COURSE SYLLABUS
Spring 2022

"Sœurs de Saint-Joseph de Cluny" by Malick Welli, 2018.

SPECIAL TOPICS IN BLACK STUDIES: BLACK RELIGIONS
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Classes begin Jan. 18, 2022 and end on May 11, 2022 The last day to drop this course
without a “W” grade is Jan. 25, 2022.
Academic Calendar Directory: https://academicaffairs.rutgers.edu/academiccalendar-directory
You are advised to retain a copy of this syllabus in your personal files for use when
applying for future degrees, certifications, or transfer of credit.
INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION
Instructor:

Wendell Marsh, Ph.D.

Email:

wm276@rutgers.edu

Office Hours:

Virtual Office Hours Upon Request

Communication:

Throughout the semester, I will communicate with you via either Canvas
Announcements or your Rutgers email account.
Before massaging me, consult this list for guidelines for writing emails:
https://medium.com/@lportwoodstacer/how-to-email-your-professor-without-beingannoying-af-cf64ae0e4087
Please review the following link for Accessing Rutgers Email:
https://canvas.rutgers.edu/documentation/general/accessing-rutgers-email/
GENERAL COURSE DESCRIPTION
Course Description:

Taking a comparative religions approach, this course explores diverse African and
African Diasporic religious expressions. It offers overviews of distinct traditions such as
Orisha-Ifa, Christianity, Islam, Candomblé, Buddhism, Rastafarianism, and Humanism
as well as their relationships to one another. It also considers forms of Black worship
and religiosity beyond easily identifiable “religions.” Through deep and critical reading
and intensive writing on this topic, students will develop a critical awareness about the
category of religion as it relates to Black life.
Prerequisites: None
Course Modality:

This course is delivered synchronously in-person unless otherwise announced. To
access the companion Canvas course site, please visit Rutgers Canvas at
https://canvas.rutgers.edu/ and log in using your NetID. For more information about
course access and support contact Canvas Help at https://canvas.rutgers.edu/canvashelp/, via email at help@canvas.rutgers.edu, or call 877-361-1134.
Purpose of the Course:
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This course satisfies the writing intensive requirement for the school of arts and
sciences. Through deep reading and reflective writing, students will sharpen their
thinking about fundamental questions of the human experience. In particular, students
can expect to develop a religious literacy for African and African Diasporic traditions of
worship and faith. For African-American and African studies majors, it serves as the
senior seminar in advanced topics in Black studies.
MATERIALS
Required Texts:
1. Jacob Olupona, African Religions: A Very Short Introduction, (New York: Oxford University
Press), 2014. ISBN: 9780199790586.
2. Casey Gerald, There Will Be No Miracles Here: A Memoir, (New York: Riverhead Books), 2018.
ISBN: 9780735214200
3. Joseph Murphy, Working the spirit: Ceremonies of the African diaspora. Beacon Press, 1994.
ISBN: 9780807012215
Additional Course Resources:

A variety of digital content will be provided during the course. Digital content will be
found within the Canvas course site. There may be additional reading assignments as
student interests dictate.
Technology Requirements:

This course may require that you access online resources in the University’s Canvas
site. Please review the following link for Canvas Student Resources for assistance on
getting started in Canvas:
https://canvas.rutgers.edu/students/
Additional Technical Requirements:

