
University of North Texas
Religion and American Society: PHIL 2400

Spring 2018

Professor: Dr. Terra Schwerin Rowe  
Email: terra.rowe@unt.edu  
Time: M, W, F, 12:00-12:50
Location: Gateway 132
Office Hours: M, W, 3:00-4:30 (or by appointment)
Office: ENV 310 M
Office phone: 940.565.2266
   
I. Rationale and course outline:  

What does it mean to be religious in America today? How has and does religion impact 
the daily lives of Americans? How are religious demographics changing and what challenges and 
opportunities do American’s experience as a result? These are just a few of the questions we will 
explore this semester. This course will cover religious experience in America, emphasizing the 
diversity of religious practice that has been present from its beginnings through current times. 
Rather than reinforcing a common view that this is and always has been a monolithic “Christian 
nation,” or even the assimilationist view of America as a melting pot, this course will emphasize 
the unique ways American soil has acted as a meeting place—at times in conflict, others in 
collaboration or mutual change and exchange—of difference.   

One typically expects a focus on ideas and concepts in a religion or philosophy course. 
Rest assured, we will encounter many new ideas and concepts throughout the semester. But what 
a religion and philosophy course traditionally does less well is focus on embodied practices—
one might even call these practical skills! While this course will provide an introduction into the 
history of religion and religious practice in the United States and an analysis of the currently 
shifting demographics of religious observance, we will also be developing an inherently practical
—and increasingly vital—skill: how to thoughtfully and respectfully engage (and not just 
tolerate at arm’s length), interact, and work together with people whose worldview and 
experiences are drastically different from our own. To do this we will employ the case method 
approach. The case method approach has been used now for several years in other disciplines, 
but more recently Diana Eck and the Harvard Pluralism Project have proposed its usefulness for 
the study of religion. These skills are relevant whether one is a religion/philosophy major, a 
biology major, a business major, pre-med, a music major, in any jobs resulting from these 
majors, and in simply living and acting in a democratic society that values and protects religious 
freedom of expression. We live in an increasingly global world and we can no longer assume that 
those we will be asked to work with come from a background similar to our own. Consequently, 
a key focus of this class will be highlighting the perils and possibilities that have and do emerge 
when people with different religious and philosophical world views meet and developing skills 
for respectful, fruitful engagement with difference. 
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II. Course Outcomes:  

By the end of the course students should be able to: 
• Articulate the historical role religions have played in American society from pre-colonial to 

current times. 
• Critically analyze common idealistic visions for American society such as a Christian nation or 

a melting pot.
• Identify key figures and events in Native, African, Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, and 

Jewish American religious experience. 
• Identify key changing trends in religious experience locally and nationally.
• Develop and demonstrate skills for thoughtfully and respectfully interacting with those with 

different views, experiences, and assumptions. 
• Identify and critically analyze common (especially one’s own) assumptions about what values/

beliefs can and should be shared or prioritized in the common, public sphere. 

III. Format and Procedures:  

While there will be days that focus more on lecture, other days—especially when discussing a 
case study—will require active and responsive participation in class. Class participation will be 
key since skills for identifying and challenging one’s assumptions and developing skills for 
thoughtfully and respectfully engaging people with different views will happen, in great part, in 
the classroom. This means the student should expect to do more than just show up for class. Be 
prepared to be an active participant in class (having completed readings, reflected on them with 
critical thinking skills and finished any assignments), contribute to class discussion, take notes 
during class, and bring appropriate materials (especially the assigned readings and notes on the 
reading) to class.

V. Course Requirements: 

1. Class attendance and participation policy:  
Given the importance of class participation, on time attendance each week is mandatory 
and unexcused absences will reduce your participation grade. Excessive tardiness will 
similarly affect your grade. More than physically being present, class participation 
entails: 

1. coming to class having read the assigned readings and any other assignments 
completed.

2. critical reflection on the text.
3. bringing the assigned reading and notes to class every day.
4. taking notes in class on lectures and class discussion.
5. contributing to class discussion with your observations and opinions on the 

topic being discussed.
*An unexcused absence is 1) when you don’t show up in class without first 

communicating with the instructor and/or 2) don’t have an acceptable 
reason for missing class (even if you first communicate with the 
instructor). 
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* If a student misses a class (whether it is an excused or unexcused absence) that 
student is responsible for class content, assignments missed, and 
upcoming due dates. Any time a class is missed the student is responsible 
for arranging with a classmate to take good notes and notifying of 
upcoming due dates and announcements.

*Exceptions will only be made for emergency situations. In all cases, timely 
communication with your professor is key. 

Cell phone policy:  Cell phones must be on silent or vibrate mode during class. Calls or texting 
are not appropriate during class. If an emergency situation arises, communicate this with  
your instructor and step outside the classroom. 

