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RLG340H5S: Topics in Christianity 

Christianity in Contemporary North America 
 
 
 
 
 
Course Information 
Spring 2021, Friday 1:00 – 3:00 EST 
Recurring Zoom Link: https://utoronto.zoom.us/j/82417748600 
Instructor: Kyle Byron (he/him/his)  
Email: kyle.byron@mail.utoronto.ca  
Office Hours: Friday 12:00 – 1:00 EST (or by appointment) 
 
Course Description & Learning Outcomes 
What is North America? And is it Christian? Using these deceptively simple questions as a point 
of departure, this course introduces students to the historical and anthropological study of 
Christianity in North America. This course is not a survey of various forms of Christianity. Rather, 
it focuses on developing conceptual tools that will allow students to think critically about 
Christianity and its relationship to other categories of analysis, such as the nation, race, gender, 
language, law, and borders/borderlands. Along the way, students will carefully read and critically 
evaluate exemplary scholarly writing about Christianity and offer their own analyses of 
contemporary Christian images, words, and performances. This is an online course with 
synchronous and asynchronous elements. 
 
Course Materials 
You do not need to purchase any materials for this course. Book chapters and articles assigned in 
this course will be uploaded to Perusall (see “Assignment Descriptions” below). Purchasing hard 
copies is optional. For reference, book chapters will be drawn from the following texts: 
 
Blum, Edward, and Paul Harvey. The Color of Christ: The Son of God and the Saga of Race in 

America. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2012. 
 
Frederick, Marla F. Colored Television: American Religion Gone Global. Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2016.  
 
Harding, Susan. The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2000. 
 
Klassen, Pamela. The Story of Radio Mind: A Missionary’s Journey on Indigenous Land. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2018. 
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Lofton, Kathryn. Consuming Religion. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. 
 
Orsi, Robert A. History and Presence. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016. 
 
Peña, Elaine. Performing Piety: Making Space Sacred with the Virgin of Guadalupe. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2011. 
 
Plate, S. Brent, ed. Key Terms in Material Religion. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. 
 
Wenger, Tisa. Religious Freedom: The Contested History of an American Ideal. Chapel Hill: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2017. 
 
Overview of Assignments 

 
 
Assignment Descriptions 
 
Attendance & Participation 
We will meet synchronously every Friday from 1:00 – 3:00 EST on Zoom, unless otherwise noted 
on the course schedule. Attendance and participation are worth 20 points, or 20% of your final 
grade. 10 of these points will come from being present in our weekly meetings (1 point for each 
meeting). If you have a pet, please show us during attendance, so we can all say what a good girl 
or boy they are. The other 10 points will come from your participation in various activities during 
our meetings (1 point for each meeting). Over the course of the semester, we will meet 12 
times, which means you have two “free” weeks that you can miss—no questions asked—and still 
receive the full 20 points for attendance and participation. Your Attendance and Participation 
grade will be updated on QUERCUS at the end of the semester. Please feel free to contact me at 
any point during the semester if you want to check in about your Attendance and Participation 
grade. If you have questions or concerns about your ability to participate in synchronous learning 
(for example, related to technology or living arrangements), please contact me as soon as 
possible.  
 
Reading Together 
In this course, reading and annotating the assigned readings is worth 25 points, or 25% of your 
final grade. Each week, you will be assigned readings (typically between 30 and 50 pages). You 

Assignment Points Possible % of Final Grade
Attendance and Participation 20 20%
Reading Together 25 25%
Artifact Analysis I 15 15%
Artifact Analysis II 15 15%
Artifact Analysis III 15 15%
Artifact Analysis Showcase 10 10%
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should complete these readings before our meeting each week. Five times over the course of 
the semester, you will also annotate the assigned reading on Perusall, an application that allows 
us to annotate the same text as a group (https://perusall.com). You will need to create an 
account and enroll in our course using the course code: BYRON-N5BSE. You may choose which 
five weeks you want to do your annotations. Each week will be worth five points. Annotations 
are due by midnight the Thursday before class. The goal of this exercise is to create a starting 
point for our synchronous discussion by identifying sections of the text that are particularly 
interesting, or perhaps just confusing. As a result, this assignment can’t be turned in late. 
 