Review Rutgers’ Tech Guides at: https://it.rutgers.edu/technology-guide/
We will also be using a course blog via the Wordpress platform.
STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES
By fully participating in this course, you should be able to:
1. Discern accurate and credible knowledge about African Diasporic religious traditions and
expressions
2. Recognize the internal diversity within individual African Diasporic religions as well as similarities
and differences among distinct traditions
3. Explain how religions have shaped—and are shaped by—African Diasporic experiences and
histories
4. Interpret how religious expressions make use of cultural symbols and artistic representations of
their times and contexts
5. Distinguish confessional or prescriptive statements about religion from descriptive or analytical
statements.
6. Reconcile the conflicting meanings of religious Blackness
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7. Compose effective expository essays
TEACHING PROCEDURES
This course will be run as a deeply interactive and collaborative some initial thoughts
and/or questions about the material. This engagement by students will define seminar.
There will be little by way of lecture.
Teaching Philosophy:
In my classrooms, we approach the teaching and learning process by starting where we
stand, suspending what we think we know, and carefully interrogating the meaning of our
language to highlight its use in constructing our world. This teaching philosophy requires
that the classroom become a dynamic space of pedagogical encounter, which not only
enables the acquisition of information and the cultivation of critical thinking, but also
produces unexpected insights that emerge from interacting with others. By encouraging
collaboration and a sense of community whenever possible, I maintain a space in which
students can develop interpersonal skills and learn how to use difference as a resource
for thought and action. I view the pedagogical encounter and the spaces and moments it
produces as charged with possibility. It is a space of suspension in which we pause to
interrogate and question in the spirit of community and process. It necessarily starts
where the student is, but facilitates a deeply interactive and inclusive process from which
something new can emerge to take us where we need to go.
Instructor Responsibilities:
Students can expect that I am fully prepared for class, that I have read their weekly blog
posts and/or comments, that I give them feedback on their writing, and that I respond to
their emails within three business days.
seminar. As such, it will be driven by students’ interests and energies. Accordingly,
students should come to class having thoroughly read, viewed, and/or listened to all
required material. Furthermore, they should have formulated
COURSE COMPLETION REQUIREMENTS
Your success in this course depends on the following:
Attendance and Participation
As a seminar, student attendance and participation are mandatory. Please show up
prepared to participate. I will take roll and keep track of participation every session.
Please note that activity on the blog and class lexicon constitute participation.
Class Notes
With each reading, students will compose a brief note of no more than 300 words based
on something that they noticed in the text. By the end of the semester they should have
collected a note-book of at least 20 entries.
Presentations
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Students are required to present on at least one module. In a ten-minute presentation,
they should summarize the reading and pose critical questions for the class. Ideally,
they would have also consulted the suggested readings for that module.
Think-Piece
Students will draft and polish a think-piece on a topic of their choosing relevant to their
course. They will be working on this essay throughout the semester. The essay might
be a written expansion of a given module or a synthesis of themes from throughout the
course or a personal essay on the place of religion in their lives.
GRADING
Final Course Grade:

Grades in this course are weighted according to the table below.
Activity or Major
Due Date
Points or
Assignment
Grade %
Participation (In-40
class, Class Notebook)
Paper Prep
-20
Presentations
-10
Final Paper
May 6, 2022
30
Total
100%
Grading Scale:

Grade
A
B+
B
C+
C
D+
D
F

Range
100 - 90
89 - 87
86 -80
79 - 77
76 - 70
69 -67
66 - 61
60 and
Below

ACADEMIC POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
Attendance Policy:

You are responsible for material covered in any class that you do not attend. If you miss
a class, you must contact a classmate or me for the missed information. If you have a
situation that might cause you to miss an entire week of class, discuss it with me as
soon as possible.
Submission Policy:
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Submit all work through Canvas.
Late Work:

Work should be submitted on time as they are a necessary part of the course
experience. A grace period of two days will be allowed for assignments. After that, a
penalty will be applied to the assignment.
Coursework Difficulties:

Please discuss any issues that you are having in completing the coursework on time
with me. I am available to talk this over with you by appointment.
Incomplete Policy:

If you are unable to complete the coursework during the semester due to some
catastrophic issue, you must contact me immediately to discuss your alternatives.
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism:

