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This course is a sprawling road 
trip into the vast highways and 
byways of the American 
landscape; it’s a horror story, a 
mystery, a romance, a western, 
a fantasy, and ultimately a look 
into the heart of American 
culture. Taking inspiration from Neil 
Gaiman’s 2001 novel, American 
Gods, we will explore the colorful, 
contested history of religion in the 
United States from the colonial era to 
the present. We will analyze the 
tensions between a quest for an 
American religious consensus and an 
abiding religious and cultural 
pluralism. This is a story not only of 
American gods and spirits, but more 

importantly, of the people who made 
them real. The United States is a 
quilted patchwork of immigrant 
cultures with a diverse and ever-
growing number of religious beliefs 
and practices. Gods and spirits were 
carried to America over centuries of 
migration by peoples from around the 
world. New gods have arisen, 
replacing and mingling with those of 
the past: the new gods of celebrity, 
media, popular culture, and 
technology. Throughout the course, 
we will explore the meaning of 
religion, secularism, memory, and 
community, as we are reminded of 
the many stories that make up 
America. By reading, discussing, and 
writing about a variety of scholarly 

approaches to religion (e.g., 
historical, sociological, 
anthropological, theological), we will 
learn how to analyze the place of 
religion in contemporary American 
culture in a critical, constructive, and 
collaborative fashion. In addition to 
three course books, we will read short 
theoretical essays on popular religion, 
sacred space, and material culture, 
available on Moodle.

Required texts 
 
1.  American Religions: A Documentary History, ed. R. Marie Griffith (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). [AR] 
2 . Catherine Albanese, America: Religions and Religion, (Boston: Wadsworth, 2013), 5th Edition.  
3.  Religion and American Culture: A Reader, ed. David Hackett, (New York: Routledge, 2003). [RAC] 
 

Course Structure The course is divided into six units, chronologically organized: “The Old Gods,” “Colonial 
America,” “Revolution and Revolt,” “Immigrant Gods,” “From Fundamentalism to Civil Rights,” and “The New Gods.” 
This course will make use of more than the traditional teacher-centered lecture. In order to produce a student-centered 
and collaborative ambience, we will make use of online forums and in-class discussions. Students will be encouraged to 
be part of the learning process. Learning in such a collaborative format depends upon preparation and involvement of 
the students as well as the professor.  
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Course Objectives 
1. Recognize and analyze the history and contemporary power of religion in American culture 
2. Evaluate the diversity of beliefs and practices, especially in conjunction with ethnicity and immigration, in American 

life 
3. Analyze the tensions between American religious consensus, pluralism, and secularism  
4. Evaluate and discuss how religions and religious practices shape and are shaped by their cultural context 
5. Design and implement a final research project using course material, as well as outside primary and secondary 

sources  
 
Course Requirements  
This course has four non-negotiable requirements: 1) attendance, 2) reading the assigned texts, 3) participation in 
seminars, and 4) respect for deadlines. Class attendance is mandatory. Participation in discussion is not an option, but 
an important part of the final grade. The instructor will make note of students who make consistent and substantial 
comments in class, and those who do not. Students must read all articles and texts in order to be prepared for class 
and to be able to accomplish assignments. I expect that you will spend an average of two hours preparing for 
each class and roughly two hours per page when writing papers for class. All class activities and online 
forum discussions (Moodle) are required. Finally, students must manage their time properly in order to submit 
assignments on the deadline.  
 

#Participation in class, seminars and exercises 
(200) 	
Individual participation includes attendance (which is mandatory), being 
active in class discussions, and in the work performed in groups. More 
than two unexcused absences will harm your final grade (I will subtract 
20 points for each extra absence) and more than six total absences, 
barring major health or family issues discussed with the instructor, will 
result in a failing grade. You are expected to bring all relevant reading 
material with you as a hardcopy. When students are assigned to work 

in groups, they must be self-motivated and must actively contribute both ideas and written materials to the project.  
 
The exception to this rule pertains to religious holidays. Your absence is excused if you are observing a religious 
holiday. For students who plan to miss class because of religious observance, please refer to the Student Handbook 
for instructions and procedures. 
 
Reading Guide 
It is very important that you not only read the assigned material, 
but also that you critically examine and interrogate it. 
Throughout the semester we will work to recognize and critique 
arguments, set primary sources in context, and compare and contrast 
multiple readings and authors. As you read, you should take note of 
the issues and questions that you want to bring to the discussion. All 
members of the class, students and instructor alike, are responsible for 
understanding, explaining, analyzing and teaching the material under 
discussion.  
 
