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Religion 385: Contemporary American Catholicism 
Fall 2013 

 
Katherine Dugan 
Wednesdays, 1:00pm-3:30pm 
Religious Studies Seminar Room, Crowe 4-138 
 
kdugan@u.northwestern.edu 
605-868-1706 (not after 10pm, please) 
Office Hours: Thursdays, 10:30-12:30, Crowe 5-148 and by appointment 
 
Introduction 
The hierarchy of the Catholic Church elected a new pope, Pope Francis this past March 
2013. By happy coincidence for Americans, this dramatic event coincided with the 
NCAA’s March Madness.  In the lead-up to the secretive voting process, called a 
conclave, the young adult ministry organization, Busted Halo, hosted “Papal Madness.” 
People voted for their preferred 
pope on Facebook.  After a tight 
final round between Cardinal 
Timothy Dolan of New York and 
Late-night Comedian (and NU 
grad) Stephen Colbert, Colbert 
was elected and the Internet 
declared, “Habemus Falsum 
Papam” (We have a False Pope!).   
 
“Papal Madness” was a humorous 
and approachable teaching tool 
that engaged young adults in the 
secret-shrouded-election process of the conclave. Funny, yes; but as humor often does, it 
gestures to important questions:  Why is Stephen Colbert arguably the most popular 
American Catholic? What about Catholicism and/or American culture make that possible? 
 
Robert Orsi has written that American Catholics have always—and do—stand “slightly 
askew” from American culture. Orsi is pointing out that Catholics have never quite 
conformed to “American” expectations of religion. This relationship between Catholicism 
and the U.S. will be an ongoing theme of the course.  One way of thinking about what 
Orsi means here is to ask: are we spending this quarter studying Catholics in American or 
American Catholicism? 
 
Commentaries on the Contemporary American Catholic scene are divisive and polarized: 
Are young adults leaving the pews in droves or are they overly concerned with following 
the rules? Have nuns active in social justice forgotten their call to serve the Church or are 
they creating a new vision of Church?  Is the hierarchy’s opposition to birth control 
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alienating or attracting people?  Has the sex abuse crisis ended respect for all priests? This 
course aims to push through these polarizing debates by understanding what is at stake in 
them and by paying close attention to how people live out their Catholicism in the 
contemporary United States. (For the sake of this course, “contemporary” refers to the past 
fifteen years: 1998-2013.) 
 
This course is organized as a series of case studies designed to analyze particular topics in 
Contemporary American Catholicism. Throughout the course, we will pay attention to 
contested meanings of what people mean whey they say “I’m Catholic” and analyze how 
American Catholics perform their Catholicism. Our seminars will discuss the historical 
context of these topics. We will also be on the watch for the ways scholars of religion talk 
about and describe American Catholicism. 
 
Course Objectives 
I have three types of goals for this course: content, theoretical, and academic skills.  
Content-wise, I have developed this course with the intent that you be able to have 
engaging and thoughtful discussions about American Catholicism. Theoretically, I want 
you to walk away from this course having thought about what religion is and why you 
think so. Part of this is a question of where you come down on debates over what counts 
as religious, religion, religions. Finally, it is important that you have the chance to practice 
discussing and writing skills this quarter—these are the academic and life skills to take 
away from this course.   
 
During this quarter, you will: 
− Use popular portrayals and perceptions of American Catholicism to analyze and 

interpret the current American Catholic landscape. 
− Compare and contrast a variety of approaches to being Catholic in America. 
− Identify and analyze major “hot-button” issues (e.g. birth control, same-sex marriage, 

women) in American Catholicism by understanding what makes them contentious. 
− Synthesize and reflect on the meaning of “religion” as a theoretical construct and 

historical reality. 
 
Assessment 
Class participation and attendance: 20%  
Because this course is a seminar, my grading emphasizes the quality of your participation 
in class.  Each week, I ask that you come to seminar with a discussion question or two 
printed out—I’ll collect these and may ask you to share them during our discussion. I will 
occasionally provide comments on these and give them back to you. I understand that 
some people have difficulty discussing texts in class and that the seminar format is not the 
best way of learning for everyone. If this is true for you, please let me know. I am open to 
discussing other ways for you to be participating in the course. 
 
