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Spring 2009                  TC-867  

 

Course Description  
This course places the Christian gospel into dialogue with various 
expressions of North American popular culture (film, television, art, 
music, entertainment, sports, etc.) in an effort to understand the 
complex relationship between the two. The course takes up this 
dialogue against the wider background of the study of religion and 
popular culture and by exploring the nature of self and transcendence, 
morality and the spiritual quest as those are construed and configured 

within popular culture. The course asks to 
what extent contemporary expressions of 
Christian worship, preaching, ministry, 
evangelism, and spirituality might better 
engage popular culture and to what extent 
these expressions already reflect (perhaps 
uncritically) the values, patterns, and  
practices of popular culture. 

 
 

Method  
The course will center upon discussion of required readings and 
the presentation and discussion of student research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Dr. Bryan Stone,  E. Stanley Jones Professor of Evangelism 
Boston University School of Theology 
Office: (617) 353-2456           Home: (617) 352-3689 
E-Mail: bpstone@bu.edu      
   
Website: http://people.bu.edu/bpstone 
Teaching Assistant: Xochitl Alvizo (xalvizo@bu.edu) 
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Reading  

The following are the primary required textbooks for this course. 
See course calendar for other articles that you should secure 
either from the internet or the course blackboard website at 
blackboard.bu.edu. 
 
Lynch, Gordon. Understanding Theology and Popular Culture. 

Oxford: Blackwell, 2005. 

Mahan, Jeffrey H. and Bruce David Forbes, eds. Religion and 
Popular Culture in America. Revised edition. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005. 

Taylor, Barry. Entertainment Theology. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008. 

 

A number of articles listed in the course calendar can be found in the  Journal of Religion and 
Popular Culture at: http://www.usask.ca/relst/jrpc/articlesindex.html. 

 

Rea ding Quizzes  
The first half of each class session will begin with a short answer/short essay quiz on 
the reading for the day followed by a discussion of the reading. The quizzes will be of a 
general nature and will be designed to evaluate the depth of the studentôs 
comprehension of and engagement with the reading itself. Quizzes may not be taken 
late. 
 

Inclusive Language  
The instructor will conscientiously attempt and all students are urged to use inclusive 
language, images, and metaphors in both their speaking and writing.   

 

Students with Disabilities  
Any students in this course who have a disability that might prevent them from fully 
demonstrating their abilities should meet with the instructor as soon as possible to 
initiate disability verification and discuss accommodations that may be necessary to 
ensure your full participation in the successful completion of course requirements. 

 

Student Research and Presentations  
Twice during the semester, each student is required to make an in-class presentation 
and to submit (electronically by e-mail attachment) an 8-10 page, double-spaced 
research paper focused upon some phenomenon of popular culture as listed in the 
course calendar.  
 
The paper and presentation should be divided into two clearly identified parts of roughly 
equivalent length each. The first part of the assignment should provide a clear and 
carefully researched description of the phenomenon in such a way as to document and 
lift up the religious, theological, or existential significance of that phenomenon. The 

blackboard.bu.edu
http://www.usask.ca/relst/jrpc/articlesindex.html
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second part of the assignment should include a thoughtful and carefully-researched 
theological analysis and evaluation of the phenomenon in such a way that a dialogue is 
constructed between the Christian faith and that phenomenon. The first part should 
connect naturally to the second because, again, the description should already contain 
within it something of the religious, theological, or existential relevance of the 
phenomena. The second part then responds to the first in ways that might, for example, 
critique the phenomenon from the standpoint of the Christian faith, on the one hand, or 
as a helpful touchstone for re-conceiving Christian faith, re-thinking the gospel, and 
expressing it in North American culture in new and vital ways. Papers must be 
submitted on the Monday following the initial presentation by midnight. 
 

Please note that what is most explicitly 
religious about any popular culture 
phenomenon is not necessarily what will 
render that phenomenon most significant 
religiously, theologically, or existentially 
(though that may well be the case at times). 
Also important is the way the phenomenon 
reflects or shapes our values, behavior, and 
imagination, the way we come to faith, the 
way we think about the Christian gospel, or 
the way we share our faith. So, for example, 
the religious significance of theme parks in 

popular culture is not primarily the way ñreligionò shows up in theme parks. What does 
the popularity of theme parks in North American culture tell us about how we play, 
spend money, become socialized in numerous ways, escape, engage in ritualized 
behavior, etc. The second part of an assignment on theme parks would then interpret, 
analyze, critique, or learn from this in ways that establish a dialogue between the 
phenomenon and the Christian gospel. 
 
