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Note: This is a version of the course that I taught at Mount Holyoke College in the fall of 2014 and 
that I will teach at the University of the Nebraska in the spring of 2018. 
 

EXILE/EXODUS/ZION 
The History of African-American Religious Experience from the 

Middle Passage to Hurricane Katrina and the White House 
  

Professor Max Perry Mueller (max.mueller@unl.edu) 
Class Meets: Tu/TH 9:30-10:45 

Office: Andrews 234 
Office Hours: Thursdays 11am-1pm and by appointment. 

 
Course Description: 
In this course we survey the religious history of African Americans from the seventeenth to the early 

twenty-first centuries through the motif of movement—literal, metaphorical, and spiritual. We study 

the experiences of “Exile,” “Exodus,” and “Zion” (or “Promised Land”), which people of African 

descent have endured, resisted, and initiated throughout American history.  

 

Studying the religious history of African Americans through these three interrelated themes will 

allow us to explore this history from different vantage points, making connections, and drawing 

distinctions. 

  

In contrast to an institutional history approach, we will focus on exploring the religious experiences 

of African Americans within interrelated social, political, and religious systems. Main topics include 

the influence of African religious beliefs and practices on the creation of new diasporic African-

American religious traditions, “slave religion,” the formation of independent black churches, 

African-American Islamic traditions, social protest movements, religion in African-American 

literature, black womanist movements, and the rise of a “black, Christian Presidency.”    

 Course Objectives: 
1. Students will gain an understanding of the 

diverse expressions of African-American 
religious experience and how these 
experiences are shaped by the politics of 
race, gender, and class in American 
history. 

 
2. Students will learn the fundamental 

questions involved in the academic study 
of African-American religious experience. 

 
3. Students will develop critical skills 

(especially “close reading”) to analyze 
historical texts and historical artifacts 
(material culture). 

 
4. Students will develop effective spoken and 

written expression as well as respectful 
listening.  
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 Course requirements and evaluations  

1. Two reflection papers (300 words) 5% 

each = 10%  

You will write three separate papers (300 

words, double-spaced), which will be critical 

reflections on any 

point(s) brought up 

in class, or any 

creative techniques, 

impressions, or 

messages which you 

have found 

particularly striking 

in our readings. You may consider your first 

paper a test run, or you may drop the lowest 

grade of the three that you turn in. In class 

before your first paper is due, we will talk 

about what “critical” means (hint: it has a lot 

to do with “close reading”!) and how best to 

go about composing these papers, and 

approaches to optional revision. Criteria for 

evaluation will include creativity, clarity of 

thought, organization, and expression (see 

attached “Guide to Writing in Our Course”). 

2. Two essays (1,200-1,500 words) 15% 

each = 30% 

Approximately two weeks before each paper 

is due, I will distribute the assignment and we 

will discuss it in class. Papers should be 

edited, proofed, typed, double-spaced, with a 

minimum of one-inch margins and twelve-

point font. Students will post their essays (as a 

Word.doc file) in a folder in Canvas. Criteria 

for evaluation will include clarity of thought, 

organization, and expression (see attached 

“Guide to Writing in Our Course”).  

3. One protocol 10%  

Each week, one or more students will be 

responsible for writing a “protocol”—akin to 

class meeting notes but with your own 

analysis added in. The protocols are due 

(posted in Canvas before the start of class), 

copied, distributed, and read in class the next 

Monday. These protocols are intended to 

synthesize our work and integrate the course 

from week to week. When it is not your week, 

please also take your own notes.  

5. One close reading presentation 10% 

Based on Patricia Kain’s canonical “How to 

Do a Close Reading,” with a partner, each 

student will lead a 20-minute session in which 

you first verbally “walk” the class through 

how you closely read a text from our course. 

Then you will facilitate a discussion in which 

the whole class looks at alternative readings 

and/or contextualization of this reading in 

other course materials. In class, the Tuesday 

before your Thursday presentation, you will 

inform the class of your choice of reading. 