Computer policy:  Computer and internet use should aid participation in class. If their use 
becomes a distraction from class for you or your classmates this will affect your 
participation grade and you may be asked to leave these devises outside the classroom. 

2. Course readings:  

 (a) Required texts (for purchase at college book store): 
Diana L Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become 

the World’s Most Religiously Diverse Nation
John G. Neihardt and Philip J Deloria, Black Elk Speaks: The Complete Edition

(b) Other essays, book chapters, and case studies will be posted online or on library 
reserve

3. Assignments

Final grades will consist of the following: 
Class participation 20%

Including attendance, see grading rubric at 
end of this document for class participation grading. 

Reading and case study responses 15%
Used for participation in class so must be completed 
before class for credit  
Grades: check plus, check, check minus, incomplete

Research paper and presentation 20%
Research paper on changing local religious demographics. 
Focus on Dallas, Fort Worth, Denton and surrounding areas. 

Midterm take home exam 20%
Essay format. Will focus on assigned readings and lecture 
material.

Final project/essay 25%
Construct your own case study. Find an example of 
interfaith encounter and exchange. It may be local or 
national, but should be accessible enough that you 
can interview people involved. 
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V. Grading Policies and Procedures 

Grading rubrics will be used to evaluate class participation, assignments, and exam essays.
GRADING SYSTEM: 

 LATE ASSIGNMENTS: 
  All work is expected to be submitted by the designated due date. Late assignments will be 
docked 5%. Late assignments should be emailed to the instructor as soon as they are completed 
in order to avoid further grade penalty. If a student is absent from a class when an assignment is 
due, the student must email the assignment to the instructor the same day it is due in order to 
avoid penalty. 
  * As with attendance, exceptions will only be made for emergency situations. In all cases, 
timely communication with your instructor is key. 

VI. Academic Integrity

• Students caught cheating or plagiarizing will receive a "0" for that particular assignment or 
exam. Additionally, the incident will be reported to the Dean of Students, who may impose 
further penalty. 
• According to the UNT catalog, the term "cheating" includes, but is not limited to: 
a. use of any unauthorized assistance in taking quizzes, tests, or examinations;  
b. dependence upon the aid of sources beyond those authorized by the instructor in writing 

papers, preparing reports, solving problems, or carrying out other assignments;  
c. the acquisition, without permission, of tests or other academic material belonging to a faculty 

or staff member of the university;  
d. dual submission of a paper or project, or resubmission of a paper or project to a different 

class without express permission from the instructor(s); or  
e. any other act designed to give a student an unfair advantage. 
• The term "plagiarism" includes, but is not limited to:  
a. the knowing or negligent use by paraphrase or direct quotation of the published or 

unpublished work of another person without full and clear acknowledgment; and  
b. the knowing or negligent unacknowledged use of materials prepared by another person or 

agency engaged in the selling of term papers or other academic materials. 

VII. Acceptable Student Behavior 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 
opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional 
forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the 

A 90-100 %
B 80-89 %
C 70-79 %
D 60-69%
F 0-59%
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classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether 
the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The university's expectations for 
student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic classroom, 
labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at http://
deanofstudents.unt.edu. 

VIII. Accommodations for students with disabilities (ADA statement) 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with 
disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability 
Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide 
you with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion 
regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any time, 
however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided by the fourth week of class. Note 
that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester and must meet with 
each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional information see the 
Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://disability.unt.edu. You may also contact 
them by phone at (940) 565-4323.

IX.  Inclusivity Statement
UNT students represent a variety of backgrounds and perspectives. The professor is committed 
to providing an atmosphere for learning that respects diversity. Therefore, a portion of the 
student’s participation grade will reflect her/his ability to:

• share their unique experiences, values and beliefs
• be open to the views of others 
• honor the uniqueness of their colleagues
• value each other’s opinions and communicate in a respectful manner
• keep discussions of a personal nature confidential 

X. Retention of Student Records 
Student records pertaining to this course are maintained in a secure location by the instructor of 
record. All records such as exams, answer sheets (with keys), and written papers submitted 
during the duration of the course are kept for at least one calendar year after course completion. 
Course work completed via the Blackboard online system, including grading information and 
comments, is also stored in a safe electronic environment for one year. You have a right to view 
your individual record; however, information about your records will not be divulged to other 
individuals without the proper written consent. You are encouraged to review the Public 
Information Policy and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) laws and the 
university’s policy in accordance with those mandates at the following link: http://essc.unt.edu/
registrar/ferpa.html 

XI. Succeed at UNT 
UNT endeavors to offer you a high-quality education and to provide a supportive environment to 
help you learn and grown. And, as a faculty member, I am committed to helping you be 

!  of !5 10

http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/
http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/
http://disability.unt.edu/
http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/ferpa.html
http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/ferpa.html


successful as a student. Here’s how to succeed at UNT: Show up. Find Support. Get advised. Be 
prepared. Get involved. Stay focused. To learn more about campus resources and information on 
how you can achieve success, go http://success.unt.edu/. 