Avoid two kinds of oversimplification: (a) 
on the descriptive side, by simply 
looking for the explicitly religious and (b) 
on the theological side, by simply 
moralizing about the phenomenon 
rather than engaging in a deeper 
analysis, dialogue, and reflection. 
 
 
 
 
 

gRADING  
Reading Quizzes 70 points 
Research papers and presentations 130 points 
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Monday, January 26 Course Introduction ς Dr. Stone 

 

Monday, February 2 
Guest Presentation: Dr. Shelly 
Rambo on Cormac McCarthy 
and The Road 

 Required Reading:  

 .ŜƴŘƭŜΣ aŜǊǾȅƴ CΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ LƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ƛƴ Journal of Religion 
and Popular Culture, Vol. XI (Fall 2005). 

 CƻǊōŜǎΣ .ǊǳŎŜ 5ŀǾƛŘΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴΣ WŜŦŦǊŜȅ IΦ ŀƴŘ .ǊǳŎŜ 5ŀǾƛŘ Corbes, eds. 
Religion and Popular Culture in America. Revised edition. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005, ix-20 

 Lynch, Gordon, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008, 8-
42. 

 wŀƳōƻΣ {ƘŜƭƭȅΣ άBeyond Redemption?: wŜŀŘƛƴƎ /ƻǊƳŀŎ aŎ/ŀǊǘƘȅΩǎ The Road after the End 
of the World,έ Studies in the Literary Imagination (to be published in Fall 2009) 

 

 

Monday, February 9 

Guest Presentation: Danielle Tumminio on  
Required Reading: 
CaƭŘŜŎƻǘǘΣ [ŜƻƴƛŜΣ ά! ²ƛȊŀǊŘΩǎ aƛǎǎƛƻƴΥ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ¢ƘŜƳŜǎ 
ƛƴ IŀǊǊȅ tƻǘǘŜǊΣέ ƛƴ Christian Century 125:1 (January 
15, 2008), 24-27. 

CǊȅƪƘƻƭƳΣ !Ƴȅ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ DŜƴŘŜǊ 5ȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Left Behind ǎŜǊƛŜǎΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ нтл-295. 

IŜǎǎΣ aŀǊȅΣ άwŜǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ the Human Need for Enemies, or 
²Ƙŀǘ ²ƻǳƭŘ IŀǊǊȅ tƻǘǘŜǊ 5ƻΚέ ƛƴ Word and World 
28:1 (Winter 2008), 47-56. 

YƴƛƎƘǘΣ WŜƴƴƛŜ {ΦΣ άwŜ-mythologizing the Divine Feminine 
in The Da Vinci Code and The Secret Life of BeesΣέ ƛƴ 
Mahan and Forbes, 56-74.1 

Lynch, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture, 43-
92. 
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Tuesday, February 17 
Student Presentation: Tattoos and Body-Piercing 
Student Presentation: Body-Sculpting 
Student Presentation: Graphic Novels 
Student Presentation: Japanese Animation 
Student Presentation: Twilight 
 
Required Reading: 

 5ŜǘǿŜƛƭŜǊΣ /ǊŀƛƎ ŀƴŘ .ŀǊǊȅ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΣ άCŀǎƘƛƻƴΥ 5ǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳƭΣέ ƛƴ A Matrix of Meanings 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 221-241. 

 [ŜƭǿƛŎŀΣ aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ aΦΣ ά[ƻǎƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ²ŀȅ ǘƻ {ŀƭǾŀǘion: Women, Weight Loss, and the 
{ŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ aȅǘƘ ƻŦ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ [ƛǘŜΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ мтп-194. 

 Lynch, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture, 93-110. 

 {ŎƘƛǇŜǊǘΣ /ƭŀǳŘƛŀΣ ά{ǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ IŜǊƻƛŎ .ƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ bŀǘƛƻƴ-at-²ŀǊΣέ ƛƴ Journal of 
Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. V (Fall 2003). 

  
Monday, February 23  

 

Celebrities  

and  

Saints 
 

 

Student Presentation: Celebrity Religion 
Student Presentation: Marian Devotion/Virgin of Guadalupe 
Student Presentation: Popular devotion to Saints 
Student Presentation: Comics and Superheroes 
 Required Reading: 
 5ŜǘǿŜƛƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΣ ά/ŜƭŜōǊƛǘƛŜǎΥ !ƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ CǳǘǳǊŜ {ŀƛƴǘǎΣέ ƛƴ A Matrix of Meanings, 89-

123. 
 LǿŀƳǳǊŀΣ WŀƴŜ bŀƻƳƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ hǊƛŜƴǘŀƭ aƻƴƪ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ 

Forbes, 23-43. 
 Lynch, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture, 111-161. 