If you have to be absent from class, please let me know as soon as possible.  Because we 
only meet once a week, any unexcused absence will lower your grade. 
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Student Presentations & Student-led Discussion, in small groups: 10% 
During Week 1, I’ll send out a Google form to organize small-group presentations.  
During the second-half of six of our seminars, each group will give a media-informed 
presentation on the topic of the week. The goal of these is to think academically about 
how Catholicism is presented in America.  Where, for example, do you see or hear about 
nuns in pop culture?  How are these women portrayed by news outlets and why is that so?  
The driving question here is: What does this portrayal teach us about American 
Catholicism in the first 15 years of this century?  
Each small group will: 

(1) Present (roughly 10 minutes) the material, relating it with the reading for the day 
(2) Provide discussion questions to start discussion.  

Please email me a draft of your presentation at least by Tuesday at noon, so that I can 
know how to plan around your content. 
 
Writing Assignments:  70%  
This course has four paper assignments.  Please submit all papers to SafeAssign on 
Blackboard and print out a hard copy, delivered to the Religious Studies office in Crowe 
Hall, 5th Floor. All papers should be in Times New Roman, size 12 with 1” margins. 
1. Contemporary American Catholicism Memo, 5 pages (15%) 

Memo Due: Friday of Week 4 (October 18) by 4:15pm. 
Part of what we will be doing throughout this course is watching where/how/if religion 
and culture interact and co-constitute each other.  This assignment is to pick a piece of 
Contemporary American Catholicism that you have observed and analyze it through 
the lens of one of the topics we will have covered to this point: prayer, ethnicity, age.  
 
Maybe you grew up Catholic or maybe your grandparents have a rosary. Maybe you 
love Notre Dame football. Maybe you follow Catholic Memes on Facebook. Maybe 
your best friend converted to or from Catholicism last year. Maybe you don’t 
understand why the American news media is obsessed with Pope Francis. I am asking 
you to draw on your experience of Contemporary American Catholicism and think ask 
yourself what that teaches you about prayer, ethnicity or age in Catholicism.  For 
example: Why is praying the rosary different for a 20-year-old woman than her 80-
year-old grandparents in 2013? Is Notre Dame football an example of Catholic prayer?  
Why does the Virgin Mary look different among different groups of people? 
 
This is called a memo because I do not expect you to do outside research, though I 
encourage you to draw on our class readings and discussions. 
 

2. Field Visit and Reflection Paper, 4-5 pages (15%) 
Complete field visit by class on November 6. 
Paper Due: Friday of Week 7 (November 8) by 4:15pm. 
Catholicism is a religion of doing. This assignment asks you to attend a Catholic Mass 
and write a critical reflection about it.  We will be talking more in class about what it 
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means to attend a religious event from an academic perspective, but this assignment is 
not a visit for worship. Please visit this website before you go: 
http://pluralism.org/research/guidelines.php.  I do not, in any way, expect you to 
participate personally/religiously/spiritually in the service, nor do I expect you to 
accept or believe what you will see and hear at Catholic Mass. Consider this 
assignment a form of anthropological research. This will give you a chance to see how 
one group of Catholics prays the Mass. Part of the goal here is for you to think about 
what counts as religion and how you know it when you see it. Why, for example, is 
attending Catholic Mass religion and watching the Colbert Report not? Or, is it? What’s 
the difference (or similarity) between Mass at Sheil Catholic Center and Bears game?  
 
I will provide schedules and multiple opportunities for you to visit, including at least 
two times when you may attend with me/others in the class. Please complete the visit 
by class time on November 6, so we may have a discussion about it before you turn in 
your papers on Friday, November 8. 
 

3. Interview with an American Catholic Essay, 4-5 pages (15%) 
Complete Interview by class on November 20. 
Essay Due: Wednesday, November 27 by 4:15pm. 
The study of religion is always made more interesting and complicated by the careful 
work of trying to understand how practitioners experience their religious traditions and 
identities. I want you to identify someone in your life who is Catholic and willing to be 
interviewed about what it means to be Catholic. (If you need referrals, see me). The 
goal of this interview is to have a fine-grained, individual perspective on American 
Catholicism. Some possible questions: How does this person practice Catholicism? 
What do they think about the Church teachings? If they disagree with any teachings, 
how do they square that with saying, “I am Catholic?” Will they raise their kids 
Catholic? Did they grow up Catholic? How is how they are Catholic now different than 
when they grew up? You can design the questions (we will discuss how to do this in 
class), but keep in mind that the question of the essay you will right is: What does it 
mean to say “I am Catholic” in 2013 United States?  
 
The assignment is not a recap of the interview. Instead, use this interview to write an 
essay about being Catholic in the contemporary U.S.  Please complete the interview by 
class on November 20, so we can discuss them before you complete the essay. 
 