The length of the text should be the 

equivalent to one poem or one page of prose. 
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5. Final Project (2,000-2,500 words) 30% 

In consultation with the instructor, you will 

write a research paper that will allow you to 

explore both the history and the 

historiography of one of the 

topics/events/phenomena/artifacts that we 

explore in the course (see attached “Final 

Project Guidelines”).    

 

 

6. Attendance, preparation for class, 

participation 10% 

Attendance=Come to class. 

Preparation=Read the readings “with 

purpose” (see our “Reading With 

Purpose” guide). Participation=Offer your 

thoughts AND listen to others. You will 

evaluate your own participation twice during 

the term and I take your self-evaluations very 

seriously when calculating your grade.

 
Some notes on course policies: 
 
• Consistent lateness or absence (more than 2 unexcused) will affect 

your participation and final grades (unless documentation for an 
accommodation is provided).  

 
• Late papers (including the day they are due, but past the designated 

time) will be marked down one grade level (A to A-) for every day 
late, including weekend days. Due date adjustments are granted in 
cases of medical or family emergencies, or otherwise on a case-by-
case basis, and according to UNL policy. 

 
• Canvas (My UNL). This class will make regular use of the Internet 

resources provided via Canvas (My UNL). In this way additional 
reading material will be made available, and important information 
disseminated to the students. 

 
• Academic Misconduct. Any instance of academic misconduct 

(cheating, plagiarism, lying about reasons for missing class, etc.) are grounds for failure. If such 
behavior is established, a final course grade of F may be assigned and notice of this action sent 
to the Judicial Officer. For more information on academic misconduct, see the Student Code of 
Conduct at http://stuafs.unl.edu/dos/code. 

 
• Students with Documented Disabilities. Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact the 

instructor for a confidential discussion of their individual needs for academic accommodation. It 
is the policy of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln to provide flexible and individualized 
accommodation to students with documented disabilities that may affect their ability to fully 
participate in course activities or to  meet course requirements. To receive accommodation 
services, students must be registered with the Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) 
office, 132 Canfield Administration, 472-3787 voice or TTY. 
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Required Readings 
 

Baldwin, James. (1963) (1992 edition). The Fire Next Time. New York: Vintage. 

Glaude Jr., Eddie S. (2003). Exodus! Religion, Race, and the Nation in Early Nineteenth Century Black 
America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Hurston, Zora Neale, (1937) (2013 edition). Their Eyes Were Watching God. New York: Harper. 

Murphy, Larry. G., editor. (2000). Down by the Riverside: Readings in African American Religion. New 
York: New York University Press. 

Sernett, Milton. C., editor. (2000). African-American Religious History: A Documentary Witness. Durham, 
NC, Duke University Press. 

Other readings in Canvas (indicated by “Canvas”) 
 

CLASS SCHEDULE: 
What follows are lecture/discussion topics and 
assigned readings, subject, of course, to revisions 
along the way as need may dictate. The secondary 
readings serve to contextualize the primary 
readings. Each class meeting will consist of some 

measure of both lecture and discussion, so come 
prepared to class, always with texts in hand. 
Readings are to be completed for the date they 
are assigned.  

 
 
Tu 1/10 Methods & Themes 
What does it mean to study the history of African American religious experience? 

Introductions and instructions on readings, writing assignments, and close reading presentations.  

 
PART I: Exile 

Exile from Africa & (attempts) at Re-creating “Africa” in Exile 
Th 1/12  

Olaudah Equiana, “Traditional Ibo Religion and Culture” (Sernett) 
Bryan Edwards, “African Religions in Colonial Jamaica” (Sernett) 
Maulana Karenga, “Black Religion: The African Model” (Murphy) 

 

 
Exile from Church, State & Self (& Self-imposed Exile) 

Tu 1/ 17 
Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market, “The Chattel Principle” (Canvas) 
Albert J. Raboteau, “‘The Rule of Gospel Order’: Religious Life in the Slave Community” (Murphy) 
 
