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Program Schedule 
 

Friday, April 27 
Tory Breezeway 2 

 
1:00 p.m.    Welcome and introductions 
 
1:30 – 2:30 p.m.  Session 1: "Evil Geniuses, Heroes of Old, Irish Priests" 
 
2:30 – 2:45 p.m.  Break 
 
2:45 – 3:45 p.m.  Session 2: "Gender, Heroines, Heroes and Villains" 
 
4:00 – 5:00 p.m. Keynote 1 with Dr. William Arnal: "Villains: Windigos and Other Cannibal-

Monsters" 
 
5:15 p.m.   Supper 
 

Saturday, April 28 
Tory Breezeway 2 

 
9:00 – 9:30 a.m. Coffee and muffins 
 
9:30 – 10:30 a.m. Session 3: "Magicians, Men from Mars, and "Nitler" 
 
10:30 – 11:00 a.m.   Break 
 
11:00 – 12:00 p.m. Keynote 2 with Dr. William Arnal: "Heroes: Jesus, Paul, and the Geography of 

Magic" 
 
12:00 – 1:00 p.m. Lunch (catered) 
 
1:00 – 2:00 p.m. Panel: “Plan B: What To Do With Your Religious Studies Degree After You 

Graduate” (featuring Bill Arnal, Peter Sabo, Dagmar Wujastyk, Nakita Valerio) 
 
2:00 p.m.    Wrap up 

 
 
 



Keynote Presenter: Dr. William Arnal, Professor, Department Head, Religious Studies, University of 
Regina 
 
 

 
 
 
Bio: My research focuses on theoretical issues in Religious Studies, on ancient Christianity and on 
the historiography of ancient Christianity. Published work includes discussions of definitions of 
religion and their theoretical ramifications, the politics of Religious Studies, and implicit apologetic 
motifs in New Testament scholarship. In addition, I have done substantive research on ancient 
Christian writings such as Q, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mark, and the Pauline letters. 
Typically, these studies have taken the form of close textual analysis combined with a Marxian 
theoretical sensibility that seeks to find explanations for changes in religious ideology in social 
conflict, reconstructed from the contemporary archeological and literary record. 
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Lilian Al-Radi, York University, Toronto, Ontario 
 
Owain Bamforth, MA student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta  
 
Melody Everest, MA student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta   
 
Michael Gillingham, PhD student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta 
 
Mack Harding, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
 
Patrick Hart, PhD Candidate, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
 
Laura Jurgens, PhD Candidate, Department of Classics & Religion, University of  
Calgary, Calgary, Alberta 
 
Kristian Klippenstein, PhD Candidate, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta 
 
Dr. Peter Sabo, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
 
 
 



Presentation Abstracts 
 
The Fight or Flight Response Hijabi Style: A Phenomenological Approach to the Dichotomy between 
the Oppressive Hijab and the Liberating Hijab 
 

- Lilian Al-Radi, York University, Toronto, Ontario 
 
This essay will try to elucidate the peculiar dichotomy between notions surrounding the Hijab; placed 
by a Northern American society and the accounts provided by Muslim Women in North America. 
Therefore, the lens applied to understand this contrast is Phenomenological due to the complexities 
that accompany the discourse of the Hijab in North America. It is also more appropriate to apply a 
Phenomenological methodology to this essay since the two contrasts cannot meet in the middle, each 
conclusion are complete contradictions respectively. Since 9/11 there has been a noticeable change 
in sentiments towards Muslims, and it has become increasingly normalized to express hostile 
opinions about Muslim with a particular focus on the sartorial practice of wearing a Hijab. The Hijab in 
the eyes of many North American non-Muslims have become a symbol of oppression and separates 
Non-Muslim women from Muslim Women. This separation between non-Muslim women – and Muslim 
women in North America is has been coined as ‘othering’ and is not unique only to North America; 
rather it is a worldwide phenomenon. The different implications of the hijab and the woman whom 
wear it can be categorized under the Fight or Flight response coined by the physiologist Walter B. 
Cannon. However, the emic pressure of assimilation yields surprising outcomes for the Muslim 
women, shielding them from the hegemonic burden. 
 