4. Final Synthesis Essay, 8-10 pages (25%) 
Essay Due: Tuesday, December 10 by 4:15pm 
Topic: What is American Catholicism? Who are American Catholics?  
This paper is a synthesis of what we have been thinking about this quarter.  I do not 
expect you to do any outside research (though, if you would like suggestions for further 
reading on a particular topic, I’m happy to provide suggestions). I will provide a rubric 
in October.  
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The aim of this paper is for you to think through the course and synthesize the readings 
and discussions we have had throughout the quarter. The question of the paper is 
open-ended and intended for you to think creatively about how to answer the question 
(or even if it should be answered):  What is American Catholicism? Who are American 
Catholics? What matters to American Catholics? And why? 
 
In approaching this question, you might think about some of the varieties of “American 
Catholicism” we have studied. How are they related (or not)? You might draw on your 
own experiences in or observing Catholicism in America. You might challenge the 
very nature of an “American Catholicism” or you might argue for the term’s descriptive 
ability. Is there such a thing as American Catholicism? What matters to American 
Catholics? Why do they fight about hot-button issues? I am interested in where you 
come down on some of the questions we have raised throughout the course of the 
quarter.  This can be a personal essay, but it must not be confessional or simply telling 
me about your love or hate of Catholicism.   It should reflect both your carefully and 
well-informed opinion and you must critically engage at least five readings from the 
course.  
 

COURSE READINGS 
This course is a seminar that will rely heavily on your participation in discussion each 
week.  The course readings are a mix of primary and secondary sources. With each 
reading, I will provide three or four questions to help guide your reading. These are 
intended to help you get into the material, not limit what you engage in the text. Use them 
as they help you.   
 
All readings, except Nabhan-Warren’s The Virgin of El Barrio have been compiled in a 
virtual course pack. The Virgin of El Barrio is available through the library as an e-book, or 
you can purchase it at a discounted rate on Amazon. 

 
COURSE OUTLINE 

 
Week 1, September 25: Introductions 
Introduction to the Study of Religion & to Contemporary American Catholicism 
 
Reading: 
− Orsi, Robert A. Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and 

the Scholars Who Study Them (2006), Introduction (pp. 1-19) 
− Smith, J.Z., “Religion, Religions, Religious” from Mark Taylor, Critical Terms for 

Religious Studies (1998) (pp. 269-94) 
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Week 2, October 2: Prayer 
Reading:  
− Chinnici, Joseph. “The Catholic Community at Prayer, 

1926-76” (pp. 9-88) in Habits of Devotion (2005). 
− Orsi, Robert A. “The Infant of Prague's Nightie: The 

Devotional Origins of Contemporary Catholic Memory,” 
U.S. Catholic Historian, Vol. 21, No. 2, Memory and 
History (Spring, 2003), pp. 1-18.  

− Orsi, “Holy Cards” (2013): 
http://forums.ssrc.org/ndsp/2013/04/08/holy-cards/  

− Visit and explore: http://www.loyolapress.com/3-minute-
retreats-daily-online-prayer.htm  

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Week 3, October 9: Ethnicity 
Reading:  
− Nabhan-Warren, Kristy. The Virgin of El Barrio: Marian Apparitions, Catholic 

Evangelizing, and Mexican American Activism (2005) (All, except Chapters 6 and 7) 
[Available at Amazon or as an e-book through the NU Library] 

 
Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Week 4, October 16: Young Adults 
Reading:  
− Hayes, Mike. Googling God: The Religious 

Landscape of People in their 20s and 30s  (2007) 
Introduction (pp. xi-xvi), Chapter 1 (pp. 3-24) and 
Chapter 4 (pp. 77-124). 

− Carroll, Colleen. The New Faithful: Why Young 
Adults are Embracing Christian Orthodoxy (2012) 
Chapter 1 (pp. 1-24). 

− Portier, William, “Here Come the Evangelical Catholics.” Communio 31 (Spring 2004) 
(pp. 35-66) 

 
Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion 
**Contemporary American Catholicism Memo due Friday, October 18 by 4:15pm. 
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Week 5, October 23: Birth Control 
Reading:  
− Tentler, Leslie. Catholics & Contraception: An American 

History (2010), Introduction (pp. 1-14) and Epilogue (pp. 
264-279) 

− Griffith, R. Marie. “Crossing the Catholic Divide: Gender, 
Sexuality, and Historiography” (pp. 81-108) in Catholics in 
the American Century (2013) 

− Dillon, Michelle. Catholic Identity: Balancing Reason, 
Faith, and Power (1999) Chapter 4, “Pro-Change Groups in 
the Contemporary Church” (pp. 77-114). 

