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Religion and the Courts, revised 

Sample Syllabus 
 

Dr. Julie Ingersoll       Phone: 620-3738  

Email: jingerso@unf.edu      Office in Building 10, 2333 

Office Hours:  

 

Course Description 
 

This course is designed to give you an overview of the legal relationship between church and state in the 

US.  We will begin with a discussion of American Civil Religion and an exploration of the distinction 

between the “religion of the state” and the “religion of the nation.”  This will inform our discussion of 

arguments about The Founders and their intentions regarding church and state.   We will then look at the 

process by which the legal understanding of the constitutional provisions regarding religion has developed 

in the courts over time, and examine current examples of free exercise and no establishment conflicts. 

 

 

On-Line Component 
 

This course is designed as a hybrid between a traditional face-to-face course and an online course.  

Students (and Professors!) sometimes think that on-line courses will be much less work than traditional 

face to face courses; before you begin this course you need to understand that that is not the case.  We 

will cover the same amount of material we would cover in any upper level course. I expect student to 

devote 2-3 hours of preparation time for each hour we spend together in class (for what its worth I spend 

much more than that). That means that you should set aside 9-12 hours per week for this course.  In some 

weeks we will meet twice, in others we will only meet on campus once and you will be expected to use 

that time on another activity.  Because this is a technologically based course, to successfully complete it 

you must have  

 

1) regular access to a computer and the internet.  

2) the necessary computer skills to navigate blackboard and complete your assignments. 

3) a level of self-discipline that will allow you to be engaged in the class material at least three or 

four times per week (I estimate about twelve hours of work total per week). 

 

 

Required Books and Readings 

 

Peter Irons, God on Trial Viking 2007  

Gary Laderman , American Civil Religion, Fortress Press 2011 (e-book available for download here: 

http://store.augsburgfortress.org/store/product/18130/American-Civil-Religion) 

Ronald B. Flowers, That Godless Court John Knox 1994 

 

 

Suggested Additional Books, Readings and a Documentary 

 

Winnifred Sullivan The Impossibility of Religious Freedom Princeton 2005 and   

Prison Religion: Faith-Based Reform and the Constitution  Princeton, 2011 

Stephen K. Green, The Second Disestablishment Oxford, 2010 

Lauri Lebo The Devil in Dover The New Press, 2008 

http://store.augsburgfortress.org/store/product/18130/American-Civil-Religion
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Six-part documentary from PBS First Freedom, http://video.pbs.org/program/first-freedom/ 

 

 

Course Requirements 
 

Your final course grade for this class will be the average of five equally weighted components: 

three tests and the written results of two projects.   

 

The tests include both “objective” questions and short answer essays; they are not cumulative.   

 

For the first project you will work in a group to adjudicate a current church-state case; this 

semester we will use a case arising from perceived religious objections to the Affordable Care Act 

(Obamacare). Your group will function as a court and issue a ruling with an argument that demonstrates 

your mastery of the relevant precedents as well as the processes by which rulings are made.  If you are in 

agreement and wish to receive a group grade, you may issue a singular “majority opinion.”  If you wish 

individual grades you may write, in the context of your group a concurring or dissenting opinion for 

which you alone will be graded.  If you want an individual grade you must decide that at the beginning of 

the writing of the decision(s).  If you are not clear on the process for receiving an individual grade please 

see me well before papers are turned in….not after! 

 

For the second project you will also work in groups, this time to produce a wiki of resources and 

material on a number of church-state cases around the country.  You can use the wiki that I produced for 

our case study of the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) as a model.  You should limit cutting and pasting 

to a few select quotes and links.  You need to read the resources you find and write about the 

developments as you would in a term paper, noting what type of source you are citing.  It’s very 

important that you distinguish between reporting sources and advocacy sources, such that what you 

produce is a helpful resource and not an ideological manifesto (for or against). 

 

You will find a rubric in the Course Documents section of blackboard that should give you an 

idea of how I will assess your written work and what type of work constitutes an A, a B a C and so on. 

 

 It is imperative that you come to class and that you come prepared to participate in our discussion of 

the course materials.  Your grade will depend on it.  When I say that you should "be prepared" for each 

class, I mean that you should have completed the assignments for the day and that you should have spent 

some time reflecting on these assignments and their significance for the issues we are discussing.  

