the manual and seeking clarification on any ambiguities will help
prevent these errors and ensure a polished final product.

FAQ: Chicago Manual of Style Religious Studies Writing

Q: What is the primary citation style recommended by the Chicago
Manual of Style for religious studies research?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) primarily recommends the notes-bibliography system for religious
studies. This system uses footnotes or endnotes for citations and includes a comprehensive bibliography at
the end of the work.

Q: How should I cite ancient or sacred religious texts, like the Bible or the
Quran, in my religious studies writing according to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, ancient or sacred religious texts are typically cited within the text or notes by their
canonical divisions (e.g., book, chapter, verse). If you are relying on a specific translation or edition for
interpretative reasons, you should mention that edition in your first note and in your bibliography.

Q: Is it acceptable to use the author-date system for religious studies
papers if my professor allows it?
A: Yes, while the notes-bibliography system is more common in religious studies, CMOS also provides
guidelines for the author-date system. If your professor or the publication venue permits it, you may use
the author-date system, ensuring strict consistency in its application.

Q: How do I handle transliteration of religious terms from other languages
using CMOS?
A: CMOS provides tables for common transliteration schemes from various languages. When transliterating
religious terms, consult these tables for a standardized approach. Ensure you are consistent with your
chosen transliteration system throughout your work and define unfamiliar terms when first introduced.



Q: What are the general formatting guidelines for a religious studies
paper according to CMOS?
A: General formatting guidelines from CMOS include double-spacing the entire manuscript, using one-inch
margins on all sides, and employing clear headings and subheadings to organize content. Always check
specific submission requirements from your instructor or publisher.

Q: When citing secondary scholarly works (books and articles), what
information is crucial for a Chicago-style citation in religious studies?
A: For secondary scholarly works, crucial citation information includes the author's name, the full title of
the work, publication details (publisher, year), and the specific page number(s) being referenced. For
journal articles, you also need the journal title, volume, issue, and page range.

Q: What is the best practice for defining specialized religious terminology
in my writing when using CMOS?
A: When using specialized religious terminology, define it clearly for your audience, either in a footnote or
within the text itself, when it is first introduced. Ensure your definitions are accurate and reflect scholarly
consensus or the specific context of your argument.

Q: Should I italicize foreign religious terms in my religious studies
writing under CMOS?
A: CMOS generally advises italicizing foreign words that have not become common in English usage.
However, if a religious term is widely understood and incorporated into English (e.g., "nirvana," "karma"),
it may not require italics. Consult CMOS or a dictionary for guidance on specific terms.
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