The following questions should help you do so: 
1. What is the major argument of the text? What evidence does she use to support her argument?  
2. From what context is the author writing? What historical moment? How might that affect his writing? 
3. What doesn’t make sense to me?  What is not clear? What are the strengths and weaknesses of their 

argument?  
4. What other readings does this piece relate to from class? From my own experiences?  
 
 

Course Assignments 
Participation in Class, Seminars & 
Exercises   200 pts. 
15 Forum posts                           300 pts.                             
Two Response Papers  200 pts. 
Annotated Bibliography  100 pts. 
Final Paper & Presentation   200 pts. 
 

Instructor: Professor Brenna Keegan 
Email: bkeegan@randolphcollege.edu 
Office: Leggett 505 
Office Hours: M/W 2:00-4:00, T/TH  
11:00-1:00 & by appointment 
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#Forum posts (300) 	
To ensure that you complete and are critically evaluating the readings, you will be required to post informal reading 
responses to the Moodle Forum. Points will be removed if it is longer or shorter than 200-300 words or if you fail to 
address any of the following three points: 
 
1) Summarize the most important aspects of the reading: What is the major argument of the text? What is the author 
trying to get across?  
2) Criticize or support the arguments raised by the author(s) with evidence for why you think so; 
3) Pose at least one question to be asked in class. These questions can be drawn directly from the text or can be the 
result of thoughts you had by relating this specific text with previous readings you did or experiences you had.  
 
Grading criteria: You must complete 15 of the 20 forum posts, generally due Mondays and Fridays. If you post less 
than 15 times, I will subtract 20 points per post you missed.  You will have the opportunity to miss 5 posts without your 
grade being affected. Use these misses wisely and ideally not the first five days of class. Please bring your discussion 
question with you to class. Forums will be graded on the following scale: 20 (excellent: clearly understood the 
argument, provided thoughtful critique, insights and questions, with evidence), 18 (good: recognized the argument, 
provided some critique, but failed to provide evidence), 15 (fair: the assignment is completed but the student did not 
carefully read or take adequate time to complete the post; information is missing), 10 (poor: the student did not address 
the three points noted above and/or the length of the post is inadequate), 0 (incomplete/missing). Forum posts are 
due the night before class by 10 pm. Warning: Because I will be reading all of your posts, I will be able to tell if 
you are merely copying other students’ posts or actually completed the reading and assignment on your own. Copying 
another student’s work is plagiarism and will result in a zero.  

 
#Response Papers (200 points)	
Task: Reinforce and apply critically readings, class discussions, and classroom exercises in a thesis-driven paper. No 
outside reading is necessary for these papers, which are intended for you to synthesize your own interpretation and 
analysis.  
 
Paper 1: Old Gods. When Europeans first set foot upon the shores of what is now the US they brought with them a social 
structure, which was fundamentally based around Christianity. That the indigenous peoples might already have thriving 
civilizations, including religious beliefs and practices, was a concept not considered by most early explorers and settlers. 
Use at least two sources from Old Gods to reflect on and analyze the ways in which religious and ethnic diversity was a 
defining characteristic of early North America. What does the diversity of the old gods teach us about the current ethnic and 
religious diversity of the United States? How do popular representations of Native Americans contrast with the “manyness” 
Albanese describes? Due Monday, September 17.  
 
Paper 2: Gods of the USA.  In the early republic, was there such a thing as an American God? A common American 
religion? As John Winthrop argued, the Puritans’ founding vision was to establish a “city upon a hill,” dedicated to 
Christian perfection. Conversely, Thomas Jefferson argued for a degree of religious tolerance. What are some other 
arguments from authors we’ve read? How have specific authors resolved, avoided, or otherwise dealt with this tension 
between a Christian nation and the separation of church and state? What do you think? Be sure to include examples 
from both sides of the argument, but take a clear position. Use at least three primary sources from Colonial America 
and Revolution and Revolt. Due Friday, October 12. 

 
Length: 750 to 1,000 words (3-4 pages). Please double-space. Eleven or twelve-point type is preferred. Upload a 
digital copy to Moodle before class begins (Word or Pages format – please, do not send PDF). For citations, please 
use Chicago footnotes and bibliography: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/717/03/.  

