Introduction

T 1AS been over thirty years since the appearance of Henry M_ay’s
1964 American Historical Review article, “The Recove‘ry of American
Religious History.” In that essay May observed the a_lchlevex.‘rtm.ts of the
previous three decades of scholarship, years in Whl(.lh Pur1tan1§m, E‘d-
wardsian Calvinism, revivalism, liberalism, modernism, and the $0c1al
Gospel had been “brought down out of the attic ax}d I?ut-be.nck in tI:}e
historical front parlor.” Even historians who had no mtrms‘1c -mterest in
religion, May added, were willing to acknowledge that'rehgmn consti-
tuted the “mode” and “language” in which most Americans b‘efore the
twentieth century had thought about human nature and d.estmy.l
With the hindsight of three decades, what May considered a re-

i i erican .-
covery now appears no more than a trickle of scholarship on Am

religious history. And while religious history appears to be a healthy
venture capable of sustaining continued growtl}, it is usually relegatefi
 to the periphery in the professional study of Iustc‘)ry. Some of .the evi-
dence for this generalization is only anecdotal. For m.stanc_e,'whﬂe. some
history departments have begun to include courses in reh.g10}15 history,
the experience of one graduate student at India.n'a University is far more
typical. She writes that the department adm1tteF1 her to do church
history in the late medieval and early modern penoc%s.. But because no
one in the department now offers courses in scholasticism or Reforma-
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“tion history, the chair asked her to transfer to the religious studies
department or philosophy department where scholars study such
"’:things. To conclude, as this woman does, that Indiana’s history depart-
~‘ment manifests “blatant discrimination” against Christian and tradi-
 tional religions may show insufficient nuance. But her experience does
“raise the question of why the history department offers courses on
- medieval sexuality and medieval women'’s spirituality but won't hire
faculty to teach courses on Aquinas and Calvin.2
& . Confirmation of a certain bias against religion within the historical
profession also comes from sources easier to document. For instance,
Carl N. Degler opined during his 1980 presidential address before the
Organization of American Historians that some subjects, particularly
the history of religion, “have fallen irito disfavor among historians or
een forgotten entirely.”> While Degler later admitted that he had been
looking primarily at studies of the Social Gospel and consequently had
missed much of the literature in religious history, his comments were
airly representative of the perceptions of mainstream American his-
orians. Anthologies devoted to the general themes and periods of the
:"l*iistory of the United States, such as The Promise of American History®
“and The New American History,® virtually ignore religion as a field of
Arnerican history. Studies of academic history also have given little
onsideration to the growth of American religious history.6 These omis-
ions make plausible the conclusion that Degler’s reflections, even
hough written only halfway into the most productive period of reli-
ious history, were not unusual.
.~ Degler’s comments have recently been confirmed by historians
vho study American religion but who believe the profession is largely
ifferent to it. Garry Wills insists that historians and political com-
entators neglect religion, so much so that in reading most texts one
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