First Critical Reflection Paper Due in Canvas at 5pm Wednesday 1/18 
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Th 1/19 
Read summaries on “Jim Crow,” Kenneth and Mamie Phillips Clark, and the Nation of Islam.   
Clark & Clark, “Segregation as a Factor in the Racial Identification of Negro Pre-school Children: A 
Preliminary Report,” Journal of Experimental Education (1939) (Canvas), Clark & Clark, “Emotional 
Factors in Racial Identification and Preference in Negro Children,” Journal of Negro Education (1950) 
(Canvas) 
Mike Wallace, “The Hate that Hate Produced” 
 
 

Exile from the (Sacred) City 
Tu 1/24  
First Protocol 
Interview with Michelle Alexander, NPR, Fresh Air 
Michael Eric Dyson, Come Hell or High Water: Hurricane Katrina and the Color of Disaster, “Supernatural 
Disasters? Theodicy and Prophetic Faith,” “Afterward: Great Migrations?” “(Canvas) 
 

Exile in the (Sacred) City 

Th 1/26 
Conor Friedersdorf, “Ferguson’s Conspiracy against Black Citizens” 
Ta-Neshisi Coates, Between the World and Me (Selections) 
First Close Reading Presentation  
 
 

Part II: Exodus 
 

Exodus in and out of Slavery, in and out of the “White Church,” and of the “White 
American Republic” 

Tu 1/31 
Second Protocol  
Albert Raboteau, “African Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel” (Murphy) 
Peter Randolph, “Plantation Churches: Visible and Invisible” (Sernett) 
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Nat Turner, “Religion and Slave Insurrection” (Sernett)  
Frederick Douglass, “Slaveholding Religion and the Christianity of Christ” (Sernett) 
 

Exodus in and out of Slavery, in and out of the “White Church,” and of the “White 
American Republic” (continued) 

Th 2/2 
Eddie S. Glaude Jr., Exodus!, Part I 
Jarena Lee, “A Female Preacher among the African Methodists” (Sernett) 
First essay topic introduced  
Second Close Reading Presentation 
 

Exodus in and out of Slavery, in and out of the “White Church,” and of the “White 
American Republic” (continued) 

Tu 2/7 
Third Protocol  
Glaude Jr., Exodus!, Part II 
Henry Highland Garnet, “An Address to the Slaves of the United States” 
 
Second Critical Reflection Paper Due in Canvas at 5pm Wednesday 2/8 
 

The Great Migration as Exodus 
Th 2/9 
Martha Fowlkes, “‘Everyone is Welcome’: North the Promised Land” (Murphy) 
Isabella Wilkerson, Harvard Bookstore Discussion of The Warmth of Other Sons  
Lawrence W. Levine, “The Development of Gospel Song” (Murphy) 
African Methodist Episcopal Council of Bishops, “Address on the Great Migration” (Sernett)  
 
 

Exodus in and out of “The Black (Male) Church” 
Tu 2/14 
Fourth Protocol  
Richard Brent Turner, “Pre-Twentieth Century 
Islam” (Murphy) 
Gordon Melton, “The Second Emergence of Islam” 
(Murphy), Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm 
X, “Black Muslims”(Canvas) 
Malcolm X interview, UC Berkeley 
 
Th 2/16 
No assigned readings for today—Bring draft of your 
first paper for peer-evaluation  
Watch in class: Malcolm X and James Baldwin, 
debate  
First Essay Due in Canvas at 5pm Sunday 2/19 
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Exodus in and out of “The Black (Male) Church” (continued) 
Tu 2/21  
Fifth Protocol 
James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time 

 
Th 2/23 
Delores C. Carpenter, “Black Women in Religious 
Institutions: A Historical Summary from Slavery to the 1960s” (Murphy) 
Alice Walker, “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” (Canvas) 
Third Close Reading Presentation 
 
 

Part III: Zion 
 

 
Africa (and the African Diaspora) as Zion 

Tu 2/28 
Sixth Protocol 
St. Clair Drake, “The Redemption of Africa and Black Religion” (Sernett) 
Alexander Crummell, “The Regeneration of Africa” (Sernett) 
 