 
Grading Criteria (100 Points Each): 25 Points – Overall presentation of the paper (grammar, spelling, clarity of prose, 
and citations, as well as sentence and paragraph structure, flow, transitions, and organization); 35 Points: Engagement 
with sources and course material (Does the paper use at least two sources from the course to answer the prompt? 
Does the paper adequately use quotations or summaries of sources in the explanation? Does the paper use the 
sources to develop and support a larger argument?) 40 Points: Development of a thesis/argument (Is there a clear 
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thesis statement? Was the thesis supported with evidence from the readings throughout the paper? Does the thesis 
answer the prompt? Does this paper go beyond merely restating the prompt to creatively engage with the material?)  

#Annotated Bibliography (100 points) 
An annotated bibliography is excellent preparation for your research project. They encourage you to critically evaluate 
sources as you develop a debatable, interesting, and current thesis. Writing an annotated bibliography will help you 
identify what has already been written about your topic, what the issues are, and what people are arguing about, in 
order to develop your own point of view.  
 
Task: Identify five academic sources that pertain to your final research paper. You must include a summary and 
evaluation of each source. These annotations should be written in paragraph form (200-300 words per source) and 
include the following information: 
 
1. An explanation of the main purpose of the source—what is it trying to argue? Why was it written?  
2. A short summary of key findings or arguments of the source 
3. The academic/intellectual credentials of the source. Does it appear in a peer-reviewed journal? Is the author 

someone who has expertise in the area? 
4. Any shortcomings or biases you notice 
5. The value of this work as a contribution to the topic you’re exploring. 

 
#Final Paper: Transformation of an American God and Visual Presentation (200 
points) 
Task: The final paper is the major academic enterprise of this course and invites independent research on American 
Gods. It involves research and reading new material besides the assigned texts for this class. What makes American 
religion American? What makes American religion religious? How have these categories changed over time? What 
about religious pluralism? Consensus? Use these broad questions as your starting point, but focus in on how one 
American god, spirit, or tradition transformed over time and interacted/interacts with American culture and political life. 
How has belief waxed or waned? Affected political or social issues? In support of academic freedom and personal 
interests, students may propose relevant topics of their own choosing. You must choose your topic by November 2. 
Annotated bibliography is due November 16. Final Paper is Due December 14. 

 
Length: The paper must contain between 1,500-2,000 words (6-8 pages), with references and footnotes included 
(Chicago with footnotes). Please double-space. Eleven or twelve-point type is preferred.  
 
Presentation: Students will briefly and orally present their research on the exam day. You must use a PowerPoint or 
any other visual platform to present your findings. Make a clear and coherent presentation. The instructor will give you 
further instruction about how to organize your visual and oral presentation. 
 
Grading Criteria (200 Points): 150 Points – Strength of analysis and application of key concepts (texts plus classroom 
activities/discussion, and extra readings); 50 Points: Oral and visual presentation; 70 Points: Organization; clarity; 
quality of writing; freedom from spelling, punctuation, and grammar errors. 30 Points: Enterprise and creativity. Please 
print and bring paper to class.    
 
#Extra Credit: Shared Vocabulary 
Task: Throughout the semester you will have the opportunity to add key terms and phrases to our Moodle glossary. 
Each term you add, taken from the readings and class material, will be worth two points. You may post up to ten terms 
for a total of 20 extra credit points.  
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Course Schedule  
# Date Topic What to Read What’s Due 
1 M 8/27 Introduction In class: Syllabus  
2 W 8/29 Studying 

Amer. 
Religion  

Albanese, “Elephant in the Dark,” 1-17. 
Neil Gaiman, “How Dare you,” in American Gods.  
 

Bring discussion 
questions to 
class 

 Unit 1: Old Gods  
3 
 
 

F 8/31 Native Gods Albanese, “Original Manyness,” 19-39. Draft Forum 
Post – print and 
bring to class 

4 M 9/3 Native Lands Keith Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places, selections.  
Joy Harjo, “There is no such thing as a one-way land 
bridge,” Native Voices, 243-4. 
 
In class: Watch American Gods, 1.5: Nunyunnini 

Forum Post 1 
(due 10PM 9/2) 

5 W 9/5 Native 
Prophecies 

Peter Nabokov “Premonitions and Prophecies,” 3-17 
AR: Black Elk, “Black Elk Speaks,” 341-351  
 
In class: Active Reading Skills, Primary vs. Secondary sources  

 

6 F 9/7 Native 
Futures 

George E. Tinker, “American Indian Religious Traditions, 
Colonialism, Resistance, and Liberation,” Native Voices, 223-
242.  

