
Reli 324 / Hist 389: Religion in America 
Spring 2023, M/W 1:30-2:45, Horizon Hall 5018 
Kristofer Stinson | Email: kstinso@gmu.edu  

Office Hours: By appointment (but usually after class on Monday & Wednesdays) 
       
Course Description:  
Religion is everywhere in America. Not only is it pervasive, but it appears outside of traditional 
“religious” spaces such as churches, mosques, temples, and synagogues. From recent Supreme court 
rulings on prayer and reproductive rights, to the crosses and Bibles of the January 6th insurrection, 
to the Norse gods Thor and Loki and the African spirituality of Wakanda, to Harry Potter and 
Gwyneth Paltrow, religion is in law, politics, and popular culture. In this class, you will explore the 
various ways religion has been present in American life and culture. As we examine American 
religious history, you will also begin to think about what religion means, and, more specifically, what 
religion means in the American context. This course will require classroom participation as we 
unpack the complex relationship between religion and race, nationalism, sexuality, and superheroes. 
Through it all you will become better equipped to see, understand, and explain both American 
religion and religion in America. 
 
Objectives:  
Students enrolled in REL 324 / HIST 389 should: 
i. Display familiarity with several key themes of the history of religion in the United States: race, 
establishment, pluralism, revivalism, gender, and secularism.   
ii. Demonstrate specific knowledge of selected topics: defining religion; religion and race; Methodism 
and evangelical Christianity; African American religion; secularism; religion and comics  
iii. Articulate themselves clearly both verbally and in writing.    
 
Class Procedures: 
The format of this class will be primarily discussion based with only a few, short lectures if the 
group needs additional context around a certain idea or book. For the most part, we will read books 
together and then talk about them. Students should come to class having read the assigned material 
and should be prepared to discuss those readings in class. Materials on Blackboard should be printed 
and brought to class or be already opened on your computer or tablet when you arrive. Grades are 
based upon written essays, short assignments, your final project, reading quizzes and class 
participation. There are no exams. 
 
Required Reading: 
 
Katherine Gerbner, Christian Slavery: Conversion and Race in the Protestant Atlantic World (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2019) [Available FREE online through the library]  
Alexis Wells-Oghoghomeh, The Souls of Womenfolk: The Religious Cultures of Enslaved Women in the Lower 
South (University of North Carolina Press, 2021) [Available FREE online through the library]  
Kristin Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a 
Nation (Liveright, 2020) 
Tara Isabella Burton, Strange Rites: New Religions for a Godless World (PublicAffairs, 2020) 
 
Other readings are noted on the daily schedule of classes and are linked to the source or are in 
Blackboard.    
 

mailto:kstinso@gmu.edu


Grade Evaluation: 

“Religion” definition: 5 points  
Oracle Assignments (two): 5 points each (see below)  
Short writes (pick 3 of the 5): 5 points each 
Review essay on Du Mez: 20 points (guidelines attached) 
Cultural Liturgies (CL) Final Project: 30 points (guidelines attached)  
Reading quizzes and class participation: 25 points 
 
Your grade for the course is based on your total number of points. There are a few more than 100 
possible points, which allows either for a bit of wiggle room or extra credit.  
 
Oracle Assignments 
In the ancient world, people went to oracles in an 
attempt to make sense of the world around them. 
They asked these oracles big questions: What’s 
happening? Are the gods upset? What do I need 
to know? What should I be doing? As Wikipedia 
puts it, an oracle was/is “a person or thing 
considered to provide wise and insightful 
counsel” and was often considered to be directly 
connect to the divine realm. For these short 
assignments, you are going to be the oracle for 
the class! Everyday, some religious group or 
event is in the news. We need your help to focus in on one of these stories and make sense of it. For 
your assigned day, you are going to pick one news story or event to share with the class. Please 
share the article with the class via Blackboard. You will then write a one paragraph summary of 
the story followed by one paragraph on 1) what the article is arguing, 2) what this story tells us 
about religion, 3) what we should do/think about the article. The total assignment will be one page, 
double-spaced, and is due the day you are sharing with the class. These brief presentations should 
be no more than 5 minutes. While they will be based on your written assignment, you do not need 
to read your paper to us. This should be a more relaxed time for you to tell us about what you read, 
why you thought it was interesting, and your suggestions on how we, as a class, should respond. We 
will schedule these assignments together on our first day of class.  
 