To receive the full five points for each annotation, you should carefully read the assigned reading 
and offer a substantial public comment on, or questions about, a particular section of the text 
(you may also reply to another student’s comment or question if they commented before you). 
To make a comment in Perusall, drop a “pin” next to the section of the text you want to 
annotate and hit the “comment” button. Once you are done writing your comment, hit submit 
to make it public. Other students will be able to read your comments, and I encourage you to 
read your peers’ comments before class as well. Your annotation should be roughly one 
paragraph. Try to identify key ideas in the reading and reflect upon them in detail, moving 
beyond simply agreeing or disagreeing. Your Reading Together grade will be updated weekly on 
QUERCUS. 
 
Artifact Analyses and Artifact Analysis Showcase 
Over the course of the semester, you will have the opportunity to use the concepts explored in 
the course to analyze contemporary Christian images, words, and performances that you are 
interested in. You are welcome to choose a self-evidently Christian painting, sermon, or ritual, 
but you may also choose an artifact from popular culture that is less obviously “Christian,” for 
example, the music video for Lady Gaga’s “Judas” or a monologue from the confessional booth 
of Bachelor in Paradise. Each artifact analysis has its own module in QUERCUS, which includes a 
detailed assignment description, rubric, and link to submit your analysis. For our final class 
together, students will curate and showcase the artifacts that they analyzed over the course of 
the semester. Your Artifact Analysis grades will be uploaded to QUERCUS within one week of 
submission. 
 
Course Schedule 
 

Course Introduction 
 
January 15, Week 1  
 No Readings. Please complete the tasks listed in the QUERCUS module for Week 1.  
 

Unit I: The Body of Christ 
 
January 22, Week 2 
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Maniura, Robert. “Icon (image).” In Key Terms in Material Religion, edited by S. Brent 
Plate, 111-117. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015.  
 
Blum, Edward and Paul Harvey. “Prologue” and “Introduction: The Holy Face of Race.” In 
The Color of Christ: The Son of God and the Saga of Race in America, 1-24. Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2012.  

 
January 29, Week 3 

Lindsey, Rachel McBride. “‘The Mirror of All Perfection’: Jesus and the Strongman in 
America, 1893-1920.” American Quarterly 68, no. 1 (2016): 23-47.  
 
Copage, Eric V. “Searching for a Jesus Who Looks More Like Me.” The New York Times. 
April 10, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/10/arts/design/jesus-christ-image-
easter.html.  

 
February 5, Week 4 

Orsi, Robert A. “Printed Presence.” In History and Presence, 113-161. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2016. 
 
Maldonado-Estrada, Alyssa J. “Tattoos as Sacramentals.” American Religion. 
https://american-religion.org/tattoo.   

 
February 7 

Artifact Analysis I Due by Midnight 
 

Unit II: Speaking and Believing 
 
February 12, Week 5 

Plate, S. Brent. “Words.” In Key Terms in Material Religion, edited by S. Brent Plate, 275-
280. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. 

 
Harding, Susan. “Speaking is Believing.” In The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist 
Language and Politics, 33-60. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000. 
 

February 19, Week 6  

All University of Toronto classes cancelled due to Reading Week.  
 
February 26, Week 7 

Frederick, Marla F. “Female Televangelists and the Gospel of Sexual Redemption.” In 
Colored Television: American Religion Gone Global, 87-114. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2016.  

 
March 5, Week 8 
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Klassen, Pamela E. “The Medium is the Medicine” and “Testimonies, Protocols, and 
Spiritual Stories.” In The Story of Radio Mind: A Missionary’s Journey on Indigenous Land, 
1-22 and 37-54. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018. 

 
March 7 

Artifact Analysis II Due by Midnight 
 

Unit III: Performance and Piety 
 

March 12, Week 9  
Grimes, Ronald L. “Ritual.” In Key Terms in Material Religion, edited by S. Brent Plate, 
173-178. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. 
 
Lofton, Kathryn. “Purifying America: Rites of Salvation in the Soap Campaign.” In 
Consuming Religion, 82-103. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. 

 
March 19, Week 10 

Peña, Elaine. “¡Qué risa me da! (Oh, how it makes me laugh!). In Performing Piety: 
Making Space Sacred with the Virgin of Guadalupe, 87-114. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2011. 

 
March 26, Week 11 

Wenger, Tisa. “Making Religion on the Reservation: Native Americans and the Settler 
Secular.” In Religious Freedom: The Contested History of an American Ideal, 101-142. 
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017. 
 
Kestler-D’Amours, Jillian. “What’s Behind Quebec’s Ban on Religious Symbols.” The 
Atlantic. July 16, 2019. https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/07/que 
bec-bans-religious- symbols/593998/.  