− West, Christopher. Theology of the Body for Beginners: An 
Introduction to Pope John Paul II’s Sexual Revolution  (2010), Chapter 1, “What is 
Theology of the Body?” (pp. 1-17) and Chapter 8, “Theology in the Bedroom” (pp. 
107-122). 
 

Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Week 6, October 30: Nuns 
Reading:  
− Taylor, Sarah McFarland Green Sisters: A Spiritual Ecology 

(2007), Preface (pp. ix-xx), Introduction (pp. 22-51), Chapter 4 
(pp. 115-160). 

− Reed, Cheryl, Unveiled: The Hidden Lives of Nuns (2004), 
(Chapter 3, pp. 53-74). 

− Watch Band of Sisters; www.bandofsistersmovie.com 
Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion  
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Week 7: November 6: Sex Abuse Crisis 
Reading: 4 
− Boston Globe, Betrayal: Crisis in the Catholic Church (2008), Introduction (pp. 3-10), 

Chapter 2 (pp. 31-53), Chapter 5 (pp. 98-118), Chapter 9 (pp. 183-204). 
− Orsi, Robert. “Praying Angry” (2013): http://forums.ssrc.org/ndsp/2013/08/27/praying-

angry/  
 
Field Visit Discussion 
**Complete Field Visit by today 
**Reflection Paper due Friday, November 8 by 4:15pm. 
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Week 8, November 13: Pop Culture 
 
Reading:  
− Lynch, Gordon, ed., Between Sacred & Profane: 

Researching Religion & Popular Culture (2007), 
Introduction (pp. 1-4) and Chapter 2, David Morgan, 
“Studying Religion and Popular Culture” (pp. 21-33). 

− Mazur, Eric Michael and Kate McCarthy, eds., God in the 
Details: American Religion in Popular Culture (2010), 
Introduction (pp. 1-17) and Suzanne Holland, “Our Lady 
of the Airwaves: Judge Judy, Dr. Laura, and the New 
Public Confessional.” (pp. 216-230). 

− Watch: The Colbert Report clips at: 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/badcatholic/2011/12/fantastically-catholic-colbert-
clips.html 

− Visit and explore: www.maryhomegirl.tumblr.com  
 
Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Week 9, November 20: Politics 
Reading:  
− Tweed, Thomas. America’s Church: The National Shrine and Catholic Presence in the 

Nation’s Capital (2011), Introduction (pp. 3-21) 
− Pelosi, Nancy in Being Catholic Now: Prominent Americans Talk about Change in the 

Church and the Quest for Meaning (2008), Kennedy, ed. (pp. 75-80). 
− Kmiec, Douglas, Can A Catholic Support Him?: Asking the Big Question About Barack 

Obama (2008), Preface (pp. 15-22); Ch 1, "The Misstatement of Catholic Duty" (pp. 
28-37); Ch 20, "American and Catholic" (pp. 127-30) and "The Endorsement and Post 
Script" (pp. 140-45). 

− Archbishop Charles Chaput, “Little Murders” http://www.zenit.org/en/articles/denver-
archbishop-s-address-to-endow  (2008) 

− Explore the USCCB’s “Religious Liberty” webpage: http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-
action/religious-liberty/ 

− Sullivan, Amy, “The Contraception Coverage Debate Isn’t Just About the Bishops” The 
Atlantic, Feb 9, 2012: http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2012/02/the-
contraception-coverage-debate-isnt-just-about-the-bishops/252780/  
 

Student Presentation & Student-led Discussion 
** Complete Interview by today 
** Interview Essay due Wednesday, November 27 by 4:15pm. 
 
Final Synthesis Essay due Tuesday, December 10 by 4:15pm 
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OTHER NOTES 
 

Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is a bad idea. Just don’t do it.  If you are unclear about what counts as 
plagiarism, talk to me.  This class follows the Northwestern University “Principles 
Regarding Academic Integrity” see http://www.northwestern.edu/uacc/uniprin.html.  For 
guidelines on how to avoid plagiarism visit 
http://www.northwestern.edu/uacc/plagiar.html and consult the Northwestern University 
Student Handbook downloadable at http://www.northwestern.edu/handbook/  

Resources for Students with Disabilities 
Northwestern University and the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) are 
committed to providing a supportive and challenging environment for all undergraduate, 
graduate, and professional school students with disabilities who attend the University. 
Additionally, the University and SSD work to provide students with disabilities a learning 
and community environment that affords them full participation, equal access, and 
reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. The majority of accommodations and 
services for students with disabilities are coordinated by SSD. To know more and access 
information about Northwestern University commitment for Students with disabilities 
please visit Services for Students with Disabilities website at 
http://www.northwestern.edu/disability/.    

 