You should feel free to use your own, credible news sources for these assignments. But if you need 
ideas, Religion New Service is a great place for short and engaging articles. Also keep in mind that 
the library has subscriptions to newspapers such as The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and 

The Washington Post that would also have plenty of articles for you to find.  
 
Honor Code: 
All George Mason University students have agreed to abide by the letter and the spirit of the Honor 
Code.  You can find a copy of the Honor Code at academicintegrity.gmu.edu.  All violations of the 
Honor Code will be reported to the Honor Committee for review. Instances of plagiarism will 
receive a strict penalty, which includes the possibility of a grade of “F” for the course. 
 
Plagiarism Warning:  
There will be no tolerance for plagiarism in the assignments for this course. Plagiarism consists of 

 The Oracle at Delphi 

https://religionnews.com/


presenting the writing, research or analysis of others as one’s own. It applies not only to the lifting 
of the verbatim text of another author’s work without quotation marks and accurate citation, but 
also to the taking of specific information, analysis or opinions—even if not in the exact words of the 
author him/herself—and presenting them without citation in one’s own paper. This applies both to 
material in printed format and to material found on internet sites. Any instance of outright 
plagiarism, as described above, will result in the student receiving a grade of 0 on this paper, and the 
student will not be given the opportunity to rewrite the paper. 

 
Attendance: 
Students are expected to attend all class sessions. The essay assignments will draw on lectures for 
material not readily available elsewhere. For most students, whether or not they attend class is the 
single best indicator of their performance in the course.  

Classroom Etiquette: 
The use of cell phones is not permitted; they must be switched off and put away. Students may use 
laptops to take notes in class and laptops/tablets to read assigned PDFs.  

 
Access to communications: 
Students must activate their GMU e-mail accounts: students are responsible for making sure that 
they receive e-mail communications sent by the instructor. 

 
Disability Services: 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see the 
professor and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 703-993-2474. All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu 

 
Policy on late short assignments: 
Assignments are due at the start of class. No late short assignments. Essays due at the start of class. 
Essays received later that same day will receive a 1/3 letter-grade penalty and another 1/3 for each 
additional day late. 

A few words of advice from a historian of American religion (adapted from Tona Hangen and 
John Tuner): 

1) All religions are true to their believers. All religious rituals, acts, beliefs, and doctrines make sense 
in context. If something doesn’t make sense to you, then you need more context. Don’t think “how 
could they believe that?” but instead seek understanding: “Why was this believable to them?” Take 
statements of religious belief or disbelief at face value (but not necessarily as historical fact). 

2) At least in the classroom, no religious concept should be dismissed as weird, crazy or abnormal. 
There is no “normal.” You can certainly have your own opinions and personal beliefs about religion, 
but those don’t belong in our classroom discussion. 

3) As much as is possible, approach your scholarship as a historian, rather than as a believer or a 
skeptic. While religious doctrines will be discussed, it is never with the intent to prove a religion right 
or wrong. Please do not use our class as a platform for either proselytizing your faith to convert 
others, or debunking the faith of others to lessen their commitment. Our class is going to be made 
up of a variety of faiths and degrees of religious involvement which we should all respect. 

http://ods.gmu.edu/


4) History provides an opportunity to expand our ability to empathize with those not like ourselves. 
In fact, the past (and present, for that matter) is a very strange place, populated with people who do 
not share many of our values and ideas about the world. Developing the ability to at least 
understand why those values and ideas may be compelling is a great skill for surviving and thriving 
in a diverse world. 

Course Outline:                  
 
Read all assignments for the date on which they are listed. 
 
