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AMERICAN POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS AND RELIGION 

RS 255 

Fall 2017 
 

WHEN & WHERE WE MEET:  Mondays & Wednesday, 9:30-10:45 in Sierra Hall 192 

PROFESSOR: R. C. Rodman, PhD   

EMAIL: rrodman@csun.edu 

OFFICE HOURS: Mon & Weds 8:45-9:15am and 11:00am-12:15pm in Santa Susanna Hall 219  

 

What is this class about?   

Why is a strict separation between church and state in the US?  And why is it that religion and politics seem to mix 

anyway?  In this class you will gain a valuable historical perspective on those questions, and also have a chance to 

explore some current examples of the interplay between religion and politics in the US.  We will begin well before the 

formation of the US and proceed chronologically through the course, examining concrete situations that will challenge 

us to think critically about the sometimes unexpected role of religion in nation making and statecraft. This course 

satisfies the Title V United States Constitution requirement and the California State and Local Government 
requirement.   

 

What books do I need?  

 Rodman, ed., Ever the Twain Shall Meet: Religion & Politics in the U.S. (San Diego: Cognella Academic 

Publishing, 2015), ISBN: 978-1-62661-312-6   

 Corbett and Corbett, Politics and Religion in the United States, 2nd edition (New York: Routledge, 2014). 

ISBN 978-0-415-64463-1  

 Primary texts and readings posted on Moodle.  

 

How will this course help you succeed in college and beyond?  
What you learn to do in this class is to think, read, and write better and more critically – about anything, not just 

religion and the media.  Those are transferable skills that you can take with you and use in other college courses. Later, 

after you graduate, you will find these same skills put you head and shoulders above other job applicants.   

 

How will I succeed in this course?  

It’s pretty simple, really. 

1. Engagement (15 points):  Come to each class having read the assigned materials and actively engage the 

material in every class session. Learning – real learning – often requires that you step out of your comfort 

zone. You will have a variety of opportunities to share what you think in small groups, and to have debates and 

discussions.  Deep engagement looks like this:  

 Remaining consistently engaged in each class session (not being late or absent; not texting or checking 

Facebook). 

 Actively practicing new skills and ideas and taking a constructively critically approach. 

 Being collegial with your colleagues in the course by offering helpful and constructive feedback. 

At least once, usually around the mid-point of the semester, I will ask you for a self-assessment of your 

engagement and I will offer you feedback.  Since this is a part of your grade, this is an opportunity to consider 

how to improve or tweak your efforts.  

2. Discussion Questions: (25) Five times you will produce a finely crafted set of answers to a set of questions 

about the readings.  

3. Close reading papers (45 points):  Over the course of the term, you will choose three texts upon which to 

focus and about which you produce a close reading paper. Missed deadlines will reduce your grade so it is 
best to avoid this scenario.  Writing is hard.  It is always wise to get some help on your papers BEFORE 

turning them in. You can get help from the Writing Center at CSUN’s Learning Resource Center, which is on 

the third floor of Oviatt Library.  

4. Presentation (15 points): A final group presentation and collaborative paper/script on a First Amendment 

Court case. 

  

http://www.csun.edu/undergraduate-studies/learning-resource-center/university-writing-center-and-freshman-tutor-lab
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SCHEDULE 

 

What is the First Amendment? Is America A Christian Nation?  

Week of 8/28 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday Introduction to the course 

Buy the course textbooks 

Foundation questions 

Interview assignment 

Wednesday Read: Rodman, Intro (ix-xi) 

Read: Corbett, An Overview (1-20) 

 

 

How/why was America invented? Who gets rights?  Who gives them?   

Week of 9/4 What to Read/Do Assignments 

NO CLASS ON 

MONDAY 9/4 

LABOR DAY 

  

Wednesday Read: Rodman, ed., pp. 1-23 

Read: Corbett, 24-35 

 

A-I Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Week of 9/11   

Monday Read: Rodman, pp. 27-55 

Read: Corbett, pp 35-43 

 

J-R Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.   

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

What did liberty mean for early colonists?  Liberty for what, for whom, and from what?  

Week of 9/18 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 59-68 

Read: Corbett, pp. 44-53 

S-Z Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.   

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

TURN IN A CLOSE READING ESSAY any time before Sept. 24th 
 

Why did the framers of the Constitution studiously avoid religion? 

Week of 9/25 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 69-79 

Read Corbett, pp. 53-63 

A-I  Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Wednesday Read: Garry Wills, NYT essay “A Child of The 

Enlightenment”  

Close reading, The Constitution 

“An Annotated Constitution”  

 

What is the Second Great Awakening?  How do politics and religion intersect in it?  

Week of 10/2 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 83-96  

Read:  Corbett, pp. 64-top of 67 

 J-R Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

How did California become a state? Was California’s approach to freedom of religion the same as the national 

Constitution? What compromises were made for statehood, and why were they necessary?  

