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IPI 5/717 (3) Making Meaning in a time of Media Polarization 
 
Instructor: Yehuda Mansell PhD. Candidate 
Email: ymansell@vst.edu 
Office hours: by appointment 
 
Purpose: This course offers an opportunity to prepare for, attend, and reflect on VST’s 
Inter-Religious Conference on the theme “Making Meaning in a time of Media Polarization.” 
At the conference, which will be a real-time event, accessible both in-person and via 
Zoom, presenters will explore the following theme:  
 
Religious and spiritual teachers help people interpret their experiences and find meaning in 
their lives. This work is urgently needed in our time. Radio, television, and news groups sow 
polarization. Social media cultivates outrage. In the public sphere, disinformation mixes 
freely with information. People learn narrow understandings of religion, society, and politics. 
 
How, then, should spiritual leaders and scholars of religion proceed? How can they offer 
wise guidance? Help others discern ethical paths of action? Reach out across divides in 
mutual understanding? Draw on scriptural and traditional resources to speak with integrity? 
 
 
Conference Page Link: https://vst.edu/inter-religious-studies-program/conference/  

 
Competence Objectives:  
 
Students will be expected to learn and demonstrate the ability to: 
 

• Summarize causes and impacts of media polarization 
• Identify issues of public concern related to media polarization  
• Articulate ways to respond to media with theological and spiritual integrity  
• Reflect on your work as a spiritual leader and your role in public communication 
• Offer objective summary and critical assessment of scholarly papers  

 
Format: Summer term 2023, 30 hours total.  
 

• Attendance at Inter-religious Studies Conference: 
o May 30 (5:00-6:00, 7:00-8:30 pm) 
o May 31 (9:00 am – 5:00 pm; 7:00-8:30 pm) 
o June 1 (9:00 am – 5:00 pm) 

 
• Pre- and Post- conference class sessions: 
o Monday, May 15 (10:00 am – 3:00 pm)   
o Monday, June 12 (10:00 am – 3:00 pm) 

 
Identification of the levels at which the course can be taken: Certificate, Basic 
(Diploma/MA/M.Div.) or Advanced (GDTS, Th.M).  
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Required reading: 
 
READ and WATCH ALL, due May 30; chapters to be emailed to registered students 

• Bail, Christopher A. “Hacking the Prism.” In Breaking the Social Media Prism: How to 
Make Our Platforms Less Polarizing. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021  
 

• Bursch, Douglas S. “Arguing, Partisan, Segmented People.” In Posting Peace: Why 
Social Media Divides Us and What We Can Do about It. Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 
2021. 
 

• Gopin, Marc. “Encountering the Other: Positive Lessons from Contemporary 
Science.” In Encountering the Other: Christian and Multifaith Perspectives. Edited by 
Laura Duhan-Kaplan and Harry O. Maier. Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 107-117. 
 

• Kendzior, Sarah. “America is Purple, like a Bruise.” In They Knew: How a Culture of 
Conspiracy Keeps America Complacent. First edition. New York: Flatiron Books, 
2022. 
 

• Mihailidis, Paul, and Bobbie Foster. “The Cost of Disbelief: Fracturing News 
Ecosystems in an Age of Rampant Media Cynicism.” Edited by Gregory Payne. The 
American behavioral scientist (Beverly Hills) 65, no. 4 (2021): 616–631. 

 
• Stanley, Jason. “Law and Order.” In How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and 

Them. New York: Random House Trade Paperback, 2020. 
 

• “Strangers at Home.” https://globalreportingcentre.org/strangers/. (Watch the nine 
shorts) 

 
Please incorporate these into your opening reflection paper. 

 
 

READ, due June 12; available after May 1 on the course page in Populi: 
• Selected conference papers 
• You will be asked to write a formal response to one of these, and refer to several of 

them in your final paper. 
 

Assignments:  
For all students (Continuing Education Certificate; Basic Degree incl. Diplomas, M.Div, MA; 
Advanced Degree incl. Th.M, GDTS. 
 
(1) Full attendance at all events, as described above in “format.” Attendance should be in 

accordance with VST policies; thoughtful, engaged participation in class discussion, 
course activities, and conference. 
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(2) Completion of assigned readings.  
(3) A written 750 word essay: Draw on the pre-readings to begin to articulate your reflections 

on media polarization, from the perspective of your work as a theological scholar, 
spiritual caregiver, or religious leader. (For example, you might explore the following 
questions: How does media polarization impact your life and work? How do you or might 
you respond? What new insights into causes, effects, and responses do the readings 
give you?) At the first class, you’ll be asked to introduce yourself with some of the ideas 
you prepare here! Due in class May 15, and emailed to me the same day in MS Word 
format. 

(4) A 750-1000 word written response to a selected conference paper presentation. After 
class on May 15, a link to sign up sheet for the available papers will be emailed to you. 
Paper due in class on June 12, and emailed to me the same day in MS Word format. I 
will review the response papers and suggest changes before sending revised versions to 
the conference presenters.  
 
In this paper response, please address the following points: 

 
• What is the main idea of the paper? 
• How does the author present or develop it? 
• What relevant background knowledge of the topic do you bring to it? 
• What new idea, insight, or information do you receive from it? 
• Explain one thing you agree with, or feel positively about in the paper, and why. 
• Explain one thing you disagree with, feel negatively about, or would like to 

criticize in the paper, and why?  
• What further research questions into the topic would you like to see the author 

pursue? 
 

For all Basic Degree students, incl. Diplomas, M.Div, MA. 
A 2000-word paper, exploring interests related to the conference theme, referencing at 
least 3 conference papers, due no later than June 30, via email to ymansell@vst.edu.  

 
For all Advanced Degree students, incl. Th.M, GDTS. 

A 3000-word paper, exploring interests related to the conference theme, referencing at 
least 4 conference papers, due no later than July 30, via email to ymansell@vst.edu.  

 
Prerequisites: None. 