Meaningful participation requires that you engage constructively with the ideas presented in the readings, by 

me, and by your fellow students.  

  

Course Guidelines 

 

 Classroom etiquette: you are expected to be in your seat on time for class.  If you come in after I 

have taken attendance, I will not go back and mark you present. Late-comers are distracting and any student 

who is repeatedly late for class will be asked to remain outside.  For the hour and fifteen minutes we have 

together you should be entirely present; not  checking email, texting, carrying on a conversation with a 

classmate apart from our shared conversation, getting up to leave the room, sharpening your pencils, 

throwing away trash etc. 

 

 I rarely accept excuses for late work.  If you encounter an absolutely unavoidable problem in 

meeting a deadline for an assignment, see me as early as possible; do not assume that you will be permitted 

to make up missed work.  The earlier I know about it the less it looks like poor planning and the more 

http://video.pbs.org/program/first-freedom/
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sympathetic I am likely to be.  However, computer problems and the like are inevitable and you should plan 

for them.  Should extensions/make-ups be granted grades on those assignments would be significantly 

reduced.  

 

 In accordance with the editorial policy and practice with the majority of publications in our field, I 

require that students in my classes make use of gender inclusive language.  The terms "man," "mankind," 

and so forth, and the pronoun "he" are not considered generic.  This applies to references to human beings 

only; references to deity (and, of course, all material attributed to others) should be true to the usage of those 

about whom you write. 

 

 Plagiarism (the using of another's ideas and/or words without proper citation) is a serious offense 

and it occurs, perhaps most often, inadvertently.  Be careful to keep track of your sources while doing 

research because even inadvertent plagiarism will result in a failing grade for that assignment.  In serious 

cases of plagiarism I reserve the right to assign a failing grade for the course. 

  

 Finally, please take advantage of my office hours to get whatever help you need. You are not, 

however, limited to my office hours.  Feel free to come by my office at other times as well; if I am there, 

you are welcome.  If you cannot meet me at the times I have set aside, I will make arrangements to 

meet with you.  Just ask. 

 

 

SCHEDULE OF CLASS MEETINGS: 

 

 

WEEK ONE: meet both sessions 

 

 Introduction to the course & each other, read and discuss McCutcheon 

 IN CLASS: What does the U.S. Constitution say about religion and why are we still 

fighting about it?  

 David Barton: America as a Christian Nation and its implications for the First 

Amendment 

READ/WATCH: http://www.npr.org/2012/08/02/157777697/cue-the-tape-how-david-

barton-sees-the-world 

In CLASS: My lecture built on http://www.pfaw.org/sites/default/files/rww-in-focus-

david-barton-5-3-11.pdf 

“literally”  http://www.rightwingwatch.org/content/fifth-time-david-barton-falsely-

claims-constitution-full-direct-quotations-out-bible 

 

 

 

WEEK TWO: meet both sessions 

 

  David Barton and Religious Freedom 

READ:http://www.religiondispatches.org/dispatches/julieingersoll/4713/the_limits_of_da

vid_barton%27s_%22freedom_of_religion%22_argument/ 

READ Amicus Brief PDF http://wildhunt.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/Amicus-

Brief.pdf 

 

 Founding era: constitutionalism and the issues with “the founders” and “original 

intent” 

http://www.npr.org/2012/08/02/157777697/cue-the-tape-how-david-barton-sees-the-world
http://www.npr.org/2012/08/02/157777697/cue-the-tape-how-david-barton-sees-the-world
http://www.pfaw.org/sites/default/files/rww-in-focus-david-barton-5-3-11.pdf
http://www.pfaw.org/sites/default/files/rww-in-focus-david-barton-5-3-11.pdf
http://www.rightwingwatch.org/content/fifth-time-david-barton-falsely-claims-constitution-full-direct-quotations-out-bible
http://www.rightwingwatch.org/content/fifth-time-david-barton-falsely-claims-constitution-full-direct-quotations-out-bible
http://www.religiondispatches.org/dispatches/julieingersoll/4713/the_limits_of_david_barton%27s_%22freedom_of_religion%22_argument/
http://www.religiondispatches.org/dispatches/julieingersoll/4713/the_limits_of_david_barton%27s_%22freedom_of_religion%22_argument/
http://wildhunt.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/Amicus-Brief.pdf
http://wildhunt.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/Amicus-Brief.pdf
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 READ: Laderman Introduction  