Our purpose in the classroom is to seek the truth; this work requires trust and honesty
between teacher and student. If we are not honest about what we know and do not
know, our learning will always be impaired. Because our teaching and learning depends
on this honest communication, we expect all students to understand what plagiarism is
and why it is unacceptable.
Any student considering plagiarism should recognize the consequences and consider
alternatives. Students uncertain about what constitutes plagiarism may request help
from faculty or from appropriate University services. For information on using sources in
writing, see the Identifying and Avoiding Academic Dishonesty section of the Rutgers
Academic Integrity web site:
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/resources-for-students/
STUDENT CODE OF CONDUCT
Students are required to adhere to the University Student Code of Conduct delineated
in the Rutgers Student Affairs website Student Conduct page:
http://studentconduct.rutgers.edu/student-conduct-processes/university-code-ofstudent-conduct/#1495568095620-2f5ce77d-17dd
ACCOMMODATIONS
Rutgers University welcomes students with disabilities into all of the University's
educational programs. In order to receive consideration for reasonable
accommodations, a student with a disability must contact the appropriate disability
services office at the campus where you are officially enrolled, participate in an intake
interview, and provide documentation: https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/documentationguidelines. If the documentation supports your request for reasonable accommodations,
your campus’s disability services office will provide you with a Letter of
Accommodations. Please share this letter with your instructors and discuss the
accommodations with them as early in your courses as possible. To begin this process,
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please complete the Registration form (https://webapps.rutgers.edu/studentods/forms/registration).
STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES
Academic Services:
•
•
•
•

For academic support visit Rutgers Academics Student Support at
https://www.rutgers.edu/academics/student-support
Any student can obtain tutoring and other help at the Learning Centers on each campus. Check
the website at https://rlc.rutgers.edu/
For coaching help with writing skills and assignments visit the Writing Coaching webpage at
https://rlc.rutgers.edu/student-services/writing-coaching
Many library resources are available online. Assistance is available through phone, email, and
chat. For information, check the Rutgers Libraries website at https://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/

Rutgers Student Health Services:

Rutgers Student Health Services is dedicated to health for the whole student body, mind
and spirit. It accomplishes this through a staff of qualified clinicians and support staff.
Services are available at several locations throughout the New Brunswick-Piscataway
area. For more information visit: http://health.rutgers.edu/
Veteran Services:

Rutgers is proud to support veterans. If you are a veteran of the armed forces, please
visit the Office of Veteran and Military Programs and Services website for more
information: https://veterans.rutgers.edu/
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TOPICS SCHEDULE

Week 1:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Orientation: Notes on the Study of Religion

Learning
Objectives

At the end of this week you will be able to:

Readings/Media

•

Distinguish insider and outsider perspectives on Religion

•

Describe at least one topic they will learn about in this course, in their own words.

•

Create one entry in their “Class Lexicon”

•

“What a time to be alive”: The work of mourning and the privilege of black death
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/vincent-lloyd-the-privilege-of-blackdeaths/12357138

•

Casey Gerald, There will be No Miracles Here. Riverhead

Books. 2018.

Preface.

Assignments Due

•

Ibeyi, “Deathless”

•

Studying Religion: An Introduction Through Cases: "Thinking about being a
student of religion" and "On Defining and Studying Religion"

•

“Religion” Keywords in African American Studies

Reading Note

Week 2:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

An Outline of Ancestral African Religions
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Category

Description

Learning
Objectives

At the end of this week you will be able to:
•
•

•

Readings/Media

Define “African traditional Religions“ and “Ancestral religions”
Recall examples of ancestral religions and common features
Outline a scholarly argument

Ogunnaike, Ayedeji. "Oyinbo Ọmọ Aṣogun Dere: An Analysis of Racial Injustice,
Gun Violence, and Sexual Assault in America through a Traditional Yoruba
Religious Perspective." Journal of Interreligious Studies 23 (2018): 103-126.
George Yancy and Jacob Olupona, “Death has Many Names” New York Times, Feb. 14,
2021

Assignments Due

Reading Note

Week 3:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Elements of African Religions

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Describe a religious objects
• Discuss the deep histories of Islam and Christianity in Africa
• Visit Museum