  

 

Monday, March 2  

Student Presentation: Reality Television2 
Student Presentation: Sci-Fi Television: Star Trek, Babylon 5, Battlestar 
Gallactica, etc. 
Student Presentation: Animations: The Simpsons, South Park, etc. 
Student Presentation: Primetime Dramas (L.A. Law, Lost, Dexter, Mad 
Men, etc.) 
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 Required Reading: 
 5ƛ.ŜǊƴŀǊŘƻΣ {ŀōŀǘƛƴƻΣ ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ LŘƻƭόŀǘǊȅύΥ ! wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ tǊƻŦŀƴŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ƛƴ Journal of 

Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. XIX (Summer 2008). 
 Lynch, Understanding Theology and Popular Culture, 162-194. 
 WƛƴŘǊŀΣ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΣ άLǘΩǎ About Faith in Our Future: Star Trek CŀƴŘƻƳ ŀǎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣέ 

in Mahan and Forbes, 157-173. 
 [ƛǎƭŜ 5ŀƭǘƻƴΣ 9ǊƛŎ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀȊǳǊΣ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƛŎŀ {ƛŜƳǎΣ άIƻƳŜǊ ǘƘŜ IŜǊŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀǊƭƛŜ 

Church: Parody, Pietism, and Pluralism in The Simpsons, in Eric Michael Mazur and 
Kate McCarthy, eds., God in the Details: American Religion in Popular Culture (New 
York: Routledge, 2001), 231-248. 

  

Monday, March 16  

 

Student Presentation: Oprah Spirituality 
Student Presentation: Talk Radio 
Student Presentation: Popular Constructions of the News 
Student Presentation: Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
 

 Required Reading: 

 9ƎŀƴΣ wΦ 5ŀƴƛŜƭƭŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ 5Φ tŀǇǎƻƴΣ άΩ¸ƻǳ 9ƛǘƘŜǊ 
DŜǘ Lǘ ƻǊ ¸ƻǳ 5ƻƴΩǘΩΥ /ƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
The Dr. Phil ShowΣέ ƛƴ Journal of Religion and 
Popular Culture, Vol. X (Summer 2005). 

 IƻƭƭŀƴŘΣ {ǳȊŀƴƴŜΣ άhǳǊ [ŀŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƛǊǿŀǾŜǎΥ WǳŘƎŜ 
WǳŘȅΣ 5ǊΦ [ŀǳǊŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ tǳōƭƛŎ /ƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΣέ 
in God in the Details, 217-230. 

 Taylor, Entertainment Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 9-62. 

  

 

Monday, March 23  

Student Presentation: U23 
Student Presentation: Hip-Hop/Rap4 
Student Presentation: Country5 or Bluegrass6 Music 
Student Presentation: Heavy Metal7 
Student Presentation: Contemporary Christian Music8 
Student Presentation: Popular Patriotic Music9 
Required Reading: 
5ǳƴōŀǊΣ 5ƛǊƪΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9Ǿƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ wƻƭƭΥ Lǘǎ 
wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ¢ƘŜƳŜǎΣέ ƛƴ Journal of 
Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. II (Fall 2002). 

 ƘƻƻƪǎΣ ōŜƭƭΣ άaŀŘƻƴƴŀΥ tƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ aƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƻǊ {ƻǳƭ {ƛǎǘŜǊΚέ ƛƴ Black Looks: Race and 
Representation (South End Press, 1992), 157-64. 

 IǳƭǎŜǘƘŜǊΣ aŀǊƪ 5ΦΣ ά[ƛƪŜ ŀ {ŜǊƳƻƴΥ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƛƴ aŀŘƻƴƴŀ ±ƛŘŜƻǎΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ 
and Forbes, 75-98. 
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 tƛƴƴΣ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ άwŀǇ aǳǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ aŜǎǎŀƎŜΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ нрн-69. 
 Taylor, Entertainment Theology, 62-86. 
 wƻƳŀƴƻǿǎƪƛΣ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ 5ΦΣ ά9ǾŀƴƎŜƭƛŎŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ aǳǎƛŎΥ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ 

aǳǎƛŎ LƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ фф-122. 

