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Background

How has religious belief shaped American history? What role have religious ideas and spiritual experience played in shaping the social, political, and cultural life of what has become the world’s most religiously diverse nation?

For the first time on television, God in America, a presentation of American Experience and FRONTLINE, will explore the historical role of religion in the public life of the United States. The six-hour series, which interweaves documentary footage, historical dramatization, and interviews with religious historians, will air over three consecutive nights on PBS beginning October 11, 2010.

Overview

God in America examines the potent and complex interaction between religion and democracy, the origins of the American concept of religious liberty, and the controversial evolution of that ideal in the nation’s courts and political arena. The series considers the role religious ideas and institutions have played in social reform movements from abolition to civil rights, examining the impact of religious faith on conflicts from the American Revolution to the Cold War, and how guarantees of religious freedom created a competitive American religious marketplace. It also explores the intersection of political struggle and spiritual experience in the lives of key American historical figures including Franciscan Friars and the Pueblo leader Po’pay, Puritan leader John Winthrop and dissident Anne Hutchinson, Catholic Bishop John Hughes, abolitionist Frederick Douglass, Presidents Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln, reform Rabbi Isaac Meyer Wise, Scopes trial combatants William Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow, evangelist Billy Graham, civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Moral Majority’s Jerry Falwell.

“The American story cannot be fully understood without understanding the country’s religious history,” says series executive producer Michael Sullivan. “By examining that history, God in America will offer viewers a fresh, revealing, and challenging portrait of the country.”
Events and Outreach

Beyond Broadcast

To extend the reach of the series beyond the television screen, God in America has formed strategic partnerships with the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, Religious Freedom Education Project at the Newseum, the Fetzer Institute, Sacred Space International and other organizations. An integrated multimedia campaign will include community engagement activities, media events, and a comprehensive God in America website. The campaign will deepen public understanding of religion and spirituality in public and private life by encouraging viewers to explore the history of their faith traditions and to learn more about their own personal spiritual journeys.
Sacred Space International

Sacred Space International, a nonprofit organization based in Chicago, has been retained to create a set of best practices for local PBS stations and any other community organization interested in designing a public tour of sacred spaces in their city. The handbook will be available through the God in America Web site, along with a guide for individuals that explains how to conduct a self-guided tour of sacred spaces in any neighborhood or town. Sacred Space International will research and select 

sacred sites (a mix of religious and non-religious places) in eight demonstration cities, where the local PBS station will host a curated sacred spaces tour followed by a facilitated conversation and excerpt screening of God in America.
Religious Literacy Symposium

September 28th, 2010—along with the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life and Religious Freedom Education Project at the Newseum —WGBH will host the God in America Religious Literacy Symposium in Washington, DC.  The symposium will feature new findings from a national Pew survey on “Religious Literacy in America.” Expert panelists will discuss the results of the Pew Survey and debate important related issues.  The symposium is designed to be a high-visibility event that will engage religious and political leaders, influentials and the media, and prominently feature the God in America television series.

Website and Social Media

The God in America preview website will go live in the spring of 2010, with the launch of the community engagement portal. Designed to provide multimedia resources, assets, downloadable toolkits, and best practices, the Web site connects organizations and individuals looking to maximize involvement with the God in America content to the national media and outreach effort. Also in the spring of 2010, look for the launch of “My FaithBook,” an interactive social space dedicated to helping the public share their spiritual journeys, beliefs, and experiences. “My FaithBook” will be promoted through social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, through cooperating organizations, and public television stations nationwide.

Following the initial site launch in the spring, the full God in America Web site will launch with the national broadcast on PBS.  Plans for the final website include a robust and interactive “Religion in America” section, which will incorporate a “Timeline of Faith in America” and a downloadable viewer’s guide (in English and Spanish).  An “American Scripture” section will contain historical documents telling the story of religion in American public life. All six hours of the series will be streaming online with timed links to relevant material on the site. The site will also feature a behind-the-scenes video on the making of the television series; extended interviews with scholars and others; an online quiz for users to test their knowledge of American faiths and the country’s religious history; a “join the discussion” section and more.
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