“Religion” in “America” 
 
January 23 Introductions & The Gospel of Brunch  
READ Lavanya Ramanathan, “‘You can never have too many mimosas’: How brunch became 

the day-wrecking meal that America loves to hate,” The Washington Post (2018) 
 James K.A. Smith, “Making the Familiar Strange: A Phenomenology of Cultural 

Liturgies,” pages 19-27 on GoogleBooks preview.  
  
Jan. 25 What are we talking about?! The importance of definitions  
WRITE One page, double-spaced definition of what you think ‘religion’ is. This is YOUR OWN 

definition. Think about: What does that word mean? Where have you seen religion at 
work? What are some religious things or practices? What makes them religious? 

LISTEN Keeping it 101 Podcast episode 104, “World Religions, shall we not?” [Also on Spotify and 
Apple Podcasts] 

READ Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious”  
 
The Peopling of God  
Jan 30 Pope Paul III Sublimis Deus [On the Enslavement and Evangelization of Indians] (1537) 
 Gerbner, Christian Slavery Introduction and Chapters 1-2 
SHORT WRITE #1: A one-sentence summary of the main argument of each chapter followed 
by a one-page, double-spaced response to what you have read. Think especially of the question 
“What is the major religious transformation that Gerbner is tracing in this book?” Submit by the 
start of class on Feb. 8 via Blackboard as "Short Write #1." 
February 1 Gerber Chapter 3-4 
Feb. 6 Gerbner Chapters 5-6 
Feb. 8 Gerbner Chapters 7-Epilogue  
 
The Democratization of American religion? 
Feb. 13 LISTEN to The First Vision: A Joseph Smith Papers Podcast Episode 2, “What is to be 

done?” [Find on Spotify, Apple Podcasts, or on their website]  
 Richard Allen The life, experience, and gospel labors of the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen, to which is 

annexed the rise and progress of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of 
America (1833) 

 Frederick Douglass, Oration Delivered in Corinthian Hall, Rochester (1852) 
  
Female Religious Culture 
Feb. 15  Wells-Oghoghomeh, The Souls of Womenfolk Intro & Chapter 1 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/you-can-never-have-too-many-mimosas-how-brunch-became-the-day-wrecking-meal-that-america-loves-to-hate/2018/04/24/980032e2-3e89-11e8-974f-aacd97698cef_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/you-can-never-have-too-many-mimosas-how-brunch-became-the-day-wrecking-meal-that-america-loves-to-hate/2018/04/24/980032e2-3e89-11e8-974f-aacd97698cef_story.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Desiring_the_Kingdom_Cultural_Liturgies/Fzl0ofAWNk0C?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Desiring_the_Kingdom_Cultural_Liturgies/Fzl0ofAWNk0C?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://keepingit101.com/e104
file:///C:/Users/kriss/OneDrive/Desktop/Religious%20Hist%20MF/Smith_ReligionReligionsReligious.pdf
https://www.papalencyclicals.net/paul03/p3subli.htm
https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/articles/the-first-vision-podcast-episode-2-transcript
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/allen/allen.html
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/allen/allen.html
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/allen/allen.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Oration_Delivered_in_Corinthian_Hall_Roc/1glyAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1


SHORT WRITE #2: A one-sentence summary of the main argument of each chapter followed 
by a one-page, double-spaced response to what you have read. Think especially of the following 
questions: “According to Wells-Oghoghomeh, how do people make/practice religion? How is 
religion connected to the lived experience of those who practice it?” 
Feb. 20 Wells-Oghoghomeh Chapters 2-4 
Feb. 22  ASH WEDNESDAY   
 Wells-Oghoghomeh Chapters 5-Conclusion 
 
Religion, Race, and Nationalism  
Feb. 27 Pope Leo XIII, Testem Benevolentiae Nostrae (1899)  
 Ludwig Lewisohn, Up Stream: An American Chronicle (1922) Prologue-Chapter 2  
SHORT WRITE #3: A one-sentence summary of the main argument of each chapter followed 
by a one-page, double-spaced response to what you have read. Think especially of the following 
questions: What does Lewisohn’s experience teach us about the relationship between religion and 
American nationalism? Between religion and immigration?   
March 1 Lewisohn Chapters 3-5 
Mar 6 Lewisohn Chapters 6-8 
Mar 8 Lewisohn Chapters 9-Epilogue 
 
**CL Part 1 As your midterm, you must schedule a meeting with me (can be zoom) to talk about 
what you are thinking for your final project. You will submit a one page report on 1) what your 
topic will be, 2) what about that topic seems “religious,” and 3) what your sources will be.  
 