  

Monday, March 30 

 

Student Presentation: The Lord of the Rings, 
Golden Compass, or Chronicles of Narnia (book 
and/or cinematic versions)10 
Student Presentation: Millennial, End of Time, 
or Rapture Films11 
Student Presentation: Portrayals of Clergy on 
Film 
Student Presentation: Popular Reception of The Passion of the Christ 
 Required Reading: 
 wŜƛƴƘŀǊǘȊΣ !ŘŜƭŜΣ ά{ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ƛƭǾŜǊ {ŎǊŜŜƴΣέ ƛƴ The Journal of Religion and Film 3.1 

(April 1999). 
 Stone, Bryan, ά9Ǿƛƭ ƛƴ CƛƭƳΣέ ƛƴ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ .ƭƛȊŜƪΣ ŜŘΦ Continuum Companion to Religion and 

Film (New York: Continuum: 2009). 
 Stone, Bryan, άaƻŘŜǊƴ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ CƛƭƳ όмфсл-ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘύΣέ ƛƴ WƻƘƴ [ȅŘŜƴΣ 

ed. Companion Volume on Religion and Film (New York: Routledge Press, 2009). 
 Taylor, Entertainment Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 87-102. 

  

 

Monday, April 6 
 

Mega-churches 
and 

Televangelism 

Student Presentation: Televangelism12 (general, or pick one - T.D. Jakes, Joel Osteen, etc.) 
Student Presentation: Mega-Churches 
Student Presentation: Queer Culture 
 
 Required Reading: 
 IƻƻǾŜǊΣ {ǘŜǿŀǊǘ aΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ross at Willow Creek: Seeker Religion and the Contemporary 

aŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ моф-53. 
 Taylor, Entertainment Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 103-172. 
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Monday, April 13 
 

Sports and 
Play  

 

 

Student Presentation: Gambling 
Student Presentation: Extreme Sports 
Student Presentation: Video/Computer/Online Gaming 
Student Presentation: Toys 
Student Presentation: Fandom13 
 Required Reading: 

 /ŀǘŜǊƛƴŜΣ 5ŀǊǊȅƭ ±ΦΣ ά/ǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ŀǘƘŀǊǎƛǎ ƛƴ wŜŘ {ƻȄ bŀǘƛƻƴΥ .ŀǎŜōŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ wƛǘǳŀƭ 
±ƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ƛƴ Journal of Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. VIII 
(Fall 2004). 

 /ƘƛŘŜǎǘŜǊΣ 5ŀǾƛŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ .ŀǎeball, The Fetish of Coca-Cola, and the Potlatch of 
wƻŎƪ ΨƴΩ wƻƭƭΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ CƻǊōŜǎΣ нмо-232. 

 tǊƛŎŜΣ WƻǎŜǇƘ [ΦΣ ά!ƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ !ǇƻǘƘŜƻǎƛǎΥ {ǇƻǊǘǎ ŀǎ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣέ ƛƴ aŀƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ 
Forbes, 195-212. 

 {ŎƘƻƭŜǎΣ WŜŦŦǊŜȅΣ άtǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ .ŀǎŜōŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ Cŀƴ 5ƛǎillusionment: A Religious Ritual 
!ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣέ ƛƴ Journal of Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. VII (Summer 2004). 

 Taylor, Entertainment Theology, 173-211.  

  

 

Monday, April 23 
Student Presentation: Resorts, Theme Parks14 
Student Presentation: Advertising 
Student Presentation: Pornography 
Student Presentation: Religious Kitsch 
Student Presentation: Popular Art 
Required Reading: 
5ŜǘǿŜƛƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΣέ!ǊǘΥ {ƘŀǊƪǎΣ tƛƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
!ǎƘǘǊŀȅǎΣέ ƛƴ A Matrix of Meanings: Finding 
God in Pop Culture, 270-91. 

YƭƛƴŜΣ {ŎƻǘǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ aƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 
Consumer Religion: How Consumer Religion 
Fuels the Culture Wars in the United 
{ǘŀǘŜǎΣέ ƛƴ Journal of Religion and Popular 
Culture, Vol. XVII (Fall 2007). 

aŀǊŜǎŎƻΣ tŜǘŜǊ !ΦΣ άtŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ DǊŀǾŜǎǘƻƴŜǎΥ ¸ƻǳǊ [ƛŦŜΩǎ tŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭ ǘƻ {ŜŜ ŀƴŘ IŜŀǊΣέ ƛƴ 
Journal of Religion and Popular Culture, Vol. XII (Summer 2006). 

¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴΣ wƻōŜǊǘ WΦΣ ά/ƻƴǎŜŎǊŀǘƛƴƎ /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΥ /ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ ¢ŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭǎΣέ ƛƴ 
Mahan and Forbes, 44-55. 