Th 3/2 
Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, “Mecca” (Canvas)  
Fourth Close Reading Presentation  
 
 

“Mountaintops” and “Chickens:” Civil Rights and Black Liberation Theology 
Tu 3/7 
Seventh Protocol  
 
James Cone, “Black Theology as Black Liberation Theology” (Murphy),  
Martin Luther King, “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” (Sernett), “I Have a Dream,” “A Time to 
Break the Silence” [Close reading in class of “Mountain Top” speech] 
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Th 3/9 
Walker and Smithers, “The ‘Chicken Are Coming Home to Roost,’ Jeremiah, Barack Obama, and 
the Black Church,” in The Preacher and the Politician: Jeremiah Wright, Barack Obama, and Race in America 
(Canvas) 
Fifth Close Reading Presentation 
 
 

(Black) Mormons and (Black) Jews in Zion 
Tu 3/14 
Eighth Protocol 
Rabbi Matthew, “Black Judaism 
in Harlem” (Sernett)  
Sylvester Johnson, “The Rise of 
Black Ethnics: The Ethnic Turn 
in African American Religions 
1916-1945,” Religion and American 
Culture (Canvas)  
 
Th 3/16 
Jane E. Manning James, 
“Autobiography” (Canvas) 
Jason Horowitz, “The Genesis of 
a Church’s Stand on Race,” 
Washington Post 
Second essay topic introduced 
 
 
Third Critical Reflection Paper Due in Canvas at 5pm Friday 3/17 
 

SPRING BREAK! 
  
 

(Black) Muslims in Mecca 
Tu 3/28 
Ninth Protocol 
Spike Lee, X (Canvas) 
 

Return after the Fall and the Flood 
Th 3/30 
Zora Neal Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Chapters 1-11  
 
 
Second Essay Due in Canvas at 5pm Sunday 4/2 
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Return after the Fall and the Flood (continued) 
Tu 4/4 
Tenth Protocol 
Zora Neal Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Chapter 12-20, Afterward and Chronology 
Discuss Final Project 
 
Th 4/6 
HBO, Tremé, “Do You Know What It Means” (Canvas)   
 

Return after the Fall and the Flood (continued) 
Tu 4/11 
Eleventh Protocol 
Karen McCarthy Brown, “Mama Lola” (Canvas) 

 
Can Zion Be Bought? Modern African-American Prosperity Gospel 

Th 4/13 
Jonathan Walton, “Prosperity Gospel and African American Theology” (Canvas) 
 
 

From Hawai’i and Africa to the White House 
Tu 4/18 
Twelfth Protocol 
Barack Obama, Dreams From My Father, Chapters Six, Epilogue 
(Canvas) 
James Kloppenberg, “Barack Obama and the Paradoxes of 
Progressive Christianity” (video) 
 
Th 4/20 
Maulana Karenga, Kwanzaa: A Celebration of Unity, Community and 
Culture (selections) (Canvas) 
 
 

The Fire This Time 
 
Tu 4/25 
Jesmyn Ward, The Fire This Time: A New Generation Speaks about Race 
(selections) (Canvas) 
Final Project Roundtable (Part 1) 
 
Th 4/27 
Final Project Roundtable (Part 2) 
 
Final Project Due 5/4 at 5 pm (IN CANVAS)  
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Guide to writing in our course1: 
 
Thinking of thesis as focus and map 
Readers are most engaged in a persuasive analytical essay when they have next to no work to do. 
This is to say, when a writer has provided them with a clear focus and map as part of his/her thesis 
sentence(s) at the end of the introduction. 
 
The focus is the part of the thesis in which the writer makes a claim that she will support in the body 
of the paper. The thesis statement’s map can occur in the same sentence at the end of the 
introduction, or in a contiguous sentence. Ideally the map part shows (rather than tells) how the 
discussion will unfold, by forecasting the writer’s major points and the order in which he/she will 
cover them. 
 
