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INTRODUCTION:

 
From the Pilgrim Fathers to the Founding Fathers and beyond, religion was a prominent feature of American public life.  “Religion and morality,” George Washington famously said in his Farewell Address (1796), are “indispensable supports” to “political prosperity.”  Today, however, public expressions of religion are controversial and frequently challenged in courts.  This seminar will examine religion in American history, giving special attention to the place and role of religion in the American constitutional tradition.  Among the questions that will be addressed are these:  How vital was religious liberty to the American experiment?  What does the United States Constitution have to say about religion?  Did the First Amendment erect a “wall of separation” between church and state?  Did the constitutional architects design a system in which public life must be strictly secular and religion must remain essentially private?

Session One:  Friday, March 28
How Thomas Jefferson’s “Wall of Separation” 
Redefined Church-State Law and Policy  

No metaphor in American letters has had a greater impact on law and policy than Thomas Jefferson’s “wall of separation between church and state,” and none has been more misunderstood and misused.  What did Jefferson mean by the metaphor?  Did the U.S. Constitution erect a “wall of separation” between church and state?  This session will examine Jefferson’s celebrated figure of speech in its literary and historical context and consider how his trope has (mis)informed popular and judicial interpretations of the constitutional provisions governing church-state relations.  

Session Two:  Saturday, March 29

Great Themes of Religious Liberty in the American Experiment

The pursuit of religious liberty is one of the defining themes of the American historical narrative.  This session will discuss some of the great and enduring themes of religious liberty in the American experience, giving special attention to how denominational diversity in colonial America influenced the development of religious liberty, the distinction between religious liberty and religious toleration, and the vital role of religious liberty in the founders’ vision of republican self-government.  
Session Three:  Saturday, March 29
What Does the U.S. Constitution Say About Religion?

There is much discussion in contemporary society about which religious activities are allowed or disallowed under the U.S. Constitution.  What exactly does the Constitution say (or not say) about religion?  Does it require the “separation of church and state,” or does it protect “religious liberty”?  If so, what do these concepts mean?  This session will examine constitutional texts dealing with religious themes and discuss the framers’ vision for the place of, and role for, religion in the American constitutional tradition. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS and GRADES:  Students must attend the three lectures on March 28 and 29 and complete a short writing assignment.  The assignment will be an analytical exercise based on the seminar readings and lectures.  Final grades will be based on the writing assignment.

TEXTS:

Daniel L. Dreisbach, Thomas Jefferson and the Wall of Separation between Church and State (New York: New York University Press, 2002).
Philip Hamburger, Separation of Church and State (Cambridge, Massachusetts:  Harvard University Press, 2002).
Recommended Reading:

Library of Congress Exhibit:  Religion and the Founding of the American Republic <www.loc.gov/exhibits/religion/>