Robert Farris Thompson, “Black Saints go Marching in” Flash of the Spirit
The Africans: A Triple Heritage, Episode 3
“New Gods”

Assignments Due

Reading Note

9|Page

Week 4:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Religion in the Black Atlantic

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Define diaspora and diasporic religions
• Contextualize African and African diasporic religious developments historically
and geographically

• Joseph Murray, “Introduction” Working the Spirit
• Daughters of the Dust
• African Burial Ground Tour

Reading Note
Final Essay Pitch

Week 5:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

The Black Church

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Identify unique characteristics of African American Christianity
• Compare and contrast different understandings of Christianity in Antebellum
America
• Describe the role of the Black Church in African American History

• Harriet Tubman episode, Underground
• Zora Neale Hurston, The Sanctified Church

Reading Note
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Week 6:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Islam between the Nation and the Sunna

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Distinguish different Muslim communities of the African diaspora
• Evaluate the role of Malcolm X in those communities
• Compare and contrast African Diasporic engagements with Islam and
Christianity

• Sherman Jackson, “Islam and Black Religion”
• Richard Brent Turner
• Spike Lee, Malcolm X

Reading Note

Week 7:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Rastafari

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Recall key tenets of Rastafari belief and practice
• Contextualize the development of Rastafari in Black Internationalism

•

Barry Chevannes, Chapter 1 “The Spirit of Resistance” in Rastafari: Roots
and Ideology, p 1-43
• Land of the Look Behind Documentary
• Burning Spear, “Jah no dead”
Optional Film
• Rockers

Reading Note
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Week 8: March 8, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Candomblé

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Recall key tenets of Condomblé belief and practice

• Joseph Murray, “Candomblé in Brazil” Working the Spirit
• Film: Besuro

Reading Note

Week 9:

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Santeria

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Recall basic beliefs and practices of Santeria
• Describe religious syncretism

• Joseph Murray, “Cuban and Cuban American Santeria” Working the Spirit

Reading Note
Essay Draft 1

Week 10: March 29, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Voudou
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Category
Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

Description
At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Recall basic beliefs and practices of Voudou
• Describe religious syncretism
• Identify African retentions in Voudou
• Discuss healing as a religious practice

• Joseph Murray, “Haitian Voudou” Working the Spirit
• The Divine Horsemen

Reading Note

Week 11: April 5, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Buddhism

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Recall basic beliefs and practices of Buddhism
• Explain the attraction to Buddhism by among social justice activists and
organizers

• Sebene Selassie, “Feel more, suffer less” in the Liberate App
• https://tricycle.org/magazine/black-coffee-buddhism/

Reading Note
Essay Draft 2

Week 12: April 12, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Fugitivity, or Black religion after religion
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Category
Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

Description
At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Perform close readings
• Formulate arguments about the relationship between memoir and religion

• Podcast: “You Don’t Make Free People”, The Nod, Aug 5, 2019
• Casey Gerald, There will be No Miracles Here. Riverhead Books. 2018

Reading Note

Week 13: April 19, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Fugitivity, or Black religion after religion

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

Assignments Due

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Perform close readings
• Formulate arguments about the relationship between memoir and religion

• Casey Gerald, There will be No Miracles Here. Riverhead Books. 2018

Reading Note
Essay Draft 3

Week 14: April 26, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Black Revision as Black Religion

14 |
Page

Category

Description

Learning
Objectives
Readings/Media
Kiese Laymon, What we owe and are owed
Ezra Klein Podcast “Two acclaimed writers on the art of revising your life”

Assignments Due

Reading Note

Week 15: May 3, 2021

Category

Description

Meeting

Zoom

Core Topic(s)

Conclusion: The Dao of Katt Williams

Learning
Objectives

Readings/Media

At the end of this week you will be able to:
• Identify religious themes in unexpected places
• Summarize the course

• Katt Williams Live

Assignments Due

Final Paper due May 6, 2022.
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