Masculine Religion  
Mar 20 LISTEN The Rise & Fall of Mars Hill Podcast Episode 2: “Boomers, The Big Short, and 

Really, Really Big Churches”  
 Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne Introduction and Chapters 1-2 
Mar 22  RAMADAN Begins 
 Kobes Du Mez Chapters 3-6 
Mar 27 Kobes Du Mez Chapters 7-9 
Mar 29 Kobes Du Mez Chapters 10-13 
April 3 Kobes Du Mez Chapters 14-Conclusion 
WRITE Review Essay due by 5:00 pm on April 3 [see guidelines at the end of the 

syllabus] 
 
“Do the gods wear capes?” 
Ap 5 Marvel Journey Into Mystery Issue #85 & Issue #88 (1952) 
 Batman: Holy Terror (1991) 

Ben Saunders, “Introduction,” in Do the Gods Wear Capes? : Spirituality, Fantasy, and 
Superheroes [available FREE online through the library] 

 The Action Bible (2010) Look at Table of Contents and read pages 1-23 
  
Ap 10  PASSOVER Begins 
WATCH MCU’s Black Panther film 
READ Darrius Hills, “Killmonger's Quandary: Notes on Religious Meaning, Freedom, and 

Identity in Black Panther,” Journal of Africana Religions, Volume 8, Number 1, 2020, pp. 
62-83 [Available FREE online through the library] 

https://www.papalencyclicals.net/leo13/l13teste.htm
https://www.google.com/books/edition/_/Yp9P-GQfnHQC?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://www.zipcomic.com/journey-into-mystery-1952-issue-85
https://www.zipcomic.com/journey-into-mystery-1952-issue-88
https://www.zipcomic.com/batman-holy-terror-issue-full
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Action_Bible/XQTdDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1


SHORT WRITE #4: Summarize how religion is presented and handled in the comic books and 
superheroes we have analyzed this week. Think about: How do comics and superheroes impact your 
understanding of religion? Should we count these stories and sources as “religious”? Why or Why 
not? 
 
Religion Remix 
Ap 12 Burton, Strange Rites Introduction & Chapters 1-3 
SHORT WRITE # 5: A one-sentence summary of the main argument of each chapter followed 
by a one-page, double-spaced response to what you have read. Think especially of the following 
questions: Before reading this book, how would you have defined “secularism”? How does Burton 
define “secularism”? Is secularism antithetical to religion? Why or why not? 
Ap 17 Burton Chapters 4-5 
Ap 19 Burton Chapters 6-7 
Ap 24 Burton Chapter 8 
Ap 26 Burton Chapter 9 & Conclusion  
 
** CL Pt 2  A rough draft of the written portion of your final project is due by 5:00 pm on May 

28. 
 
Religion, Trauma, & the 21st Century   
May 1 Abuse, inclusion, & “Nonverts” 
May 3 Religion, 1/6, and SCOTUS   
 
Cultural Liturgies Presentations 
 
Week of May 8  Final Project Presentations/Concluding festival  
 

 

Du Mex Book Review Guidelines 
 
Adapted by John Turner from Purdue's OWL writing website: 

Students sometimes confuse book reviews with book reports, but the two are not identical. Book reports commonly 
describe what happens in a work; their focus is primarily on giving an account of the major plot, characters, and/or 
main idea of the work. Most often, book reports are a K-12 assignment. 

By contrast, book reviews are most often a college assignment, but they also appear in many professional works: 
magazines, newspapers, and academic journals. Book reviews typically evaluate recently written works. They offer a 
brief description of the text’s key points and often provide a short appraisal of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
work. 