Week of 10/9 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 97-105 

Read: California’s Constitution, selections on 

Moodle 

S-Z  Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 
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TURN IN A CLOSE READING ESSAY ANY TIME BEFORE 10/15 
 

How can folks who all purport to be Christian differ so much on the issue of slavery?  Did Abraham Lincoln 

change his mind? 

Week of 10/16 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman 109-127 

Read: Corbett, pp. 69-74 

A-I Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

What enabled women to be, and in what ways were they, influential in politics even though they couldn’t vote?  

What “weapons” did they use to engage in politics? 

Week of 10/23 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 131-141 Read: Corbett, pp. 

72-74  

J-R  Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.   

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

What is “Civil Religion”?  

Week of 10/30 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday 

 

Read: Rodman, pp. 145-154 

Read:  Corbett, pp. middle of 84-92  

S-Z Do the discussion questions; 

bring them with you to class.  

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

What is the Civil Rights Movement?  What resistance was faced by JFK & MLK?  

Week of 11/6 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday Read: Rodman, pp. 155-167 

 

EVERYONE Do the discussion 

questions; bring them with you to 

class. 

Wednesday Focus Text Close reading 

 

TURN IN CLOSE READING PAPER ANYTIME BEFORE 11/20 

 

Back to the First Amendment  

Week of 11/20 What to Read/Do Assignments 

Monday Read: Rodman, pp. 171-180 

Read:  Corbett, pp. 123-177 

EVERYONE: Do the discussion 

questions; bring them with you to 

class. 

Wednesday  NO CLASS MEETING NO CLASS MEETING 

Week of 11/27 FIRST AMENDMENT PROJECTS  

Monday First Amendment Projects  Work independently in groups 

Wednesday First Amendment Projects Work independently in groups 

Week of 12/4 First Amendment Projects Assignments 

Monday First Amendment Projects PRESENTATIONS 

Wednesday First Amendment Projects PRESENTATIONS 

 
The Fine Print 

Written Work:  All papers must meet basic scholarly standards appropriate for university level work. Not only does this 

include proper grammar, punctuation, and syntax, but also serious reflection on your topic. There are many sources to help 

you with your writing assignments. By all means, take advantage of the Writing Center on the third floor of the library.  

Late work: Will be docked a full grade for every day late.   

Plagiarism/Cheating:  Any evidence of plagiarism will result in a failing grade, certainly for the item plagiarized, but also 

for the course. Plagiarism is one form of cheating, but not the only one.  Other examples include “borrowing” stealing, 
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buying or otherwise procuring papers and exams, or having someone else take an exam or write an essay for which you take 

credit. All instances of cheating will result no credit for the assignment and follow up with the Dean’s office. 

Special Accommodations: If you have a documented learning disability and/or a physical disability and need special 

accommodations in order to complete course requirements, please make sure the instructor is informed. I will happily work 

with you and DRES to arrange suitable accommodations.  

Contact with the Professor:  Please take advantage of my office hours. I don’t bite, and I am here to help you.   

 

Student Learning Outcomes and Title V 

Title V: United States Constitution and Government and California State and Local 

Government Evaluation Criteria: 

• US-2 Criterion 1 Course content teaches the political philosophies of the framers of the Constitution. 

• US-2 Criterion 2 Course content teaches the operation of United States political process and institutions under the 

US Constitution. 

• US-2 Criterion 3 Course content teaches the rights and obligations of individual citizens in the political system 

established under the US Constitution. 

• US-3 Criterion 1 Course content addresses the Constitution of the State of California. 

• US-3 Criterion 2 Course content addresses the nature and processes of California state and local government. 

• US-3 Criterion 3 Course content addresses the relationships between the US government and California’s state and 

local governments. 

Student Learning Outcomes: Students will: 

 understand the development of United States and California political ideals, institutions, and processes; 

 understand citizens’ rights and obligations established by the United States and California constitutions; 

 understand the structures and processes of federal, California, and local governments; 

 understand federal and state constitutional guarantees of religious freedom and the history of legislative and 

judicial efforts to apply the principle of religious freedom; 

 understand the role of religion in public life in the United States, California, and local municipalities, including 

its role in both political debate and public and private education; 

 describe and analyze the histories of the United States and California over significant time periods; 

 explain the principles and major provisions of the Constitutions of the United States and California; 

 compare United States and California political institutions and practices; 

 describe and examine the histories and development of political institutions as related to diverse peoples in the 

United States and California 

Grading 

 Discussion Questions: 25 points  

 Close readings: 45 points 

 Engagement: 15 

 First Amendment Group Project: 15 

TOTAL:  100 Points 

Letter Grade Allocation 

 93-100    A 

 90-92   A- 

 87-89   B+ 

 83-86   B 

 80-82   B- 

 77-79   C+ 

 73-76   C 

 70-72   C- 

 60-69   D 