FP 2 

7 M 9/10 Pacific Gods  Laurie Maffly-Kipp, “Eastward Ho! American Religion from the 
Perspective of the Pacific Rim,” in Retelling US Religious 
History, 127-148.  
“Ancient Hawaiian Religion,” #9-11, 77-82. 

FP 3 

Unit 2: Colonial America 
8 W 9/12 Catholic 

Saints 
Albanese, “Bread and Mortar: The Presence of Roman 
Catholicism,” 62-84. 

 

9 F 9/14 Catholic 
Saints II 

Watch: Black Robe (1991). Viewing in the student center TBA 
 
In class: paper formatting workshop 

FP 4 

10 M 9/17 Paper 1 Due 
11 W 9/19 Puritan God Albanese, “Word from Beginning: American Protestant Origins 

and the Liberal Tradition,” 81-94. (Stop at Liberalism in the 
American Revolution)  
AR: John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity,” 16-19. 

 

12 F 9/21 Puritan 
Women 

AR: Anne Hutchinson, “The Examination of Mrs. Anne 
Hutchinson,” 37-63. 

FP 5 

13 M 9/24 Women in 
US Religion 

RAC: Ann Braude, "Women's History Is American Religious 
History,” 159-178. 

FP 6 

14 W 9/26 Revived God AR: Jonathan Edwards, “Some Thoughts Concerning the 
Present Revival of Religion in New England,” 92-109. 

 

Unit 3: Revolution and Revolt 
15 F 9/28 Revolutionary 

Gods 
AR: The Philadelphia Synagogue, “Petition,” 148-150. 
AR: Thomas Jefferson, “A Bill for Establishing Religious 
Freedom,” 150-152. 

FP 7 
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AR: Hannah Adams, “An Alphabetical Compendium of the 
Various Sects,” 157-162. 

16 M 10/1 Democratic 
Gods 

Nathan Hatch, “Introduction: Democracy and Christianity,” The 
Democratization of American Christianity, 3-16.  
AR: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 245-262. 

FP 8 

17 W 10/3 Sectarian 
Gods 

Albanese, “Visions of Paradise Planted,” 153-177.  

18 F 10/5 African Gods Albanese, “Black Center,” 134-152. 
 
In class: Watch American Gods 1.2: Anansi (*profanity warning*) 

 

19 
 

M 10/8 Gods of 
Slavery 

Ayla Amon “African Muslims in Early America,” 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/collection/african-muslims-
early-america.  
Thomas Ingersoll, “Releese us out of this Cruell Bondage,” 
(1723) 777-782. 
AR: Phillis Wheatley, “On Being Brought from Africa,” and other 
stories, 121-127.  
AR: Frederick Douglass, “Narrative of the life of an American 
Slave” 213-220.  

FP 9 

20 W 10/10 Northern v. 
Southern 
Gods 

AR: Angelina Emily Grimke, “Appeal to Christian Women of the 
South,” 220-234. 
AR: George Armstrong, “The Christian Doctrine of Slavery,” 239-
244. 

 

21 F 10/12 Paper 2 Due 
FALL BREAK – Unit 4: Immigrant Gods 

22 W 10/17 Immigrant 
Fears 

Albanese, “Many Centers Meeting,” 282-299. 
AR: Mabel Potter Daggett, “The Heathen Invasion of America,” 
384-8. 

 

23 F 10/19 Eastern Gods Albanese, “East is West,” 200-226.  
24 M 10/22 Hindu Gods RAC: Joanne Waghorne, “The Hindu Gods in a Split Level 

World,” 517-534. 
FP 10 

25 W 10/24 Diasporic 
Gods 

RAC: Thomas Tweed, “Diasporic Nationalism and Urban 
Landscape: Cuban Immigrants at a Catholic Shrine,” 499-516. 

FP 11 

26 F 10/26 Jewish God Albanese, “Israel in a Promised Land,” 40-58.  
Unit 5: From Fundamentalism to Civil Rights 

27 M 10/29 Fundamental 
God 

J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism, 1-16. 
AR: Harry Emerson Fosdick, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” 
418-423. 

FP 12 

28 W 10/31 Race and 
Christian 
Virtue 

Jerry Falwell, “Ministers and Marches,” 57-60. 
AR: Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” 
502-513. 

FP 13 

29 F 11/2 Library Session: Finding sources for your final project – final paper topic due.  
30 M 11/5 African or 

American 
Gods? 

