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Text: All readings are from the text.
Illustrated World Religions: A Guide to Our Wisdom Traditions 


Week I  		Chapter I: Introduction and Preface

To think about...

1. How would you define ‘religion’?

2. How and why do religions develop?

3. Why is religion rejected by many people?

4. Here are some of the ways in which different religions understand the Divine. How would you define them? Theism; Pantheism; Monotheism; Polytheism; Atheism; Agnosticism. 

5. In studying the differences and similarities between faiths, what are the topics that interest you?  


Week II 		Chapter II: Hinduism

To think about,,,

1. How do you respond to what Hinduism addresses as the four wants of human beings?

2.Hinduism considers life’s imperfection to be those that limit what we basically want; joy, knowledge and being. How can these imperfections be overcome?

3. In Hinduism, yoga is designed to lead humans toward integration or union of the self. Which of the four paths do you find most attractive and understandable?

4.  At what stage of  life should a Hindu join BOLLI for “Adult Education” ? Why?

5. The Sanskrit name for God is Brahman; utter reality, utter consciousness, utterly beyond all possibility of futility. But this is an abstraction and humans need pictures, so Hindus encourage people to think of God as a ‘supreme person’. While most Hindus conceive of God as Saguna Brahman, sages conceive of God as Nirguna Brahman, more abstract. How do these differ?

6. What do you think are the positive/negative aspects of Karma and the jivas reincarnation?

7. Can the caste system be justified?

8. How do Hindus answer the question, “What kind of a world do we have?” How would you answer it? (see page 55)
			

Week III 		Chapter III: Buddhism

To think about...

1. How and why was Siddartha Gautama affected by the Four Passing Sights?

2. What was the end result of Mara’s (evil) temptation of Buddha?

3. According to Smith’s assessment of the Buddha, and your reading of his ideas, do you consider the Buddha as one of the great personalities of all times? Why or why not?

4. How had the Hinduism of Buddha’s day perverted the six features common to most religions: authority, ritual, interpretation, tradition, God’s grace and mystery? How did the Buddha differ?

5. Central to Buddha’s teachings are the Four Noble Truths which follow each other in a thoughtful, logical sequence and lead to the Eightfold Path. Do you see these concepts as   having parallels in your beliefs, religious or otherwise?

6. Nirvana, the Godhead, no soul, reincarnation, impermanence  - how do you understand Buddha’s concept of the afterlife of human beings?

7. Over time Buddhism divided into geographical groups. Two of the largest are Theravada Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism.   How do they differ on important points?

8. In a few sentences (?) what is Zen Buddhism?

9.What are the distinctive features of Tibetan Buddhism or Vajrayana, the Diamond Way?

10. The image of the rafts and the crossing beautifully illustrate the concept of the three vows of Buddhism. Explain.			

Week IV		Chapter IV: Confucianism

To think about...

Confucius taught that there is no self apart from relationships. There are Five Constant Relationships of human life: father and son; older brother and younger brother; husband and wife; older and younger friends; ruler and subject. Right relationship or correct behavior between these pairs would “weld society in the way of Heaven”. Here is a description of it from The Record of Rights Book IX: The Commonwealth State.

“When the perfect order prevails, the world is like a home shared by all. Virtuous and worthy men are elected to public, office and capable men hold posts of gainful employment in society; peace and trust among all men are the maxims of living. All men love and respect their parents and children, as well as the parents and children of others. There is caring fro the old; there are jobs for the adults; there are nourishment and education for the children. There is a means of support for the widows and widowers; for all who find themselves alone in the world; and for the disabled. Every man and woman has an appropriate role to play in the family and society. A sense of sharing displaces the effects of selfishness and materialism. A devotion to public duty leaves no room for idleness. Intrigues and conniving for ill gain are unknown. Villains such as thieves and robbers do not exist. The door to every home need never be locked or bolted by day or night. These are the characteristics of an ideal world, the commonwealth state.

1. In each pair of relationships, the first mentioned is the “top” partner. What does this mean and what problems might arise from this tradition? What conditions did Confucius impose?

2. How does one become a chun tzu, a fully realized human being?

3. Confucius, believing Heaven’s Will backed his mission, reversed the priorities of China’s worldview in his day. What was this worldview and how did he change it?

4. How have the following Confucian teachings influenced China from the 2ndC BCE to today: wen or scholarship; social concerns; inclusiveness; family; Doctrine of the Mean?

5. Bring to class 2 or 3 favorite sayings of Confucius.







Week V 		Chapter V: Taoism

To think about...

1. Read the poem on page 123. How would you interpret it?

2. What is the concept of Tao?

3. How do the three streams of Tao: Philosophical, Religious and Vitalizing, differ in belief and practice, yet have a common objective?

4. Explain Wu Wei through the analogy of water.

Week VI 		Chapter VII: Judaism

To think about...

1. Huston Smith approaches Judaism through the meaning the religion gives to particular concepts. He credits the Hebrew quest; asking who are we, where did we came from and why are we here, for what became the western world’s understanding of God and creation. What is this conception and how did it develop?