XII. Student Evaluation of Teaching (SETE) 
Student feedback is important and an essential part of participation in this course. The Student 
Evaluation of Teaching (SETE) is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. This short 
survey will be made available at the end of the semester to provide you with an opportunity to 
evaluate how this course is taught. 

XIII. Course Schedule 
(May change to accommodate guest presenters, weather events & student needs. In particular, 
case studies may be added or moved in response to class discussion and interest.)

Week / Date Theme            Readings to be discussed    Assignment due
class 1
W, 1/17

Introductions:  Introductions to one another 
and the theme of the course 
including an overview of the 
syllabus

class 2
F, 1/19

Introduction to A New 
Religious America

• Eck, Preface (xiii-xx) 
• Pew Research Center, 

America’s Changing 
Religious Landscape: http://
www.pewforum.org/
2015/05/12/chapter-4-the-
shifting-religious-identity-
of-demographic-groups/

• Review 
syllabus, come 
with questions 
of clarification 

• Reading 
response: 
What did you 
expect to see 
in the Pew 
research? 
What surprised 
you? 

class 3 
M, 1/22

Introduction to the 
case method

• Eck, Ch 1, part 1 
• Case Study 1.A, Christmas 

Tree Crisis

• Response to 
case study 
question 

class 4 
W, 1/24

• Eck Ch 1, part 2 
• Case Study 1.B and 

ancillaries (3pgs)
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class 5 
F, 1/26

Step One: get to know 
one another 

• Eck, Ch 2, part 1 Reading 
response: 
religious 
biography

class 6 
M, 1/29

• Eck, Ch 2, part 2  
• Case Study

• Case study 
response

class 7 
W, 1/31

• Eck, Ch 2, part 3

class 8 
F, 2/2

Eck, Ch 2, part 4

class 9 
M, 2/5

Case Study 2.A • Case study 
response

class 10 
W, 2/7 

Native American 
religions

Hudson, Religion in America 
(7-15)

class 11 
F, 2/9

Black Elk Speaks and 
questions of 
authorship: the crisis 
of modern and 
postmodern textual 
criticism

Introductions to BES by Vine 
Deloria and Phillip Deloria

class 12 
M, 2/12

Black Elk Speaks as 
inter-personal, inter-
religious exchange

• Preface to the 1961 edition 
by Neihardt 

• Black Elk Speaks, part 1

class 13 
W, 2/14

Lectures on 
colonialism, the 
Messiah movement, 
Wounded Knee, Crazy 
Horse

Black Elk Speaks, part 2 

class 14 
F, 2/16

Lectures continued • Black Elk Speaks, part 3 
• Case Study: “A Contested 

Wind”

• Case study 
response

class 15 
M, 2/19

Native religions and 
Standing Rock

Black Elk Speaks, part 4 
• Case study: Standing Rock 

class 16 
W, 2/21

Case Study 3. A, Wren Chapel Case study 
response
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class 17 
F, 2/23

African American 
religions in slavery

• Case Study 3.B 
• Raboteau, Canaan Land 

(11-28)

class 18 
M, 2/26

Religion and Politics 
in the Colonial and 
Founding Eras

Corbett, Politics and Religion 
in the United States, Ch.2 
(21-39) 

class 19 
W, 2/28

• Corbett, Ch. 2 (continued)  
• Case study

Case study 
response

class 20 
F, 3/2

American Religion and 
Politics from 
1800-1960

Corbett, Ch. 3 (40-51)

class 21 
M, 3/5

American Religion and 
Politics since the 
1960’s 

Corbett, Ch. 4 (52-64)

class 22 
W, 3/7

Civil Rights 
Movement, Nonviolent 
resistance as an inter- 
religious technology

• Martin Luther King Jr., 
Letter from Birmingham Jail 

class 23 
F, 3/9

Present findings from research 
paper

Research paper due

MWF, 3/12-16 Spring Break!

class 24 
M, 3/19

American Hindus Eck, Ch 3, part 1 Midterm exams due

class 25 
W, 3/21

Eck, Ch 3, part 2

class 26 
F, 3/23

Eck, Finish Ch 3

class 27 
M, 3/26

Case Study Case study 
response

class 28 
W, 3/28

American Buddhists Eck, Ch 4, part 1 

class 29 
F, 3/30

Eck, Ch 4, part 2

class 30 
M, 4/2

Eck, Finish Ch 4
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class 31 
W, 3/4