Little Green Plastic Men From Mars 
 

- Melody Everest, MA student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta 

 
Both newer religious movements and very established traditions can be seen to interact with 
ideas surrounding the possibility of life beyond our own planet. Groups react and interact with 
concepts that are somewhat new and sometimes evolving. For some groups, as in the case of the 
Catholic Church, the reaction may not be entirely voluntary but in response to public demand for 
an official response to the possibility of alien life. Others, such as Heaven’s Gate, can be seen to 
have a primary focus on a future changed by extraterrestrials. Many of the roles that these aliens 
and extraterrestrials fulfill within cosmologies and theologies are dramatically different but 
actually remain quite familiar. This paper will discuss how UFOs and extraterrestrials, precisely 
because they are not obvious and apparent, are particularly flexible for use in theologies, both for 
established and emerging groups. 
 
Ambiguous Super Powers: The Social Positioning of Freelance Ritual Specialists in Antiquity 
 

- Owain Bamforth, MA student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta  

 
Inhabitants of the Ancient Mediterranean were always trying to get ahead in life. The world could be 
hard and brutal, and people often turned to the gods for help. A variety of professionals made it their 
business to provide divine help to clients. Magicians, astrologers, seers, dream interpreters, diviners, 
lot specialists, potion brewers, incantation writers, sacrificers, entrails interpreters, and other 
freelance ritual specialists all claimed to channel divine power through a variety of ritual practices to 
meet the various needs of their patrons. Channeling and utilizing divine power for personal purposes 
was useful but dangerous. Divine power channeled outside of formal avenues for venerating the gods 
was seen as a threat to Roman political, social, and divine order. Expulsions and executions of 



freelance ritual specialists were regular occurrences in and around Rome in the first three centuries of 
the common era. Freelance ritual specialists had to constantly defend their activities as being in 
legitimate service to the gods. The ritual power these specialists claimed to procure for their clients 
had to be traced back to divine sources and had to be backed up with credible explanations for why 
these specialists could (or should) have access to divine power.  
This paper will look at three case studies from antiquity: the trial of Apuleius, the trial of Apollonius of 
Tyana, and the confrontation between the apostles and Simon the so-called magus. In each of these 
episodes freelance ritual specialists socially positioned themselves to avoid charges of impropriety 
and to establish their own legitimacy. In showing how freelance ritual specialists ensured economic 
and personal survival by casting themselves as servants of gods or heroes, and by casting their 
competitors as villains, I will discuss how both ritual practice and the associated “positioning” 
discourse contributed to a changing pattern of relationships with the gods in the first few centuries of 
the common era. 
 
The Irish Roman Catholic Priest as (Irish Nationalist) Hero and Villain 
 

- Michael Gillingham, PhD student, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta 

 
Irish Roman Catholic priests have served as important leaders both within the Irish Roman Catholic 
Church and also within the Irish national independence movement.  Priests were suspected to be 
actively involved in the rural protest movements against British control.  They were also actively 
involved in movements like the Gaelic Revival.  The church's handling of the Parnell affair, however, 
split public opinion.  James Joyce's fiction depicts this in his novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man.  As Ireland moves toward independence, the Irish Roman Catholic Church and clergy are 
actively involved in the political process.  More recently, scandals involving Irish Roman Catholic 
clergy and sex abuse have deeply damaged the credibility and respect of the Irish priests.  This has 
undermined and threatens the future leadership of Ireland's Roman Catholic community. 
 
The Very First Episode of Maury: Exploring the Origins of the “Sons of God” and Nephilim in Genesis 
6:1-4   
 

- Mack Harding, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
 
The first four verses of Genesis 6 introduce the sons of God, who anger Yahweh by taking wives from 
the daughters of men. For some reason, this leads to the reduction of the human lifespan just prior to 
the famous flood. Nephilim (best translated as “fallen ones”) are also mentioned, called either 
“warriors” or “heroes” of renown depending on the translation a reader chooses. It is never actually 
made clear if they are at all related to the sons of God or not, simply that they walked the Earth at this 
time. Noah’s story then begins and these characters are entirely forgotten, with Nephilim never again 
being mentioned until Numbers and even then only in passing. What was so evil about the sons of 
God having wives? What heroics were the Nephilim known for? This paper examines some of the 
interpretations of this passage throughout time, both secular and non-secular, to determine why and 
how different audiences have attributed aspects of both heroism and villainy to these mysterious 
characters.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Paul, the Evil Genius 
 