2. Do you agree with Smith in the importance of history in Judaism?

3. Humans need other people to be human, yet they so often act inhumanely with each other. What are the four principal danger zones in human relationships (do you agree with Smith) and how did the Jews set up constraints regarding them?

4. What was unique about the Jewish prophets?

5. What is Messianism and how does it relate to suffering? 

6. What has kept the Jews together as a people though dispersion, persecution and assimilation?
	
Week VII 		Chapter VIII: Christianity	

To think about...

1. Jesus is the unifying factor for all Christians. What is known about his life on earth is that he was born, in Bethlehem or Nazareth, worked with his father as a carpenter, preached for 3 years, was convicted by the Romans (with cooperation from Jewish authorities) and died from being nailed to a cross. After his death, there are several accounts of his appearing to people, in various manifestations.  His life as a Jew in 1st century Palestine is best understood in the context of the Jewish sects at that time. What are these sects and where does Jesus fit into this milieu?

2. Jesus’ teachings were taken from the Torah. What was unique in his interpretation?
(page 212 and 213 sum up, to some extent, the Sermon on the Mount which Christians believe is the essence of his teaching. I include it here for you to read for yourself)  

GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 

[17] "Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them but to fulfil them. 
[18] For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. 
[19] Whoever then relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but he who does them and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 
[20] For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
[21] "You have heard that it was said to the men of old, `You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.' 
[22] But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever says, `You fool!' shall be liable to the hell of fire. 
[23] So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, 
[24] leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. 
[25] Make friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison; 
[26] truly, I say to you, you will never get out till you have paid the last penny. 
[27] "You have heard that it was said, `You shall not commit adultery.' 
[28] But I say to you that every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 
[29] If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. 
[30] And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into hell. 
[31] "It was also said, `Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.' 
[32] But I say to you that every one who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, makes her an adulteress; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
[33] "Again you have heard that it was said to the men of old, `You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.' 
[34] But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 
[35] or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. 
[36] And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 
[37] Let what you say be simply `Yes' or `No'; anything more than this comes from evil. 
[38] "You have heard that it was said, `An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' 
[39] But I say to you, Do not resist one who is evil. But if any one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also; 
[40] and if any one would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well; 
[41] and if any one forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 
[42] Give to him who begs from you, and do not refuse him who would borrow from you. 
[43] "You have heard that it was said, `You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' 
[44] But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
[45] so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. 
[46] For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 
[47] And if you salute only your brethren, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 
[48] You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
 
3. The dogma of the divinity of Jesus and the Trinity is central to Christianity, and not understood by many. From the reading of the text, how do you interpret the idea of monotheistic Christianity and the Trinity?

4. What does the author say are the main differences between the Roman Cathololic, the Eastern Orthodox and the Protestant churches?

Week VIII 		Chapter VI: Islam	

To think about...

1. The beginnings of Islam, and its unprecedented growth and spread over the first 100 years of its founding, is a truly amazing story. What are the high points?

2. How does the Quran relate to the Hebrew and Christian Bibles?

3. There are four basic theological concepts in Islam. What are they and how do you understand them?

4. As in other religions, Muslims are counseled to walk the straight path, meaning not crooked or corrupt, but also in Islam, straightforward, direct and explicit. A Muslim does this by following the Five Pillars of Islam in his daily life. What are these five principles?

5. Because Muhammad founded a Commonwealth, the Quran became a legal compendium joining politics, religion and society.  It addressed the problems in pre-Islamic Arabian society, and made some moral advances unique to Islam at that time.	What were the ramifications in economics, the status of women, race relations and the use of force?

6. Smith skips over Shia, Sunni and other divisions within Islam to focus on the mystical branch, Sufism.  What are the characteristics of Sufism and how do they compare with other religions we have studied? (I’ll briefly explain the various divisions).


Week IX 		Chapter IX: The Prime Religions

To think about...

1. The author designates these religions primal because they came before the historical religions that have sacred texts and an unfolding cumulative tradition. As compared to the approximately 4,000 years of historical religions, the primal traditions have been around for well over 2,000,000 years. What are some common characteristics of primal religions.

2. Is there any sense of a divinity in primal religions?

3. What future does Smith see for primitive religious groups?

4. Having read about many different religions, how do you see them relating to one another in this diverse global culture?

5. How can we profit from these wisdom traditions, even when not accepting them as our tradition, or not accepting the idea of divinity at all?  Do you see ways the author does not?


Week X		Chapter X: A Final Examination

Summing up












Literature of World Religions


Recommended Web Sites:


Religious Tolerance Org.: Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance
Information about 40 organized religions, & faith groups.
http://www.religioustolerance.org/var_rel.htm


BBC: Religion and Ethics
Very useful information.
 HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/" http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/


The WWW Virtual Library: International Affairs Resources 
World Religions (links to good sites)
 HYPERLINK "http://www2.etown.edu/vl/worldrel.html" http://www2.etown.edu/vl/worldrel.html


Center of World Religions: Harvard University
Pluralism Project
http://www.pluralism.org/resources/tradition/index.php


Minnesota State University
 HYPERLINK "http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/religion/" http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/religion/