RAC: James Cone, "Malcolm and Martin: Integrationism and 
Nationalism in African American Religious History,” 399-411. 

FP 14 

31 W 11/7 Pentecostal 
Spirit 

RAC: Grant Wacker, “Searching for Eden with a Satellite Dish,” 
413-434. 

 

32 F 11/9 Evangelical 
women 

RAC: Marie Griffith, “Submissive Wives, Wounded Daughters, 
and Female Soldiers,” 437-464. 

FP 15 

33 M 11/12 Queer Gods Krista McQueeney, “We are God’s Children, Y’all:’ Race, FP 16 
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Gender, and Sexuality in Lesbian- and Gay-affirming 
Congregations,” 151-173. 

34 W 11/14 Civil Gods Albanese, “The Public, the Civil, and the Culture of the Center,” 
275-301. 

 

35 F 11/16 Annotated Bibliography Due 
THANKGIVING BREAK – Unit 6: New Gods 

36 M 11/26 Nature Gods Oden’ Speech, American Gods, chapter 6, 385-396. 
Bron Taylor, “Surfing into Spirituality and a New, Aquatic Nature 
Religion” JAAR, 923-951. 

FP 17 

37 W 11/28 Space Gods Benjamin E. Zeller, “At the Nexus of Science and Religion: UFO 
Religions,” Religion Compass (2011), 666-674. 

 

38 F 11/30 Self-help 
Gods 

Janet Reitman, “Inside Scientology,” Rolling Stone, 
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/inside-scientology-
20110208.  

FP 18 

39 M 12/3 Popular Gods RAC: David Chidester, “Church of Baseball, the Fetish of Coca-
Cola, and the Potlatch of Rock’ n’ Roll,” 465-480. 

FP 19 

40 W 12/5 Celebrity 
Gods 

Kathryn Lofton, Oprah: The Gospel of an Icon (2011), 3-15.  

41 F 12/7 American 
Gods 

RAC: Robert N. Bellah, “Is There a Common American 
Culture?”  535-546. 

FP 20 

 
The Fine Print Regarding plagiarism: On papers and forum posts doing your own work is absolutely 
essential. In ALL work, you must cite the sources of any information, quotations or ideas that are not your own, 
using standard citation methods. Let me be very clear. You cannot copy and past text from the internet into your 
papers and pass it off as your own writing. You cannot turn in a paper that someone else has written or that you 
have bought or downloaded from online. Plagiarized work will automatically get a zero on the assignment and 
may cause you to fail the class, at my discretion. I take such violations very seriously. Please familiarize yourself 
with and follow the college policy on Academic Honesty in the Student Handbook. Technology Use in Class: We 
will be busy in every class session and we don’t need any electronic distractions. Silence your cell phones before 
you enter the classroom. If it rings, I reserve the right to answer it. I will let you know which days you will need to 
bring your laptop to complete classroom activities, but for all other days, laptops are NOT PERMITTED. That 
means you will need to print your readings (exception to the rule could be a tablet reader, in which only the pdf is 
pulled up on the screen) and bring a notebook for notes. Studies show that actually writing things down by hand 
is the best way to learn. Diversity Statement: Consistent with Randolph’s commitment to inclusivity, I pledge to 
do my best to run the class in a manner that is respectful of difference, including but not limited to, physical and 
mental ability, age, socio-economic status, religious identity, gender identity, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
nationality and veteran status. Students are expected to be respectful of these differences in their conduct in 
class and on campus. Accommodation Of Disabilities: Students with disabilities who believe they may need 
accommodations in this class are encouraged to contact the Student Disability Access Office at as soon as 
possible to better ensure that such accommodations can be implemented in a timely fashion. Email etiquette: I 
am happy to communicate with you via email and will do my best to respond within 24 hours during the week. If 
it’s 3 AM and you’re feeling panicked, angry, frustrated, or annoyed, that most likely is NOT a good time to send 
an email. Ever. To me or anyone else. Take this as an important life lesson. It will serve you well. If you are sure 
that your questions or comments are professional and appropriate, be sure to include these professional 
courtesies: 1. In the subject line please indicate the content of the email (not the single word URGENT or 
anything related) and 2. Begin your message in the following manner: Dear Professor Keegan... And finish with 
sincerely, best, thanks, etc. followed by your full name. Do the same for every professor you’re in contact with! 
Professionalism goes a long way.  
 