 
March 28 

Artifact Analysis III Due by Midnight 
 
April 9, Week 12 
 Artifact Analysis Showcase 

 
April 13-23 

Final Exam Period 
 
Course Policies 
 
Grading scheme 
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A+=90-100; A=85-89; A-=80-84; B+=77-79; B=73-76; B-= 70-72; C+=67-69; C=63-66; C-=60-62; 
D+=57-59; D=53-56; D-=50-52; F=49 or below. 
 
Grading Policy 
For each assignment in this course, a more detailed grading rubric can be found in the 
“Assignments” tab on Quercus. Grades will be uploaded to Quercus within one week of the 
assignment due date. 
 
Late submissions will not be accepted for comments and questions on the weekly readings. Late 
submissions will be accepted for artifact analyses at a penalty of 5% per day, up to one week. 
Submissions more than one week late will not be accepted. 
 
Equity & Accessibility 
The University of Toronto is committed to equity and respect for diversity. All students in this 
course should strive to create an atmosphere of mutual respect. As a course instructor, I will 
neither condone nor tolerate behavior that undermines the dignity or self-esteem of any 
individual in this course. Please notify me if you encounter any attempt to create an intimidating 
or hostile learning environment. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me or the 
University of Toronto Mississauga’s Equity and Diversity officer (edo.utm@utoronto.ca).  
 
Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. For more 
information about accommodations, you can visit the accessibility services website 
(https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/accessibility/), or book an appointment with an Accessibility 
Advisor by phone (905-569-4699) or email (access.utm@utoronto.ca).  
 
The University of Toronto also offers a variety of other resources for students, including 
academic resources (https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/utm-engage/academic-support/academic-
resources), health and counselling resources (https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/health/health-
counselling-centre), and writing resources (https://writing.utoronto.ca).  
 
Academic Integrity 
Students in this course are expected to adhere to the University of Toronto’s standards of 
academic integrity. Students can reference the University of Toronto’s Code of Behavior on 
Academic Matters for a comprehensive outline of these policies 
(https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/code-behaviour-academic-matters-
july-1-2019). If you have specific questions about academic integrity, please contact me. 
 
University Resources for Online Learning 
Students may request to opt out of use of any third-party software. Students are hereby 
informed that Quercus has been integrated with Turnitin, the online plagiarism detection tool. 
Please take note of the following legal statement: “Students agree that by taking this course all 
required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to Turnitin.com for 
the detection of plagiarism. All submitted papers will be included as source documents in the 
Turnitin.com reference database solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism of such papers. 



 7 

The terms that apply to the University’s use of the Turnitin.com service are described on the 
Turnitin.com web site.” 
 
Your Academic Rights 
You, as a student at UTM, have the right to: receive a syllabus by the first day of class; rely upon 
a syllabus once a course is started. An instructor may only change marks’ assignments by 
following the University Assessment and Grading Practices Policy provision 1.3; refuse to use 
turnitin.com (you must be offered an alternative form of submission); have access to your 
instructor for consultation during a course or follow up with the department chair if the 
instructor is unavailable; ask the person who marked your term work for a re-evaluation if you 
feel it was not fairly graded. You have up to one month from the date of return of the item to 
inquire about the mark. If you are not satisfied with a re-evaluation, you may appeal to the 
instructor in charge of the course if the instructor did not mark the work. If your work is 
remarked, you must accept the resulting mark. You may only appeal a mark beyond the 
instructor if the term work was worth at least 20% of the course mark; receive at least one 
significant mark (15% for H courses, 25% for Y courses) before the last day you can drop a course 
for H courses, and the last day of classes in the first week of January for Y courses taught in the 
Fall/Winter terms; submit handwritten essays so long as they are neatly written; have no 
assignment worth 100% of your final grade; not have a term test worth 25% or more in the last 
two weeks of class; retain intellectual property rights to your research; receive all your 
assignments once graded; view your final exams. To see a final exam, you must submit an online 
Exam Reproduction Request within 6 months of the exam. There is a small non-refundable fee; 
Privacy of your final grades; Arrange for representation from Downtown Legal Services (DLS), a 
representative from the UTM Students’ Union (UTMSU), and/or other forms of support if you are 
charged with an academic offence. 
 
Accommodations for Religious Observances 
Please review the University’s Policy on Accommodation on Scheduling of Classes and 
Examinations and other Accommodations for Religious Observances 
(https://www.viceprovoststudents.utoronto.ca/policies-guidelines/accommodation-religious/). If 
you know that religious observances, travel, holidays, or other personal commitments will make 
it difficult for you to complete an assignment on its due date, then it is up to you to submit a 
request to the instructor at least five (5) days in advance. 