For this assignment, you need to identify and evaluate the main argument(s) made by the author. 
You do not need to provide a summary of the book's contents, although you may do that 
briefly in a paragraph or so.  

Once you have evaluated the argument, it is advisable (though not absolutely required) to offer some 
reflections on the book's larger meaning or other questions the book raises.  



Do not waste very much time commenting on the book's writing style or on other ancillary matters. 

At or near the beginning of your essay, include a thesis statement.   
 
Expectations  
 
1. 4 pages, double-spaced, normal-sized font (Times New Roman 12-point font typically 
passes for "normal-sized") with normal margins. No need for a large header on the first page or 
anywhere else. Essays short of the required length will be graded accordingly (i.e., a three-page 
submission will receive a maximum grade of 75%).  
 
2. Essays will be graded for both content and writing (grammar, spelling, style).  Quality of 
writing and content are necessarily closely related, as difficulties with grammar, etc. detract from 
your analysis. Likewise, clear sentences and good choices of words strengthen your analysis. 
 
3. Essays that do not intelligently engage the assigned book will receive low grades. Think of 
yourself as in conversation with the author. What do you find persuasive in her arguments? What is 
not persuasive? Why? Regardless of whether or not you like a particular argument, does the author 
present compelling evidence to back it up?  
 
4. Citations. For the assigned book, use parenthetical citations (Goetz, 25). For any other sources, 
use footnotes and a consistent method of citation. See me if in doubt.  
 

 

Cultural Liturgies Final Project 

As we have seen since the beginning of the class, religion can be everywhere. It can be in churches, 

temples, and towns, but it can also be in shopping malls, comic strips, perhaps even football 

stadiums.  

Your job for the final project is to pick one place, source, or event that you think is “religious.” 

We’re going to call these things a “cultural liturgy” [see James K.A. Smith reading from week 1]. 

Again, this could be a host of things: a mall, stadium, comic book/superhero, a war, etc. Through 

both a written portion and an in person presentation you will explain and describe the religiosity of 

that thing (i.e. what goes on in that space? What is the story the source is trying to tell? What was the 

actual event you are looking at and how did religion play a role?) After you explain your cultural 

liturgy, you will then analyze what this cultural liturgy teaches us about religion. How does looking at 

this place/source/event through a religious lens change our understanding of that thing? How does 

it impact our understanding of religion and how religion works?  

The final part of your paper is going to be a bit more comprehensive. Using the cultural liturgy you 

have analyzed, you will explain how it represents “religion” by providing a revised definition of 

“religion” itself. Feel free to bring in your very first definition from week 1. How has your definition 

changed? How has it stayed the same?  



Your written paper should be 6 pages, double-spaced, normal-sized font (Times New Roman 12-

point font typically passes for "normal-sized") with normal margins. It must include at least 4 

sources (2 of which must be primary).  

Your presentation will be given on the day of our final exam block and closing festival. While you 

can rely on your written paper for the content you want to tell us, this presentation must include 

visual or immersive aids (pictures, sounds, audio, video, etc.). As literally as you can, walk us 

through the cultural liturgy you have examined. Acting as our tour guide, point out the religious 

elements in more direct ways than you were able to do in the paper. Finally, bringing it all together, 

tell us what this cultural liturgy teaches us about religion and give us your new definition of 

“religion.” Feel free to be creative with this presentation. It can be in the form of a PowerPoint, a 

video/TikTok, or a walking tour (if your cultural liturgy happens to have a place on campus).  

Note the two assignment that are due throughout the semester as “checkpoints” to help you think 

about your final project as we go along. Your pitch will be due March 8 and a rough draft of 

your paper is due on April 26.  

The final draft of your papers, along with a copy of your presentation, is due on Blackboard 

Friday May 5 at 5:00pm. Your paper and presentation will be graded separately, and your 

presentation grade will be based on both the quality of your visual presentation and how well you 

articulate your ideas during the presentation session.  