It is often helpful to think of the focus and map, or the thesis area of a paper, as a place to actually 
put down the conclusions you have reached through your reading and thinking in a nutshell, in the 
order in which you will discuss them. Here is an example of a focus and map/thesis statement on a poem 
by the first published African-American poets, Phillis Wheatley:   

 
In her poem “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” Wheatley turns the gaze of her 
“sable race” back on the “Christians” who view her and her fellow Africans with 
ambivalence. Because these Christians are at once those who brought her the message of the gospel 
and thus brought her out of her “Pagan Land,” as well as those who brought her from freedom and into 
slavery, Wheatley is ambivalent about them, too.     

 
Of course, the italicized variables that make up the map here can be more sophisticated and 
complex, while still remaining succinct. I often visualize each component of a map as a computer 
menu that I then click, open, and unpack, at the appropriate point in the body of my writing. At the 
same time, the start of a new section in the body of your paper is an appropriate place to create a 
mini-thesis, as it were; a sentence or two with a focus and map for this upcoming section. 
 
Throughout a paper 
As you prepare and as you write, keep asking yourself, “So what?” Each major point you make 
should be accompanied by an inherent answer to this question, one that keeps showing the 
relevance of your ideas and examples to your focus and to how you are developing your central 
claim. See point 6 below. 
 
Citing sources and documentation 
Again, papers should be double-spaced. Only block, indent, and single-space a citation when it 
would otherwise take up more than 4 double-spaced lines in the regular text of a paper. If you do 
use a block indentation, you do not need to use quotation marks.  
 
At the end of a quote, or after importing an idea or example that is not common knowledge, you 
have two choices. First, you may type in the author’s name and the page number in parentheses:  
 
                                                
1 Adopted from Prof. Stacy Beckwith’s first-year seminar, “Personal & National Identity in Israeli and Palestinian 
Literature,” Carleton College.   
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(Wheatley, 46) (this is called in-text citation). Second, you may cite using a footnote (consult the 
Chicago Style Guide Quick Style here).  In either case, you must include full bibliographic 
information for your source(s) at the end of each paper using Chicago Style. Again, for any 
questions about whether or not you should cite in terms of academic integrity, visit the College’s 
online guide. 
 
Writing for community 
Race and religion (not to mention gender, sexuality, class, politics, sexual orientation…). This is 
tough stuff. It is natural—in fact encouraged—to be thoughtful and cautious about the words we 
use and how we use them. With this in mind, a few words on terminology.  
 
It is never too early to sensitize yourself to specialized terms you may use, or to narrow cultural 
references you may make in your writing and how they might be understood by people in the 
reading and discourse communities (intellectual, racial, religious, national or otherwise) to which you 
are contributing.  
 
Though of course this is a bit of an abstraction for our class since your practical audience is limited to 
your peers and your professor, the audience for our papers should be considered, in theory, general and 
thus not thoroughly familiar with African-American religious history or customs. Thus when 
employing historical terms, but those that are historically-charged—how writers have identified 
people of African descent being perhaps the most charged in our nation’s history—take care to 
explain how you are using the terms you choose. For example, the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People remains the official name of the NAACP, the oldest civil rights 
organization in U.S. history. Likewise, in The Fire Next Time, James Baldwin refers to people of 
African descent in America as “Negroes.” It is appropriate to quote from materials that use these 
appellations and, when doing so, employee these them, while taking care to recognize that they are 
outmoded. For our course, as the course’s title indicates, “African American” is the appellation that 
we will typically employ, though to be sure, this term is not without its own concerns, concerns that 
we will explore in this course.  
 
Likewise, when introducing a religious tradition or a racial, ethnic or national community, you 
should take care to use the terms the community itself uses. In other words, should you use the term 
“Black Muslim” or “the Nation of Islam?” Both can be appropriate and inappropriate depending on 
context and historical location. What’s more, being able to explain religious/racial terms/concepts 
clearly and succinctly (what is the politics and theology, for example, around the name “Malcolm 
X?”) also demonstrates your command of their meaning and their cultural resonances, and it 
indicates how you intend to use each concept. Overall, with your brief, first-time explanations you 
will sound like more of an authority on your subject matter. (Our reading from Sylvester Johnson’s 
essay on “Black Ethnics” will help situate this work.) 
 