Case Study Case study 
response

class 32 
F, 3/6

American Muslims Eck, Ch 5, part 1

class 33 
M, 3/9

• Eck, Ch. 5, part 2 
• Case Study, Center of 

Dispute

Case study 
response

class 34 
W, 3/11

Eck, Ch. 5, part 3

class 35 
F, 3/13

• Eck, Ch 5, part 4 
• Case Study 

Case study 
response

class 36 
M, 3/16

Judaism in America Raphael, Judaism in America, 
Ch. 3, part 1

class 37 
W, 3/18

• Raphael, Ch 3, part 2 
• Case Study, “A Sign of 

Division”

Case study 
response

class 38 
F, 3/20

• Raphael, Ch 7 
• Case Study, “A question of 

membership”

Case study 
response

class 39 
M, 3/23

What’s holding us 
back?

Eck, ch 6, part 1

class 40 
W, 3/25

• Eck, ch 6, part 2 
• Case study

Case study 
response

class 41 
F, 3/27

Envisioning a new 
religious America

Eck, ch 7, part 1

class 42 
M, 3/30

• Eck, ch 7 part 2 
• Case study

Case study 
response

class 43 
W, 5/2

Pre-finals day, Last 
day of class

May 5-11 Final Exam Week Final paper due: 
May 8, 5 pm
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Class Participation Evaluation Rubric

Adapted from Mark A. Maddix, “Generating and Facilitating Effective Online Discussion,” in Best Practices of Online Education 
(ed. Mark A. Maddix, James R. Estep, and Mary E. Lowe; Charlotte, N.C.: Information Age Publishing, 2012), p. 119Adapted

10 —-9 
 points 

8——7 
 points

6——5 
 points

4———3 
points

2–—-1  
point

The student 
participates in 
the discussion 
in timely and 
substantive 
ways

The student 
participates in 
class discussion 
every day with 
comments that 
are on task and 
contribute in a 
substantive way 
to the 
conversation

The student 
participates in 
class discussion 
most days with 
comments that 
are on task and 
contribute in a 
substantive way 
to the 
conversation.

The student 
participates in 
class discussion 
less than half the 
time with 
comments that 
are on task and 
contribute in a 
substantive way 
to the 
conversation

The student 
participates in 
class discussion 
rarely with a 
comment that 
is on task and 
contributes in a 
substantive 
way to the 
conversation

The student 
does not 
participate or 
is not on task

In class 
discussions and 
writing 
responses the 
student 
demonstrates a 
substantial 
knowledge base 
from the 
assigned 
readings, 
presentations, 
and course 
content

The student’s 
contributions to 
discussions are 
clearly built on 
familiarity with 
and 
comprehension 
of assigned 
materials 
displaying 
higher levels of 
learning 
(analysis, 
synthesis)

The student’s 
comments are 
clearly built on 
familiarity with 
assigned 
materials but 
comprehension 
is slightly 
limited

The student’s 
comments are 
clearly built on 
some familiarity 
with assigned 
materials but 
comprehension 
is limited

The student’s 
comments are 
built on 
varying degrees 
of familiarity 
with assigned 
material and 
comprehension 
is quite limited

The student’s 
comments 
demonstrate a 
lack of 
familiarity 
with assigned 
materials and  
comprehension 
is severely 
limited

In class 
discussions the 
student 
demonstrates 
respect for 
different 
opinions and 
an engaged 
attitude

The student 
always 
demonstrates 
respect toward 
instructor/ 
classmates/
invited guests 
and 
consistently 
maintains an 
engaged 
attitude 

Most of the 
time the student 
demonstrates 
respect toward 
instructor/
classmates/ 
invited guests 
and is engaged 
the majority of 
the time

About half of 
the time the 
student 
demonstrates 
respect toward 
instructor/ 
classmates/ 
invited guests 
and is engaged 
some of the 
time, but may be 
distracted by 
phone or 
internet use

Less than half 
the time the 
student 
demonstrates 
respect toward 
instructor/ 
classmates/ 
invited guests, 
is generally not 
engaged, and 
may be 
distracted by 
phone or 
internet use

The student 
has failed to 
demonstrate 
respect toward 
instructor/
classmates/ 
invited guests, 
is generally not 
engaged, and/
or is 
consistently 
distracted by 
phone or 
computer us

Reading and 
case study 
responses are 
on topic, 
creative, 
substantive, 
and make clear 
reference to the 
text

Response 
entries are on 
topic, creative, 
substantive, 
and make clear 
reference to the 
text

Response entries 
are minimalistic 
not on topic, or 
lack reference to 
the text

Some missing 
entries
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