- Patrick Hart, PhD Candidate, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
Alberta 

 
Flagrant signs of Pauline veneration are abundant in scholarship. For example, it is common enough 
to see descriptions of Paul as a “gifted exegete” or even simply as a “genius.” Be that as it may, Paul 
is by no means universally lauded. Thomas Jefferson, for example, described Paul as the “first 
corrupter of the doctrines of Jesus.” Nietzsche’s assessment was even less kind—to him, Paul was 
an utterly nefarious figure, one Nietzsche described as a “genius of hatred” and the “bringer of bad 
tidings.” 
While such sentiments hardly represent the majority opinion on Paul, they certainly evidence the 
presence of an alternate interpretation of the famous apostle, one that carries subversive overtones 
along with it. With reference to the above-noted thinkers, among others, my paper provides both a 
summary of some negative depictions or constructions of Paul, and an account of some of the 
motivations behind these constructions. 
 
Hero and Villain: Abandoning the Debate Over Martin Luther’s Opinion of Women 
 

- Laura Jurgens, PhD Candidate, Department of Classics & Religion, University of Calgary, 
Calgary, Alberta 

 
The variation in assessments of Martin Luther’s opinion of women, as well as, the impact that his ideas 
had on women throughout the centuries is tremendous. Based on Luther’s theological works, scholars 
have either portrayed him in a positive or negative light. Luther has been considered both misogynistic 
and venerating. For example, supporters, such as Elizabeth Ahme, have considered his attack on 
celibacy and his emphasis on the positive benefits of marriage as liberating women from misogyny and 
defamation. While other scholars, like Martha Behrens, take a much harsher approach by stating that 
his remarks oppressed women and chained them to the ideal of a submissive housewife. Is Luther a 
hero or villain? The purpose of this paper is to argue that the centrality of sex and gender in Martin 
Luther’s theological works, as well as, his personal relationships have been either neglected or 
unsatisfactorily explored in previous Luther scholarship. Therefore, disputing whether Luther held a 
positive or negative approach to women is premature at this moment. Instead of fueling this debate, 
scholars should abandon this dialectic and further explore Luther’s attitudes towards women as this 
topic continues to be overlooked by previous studies.  
 
A Term of Office: ‘Nitler’ and the Children of God, 1969–1974 
 

- Kristian Klippenstein, PhD Candidate, Religious Studies Program, University of Alberta, 
Edmonton, Alberta 

 
The Children of God’s emergence in 1969 as a distinct body led by David Berg within America’s 
Jesus Movement coincided with Richard Nixon’s inauguration as the 37th President of the United 
States. Soon thereafter, the Children of God’s publications began critiquing American politics through 
allusions to a figure named “Nitler,” a portmanteau of “Nixon” and (former leader of Nazi Germany, 
Adolf) “Hitler.”  
 
This paper argues that Berg created Nitler as a single versatile representation of the group’s 
multidimensional difficulties and opponents. Whether one views the group as an American social 
movement, an organization with international aspirations, or an apocalyptic new religion, Nitler 
antagonized the Children of God. Nitler’s villainous nature shifted, however, depending on which of 
the multiple organizational registers embedded in Berg’s texts invoked him. This shifting nature 



allowed Berg to place Nitler and the Children of God at opposite ends of multiple ideological, 
geopolitical, demographic, and religious binaries. 
 
Bible Bros 
 

- Dr. Peter Sabo, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
 
Dolores G. Kamrada’s Heroines, Heroes, and Deity: Three Narratives in the Biblical Heroic 
Tradition is a study of the biblical stories of Jephthah’s daughter, Samson, and Saul. In this 
presentation, I will summarize the argument of the book and use it as a starting point to explore the 
Hebrew Bible’s construction of the “hero” (gibbȏr). Particular focus will be given to the link between 
masculinity and heroism, and how these three biblical stories both construct and deconstruct an 
ideology of heroic masculinity. 

 