Grading criteria for papers  
Overall, a paper in the A range: 
1. Presents an argument that is engaging because it is nuanced. The paper moves beyond what 
is intuitively obvious from a rapid reading of a literary text(s). Its synthesis of points and its analysis 
is logically organized and consistently purposeful. The thesis is supported through a combination of 
general observations and subtler, finely attuned insights. 
2. Contains a clearly identifiable focus and map that structures the discussion from the outset. 
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3. Contains an argument that clearly follows the organization forecast by the focus and map. (This 
means that no surprise twists or new topics are introduced for the first time, midstream.) 
4. Contains major and minor points that are developed and supported with a clear sense of utility 
and proportion. 
5. Contains smooth transitions between paragraphs and sections, that help to extend the thesis. 
6. Makes clear the purpose of each supporting example and/or quotation and its relevance 
to the writer’s thesis and developing argument. 
7. Predominantly engages in showing over telling. There are few to no vague indications of what the 
writer “will do” in the paper, or even of what he or she “thinks.” Stating the thought clearly involves  
“showing” it, rather than telling the reader about it, and taking up space that could be used for 
further analysis. 
8. Ends with a conclusion that may point beyond the paper, but which most importantly wraps up 
on all major points and in doing so, partners the introduction.  
9. Contains full documentation (footnotes or endnotes, bibliography). 
10. Is well written, using clear, cogent, and correct sentences and paragraphs with no (or very few) 
mechanical mistakes (of spelling, typing, or formatting). 
 
A paper in the B range: 
1. Seems to be built on fewer well thought out, subtle insights on the part of the writer. The paper 
may depart from a thesis statement that contains a focus but no map, or vice versa. 
2. Follows the organization forecast by the focus/map most of the time, but makes some surprise or 
unpredicted twists. These may occur in the body of the paper or the conclusion, but not in the 
introduction’s thesis area. 
3. Fails to indicate the purpose and relevance of each supporting example and/or quotation. 
4. Has awkward or grammatically incorrect sentences or unclear paragraphs, or makes numerous 
mechanical mistakes. 
 
A paper in the C range: 
More seriously lacks in #’s 1,2,3,5,6, and 8 in the A paper description.  
 
A paper in the D range: 
Is completely deficient in these aspects. 
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Final Project Guidelines 

 
This project seeks to combine the major themes, readings, and discussions from our course with a 
limited amount of outside research with. With that in mind, here are some guidelines for the project: 
 

• Research one or two historical “artifacts” around which you will build your story. By 
“artifact,” I mean monuments/events, historical/contemporary figures, and document(s) 
that we’ve studied in this course. 
 
This research must include: 
1. Examination and incorporation into your final project of at least four secondary sources 

(books published by university presses (e.g. Glaude’s book, which is published by the 
Princeton University Press, is one such source) or journal articles published in academic 
journals are acceptable sources).  

2. Your own close study/observations of your chosen artifact. Think of the “close reading” 
that I ask you to do when examining documents, in which you quote directly from the 
documents. You should do the same type of close reading of all your artifacts (yes, you 
can “closely read” a monument and even a historical figure! I’m happy to talk about what 
that means with you one-on-one). Connect this close reading to your secondary research.  
 

• A narrowly-constructed thesis about your chosen artifact. In other words, answer the 
question: why do you think this artifact is important, or at least helpful, in narrating the 
history of African-American religious experience? You (and your reader) should be able to 
locate this thesis in the first few paragraphs of your piece. 

 
• Drama/tension/controversy/surprise. The best way to answer the question, “so what?” or 

“why am I writing about this artifact, and why is it important?” is to think about how your 
writing highlights a dramatic, controversial, or a surprising part of the history that you’re 
chronicling. 

 
 
 
 
 