American Civil Religion by Gary Laderman, ebook from Fortress Press available 

for download here: 

http://store.augsburgfortress.org/store/product/18130/American-Civil-Religion 

You will need to use Firefox as a browser and download this EPUB reader 

https://addons.mozilla.org/en-us/firefox/addon/epubreader/      

 

 

WEEK THREE: meet only Thursday session 

 

 Secular State Religious Nation?  Understanding Civil Religion and the Role of 

Religion in America 

READ: Laderman Parts 1, 2, 3 

 

Post in the Blackboard  discussion board for our class (see the “rules” in Documents 

section of  Blackboard) 

1. What is the difference between the Nation and the State in the U.S.? 

2. The author argues that there is a “civil religion” in America that is distinct from 

those religious traditions we typically think of. Who are the two main thinkers 

who are the source of this idea? 

3. What are the characteristics of this civil religion? 

4. Can you envision a way in which this concept might fill the space between those 

who think America was founded as Christian in the way 21st century Protestants 

mean it and those who think it was founded devoid of religion the way 21st 

century secularists mean it? 

 

 Meet to Discuss Civil Religion as a rubric for understanding the relationship between 

religion and civil society in the US 

 

 

WEEK  FOUR: meet both sessions 

 

  First test   

 

   Church-State Jurisprudence: How the courts work  

READ: Flowers, 1-8 PDF 

 

 

WEEK FIVE: meet both sessions 

 

  The First Amendment: Free Exercise 

READ: Flowers 20-44 PDF and Employment Division v Smith PDF 

 

  Finish Free Exercise discussion, Introduce Court Projects* 

This is a very important session.  We will organize groups for a court project that will be 

an important part of your grade.  If you must miss this class DO NOT try to organize on 

your own. Contact me (preferable beforehand) to make sure you do not get left behind. 

 

 

 

http://store.augsburgfortress.org/store/product/18130/American-Civil-Religion
https://addons.mozilla.org/en-us/firefox/addon/epubreader/
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WEEK SIX: meet together as a class Tuesday only 

 

  The First Amendment: Establishment 

READ: Irons Chapter One and Two 

 

  READ: Wiki in Blackboard 

Spend this sessions familiarizing yourself on the First Amendment  issues associated with 

the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). This controversy will serve as both a model for 

the student’s wiki project as well as the “Playing Court” project.  

 

 

WEEK SEVEN: meet together as a class Tuesday, Meet in Groups Thursday 

 

   Meet as a class to discuss ACA and Court Project 

 

  Meet in groups to discuss the case and select a Chief Justice 

 

 

WEEK EIGHT: Meet together as a class on Tuesday session  only 

 

 Case Study: On-going school prayer cases 

READ: Irons Chapter 5 

 

***YOU MUST NOTIFY Me today if you wish to write a dissenting or concurring 

opinion for a separate grade. 

 

 Write your individual preliminary analyses of the challenge to ACA and share it with the  

members of your court no later than 6:00 PM today 

 

 

 

WEEK NINE: meet together as a class Tuesday session only 

 

  Case Study: Religious Landmarks and the Ten Commandments 

READ: Irons Chapter 6 

 

  Final session to pull together your Court rulings  

 

 

 

WEEK TEN: Meet together as a class on Tuesday session only 

 

  Court Ruling papers due, discussion  

  Set up Wiki Projects 

 

TH 3/14 Wiki: begin your research collecting information on the case you’ve chosen 

 

 

WEEK ELEVEN: Meet together as a class on Tuesday session  only 
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T 3/26  Case Study: Freedom FROM Religion? ‘Under God’ in The Pledge of Allegiance 

READ: Irons Chapter 7 

 

 Wiki: You should have your wiki posted by 6:00 PM today 

 

 

WEEK TWELVE: Meet together as a class on Tuesday session  only 

 

  Case Study: Creationism and Intelligent Design 

READ: Irons Chapter 8 

 

 Wiki: add an alternative perspective or additional material to two of your classmates’ 

Wikis 

 

 

WEEK THIRTEEN: meet in class both sessions 

 

  TBA 

 

  Third Test 

 

 

WEEK FOURTEEN: meet in class both sessions 

 

  Students share their wiki projects with the class 

 

  Students share their wiki projects with the class 

 

 


