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Introduction 

W hich Way to God? A Christian Look at World Religions is a ten-session
course for high school age students on the beliefs and practices of
the four largest world religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism,

and Islam. While the religions are presented from a Protestant Christian con-
text, we’ve been careful to be truthful and objective, affirming commendable
practices and beliefs and avoiding stereotyping on basis of race, ethnic back-
ground, gender, education, or culture. Throughout, we’ve tried to assume the
role of an appreciative, informed, Christian observer.

The student newspapers on each faith reflect this approach. You’ll not find
articles in the papers that critique the religion being studied from a Christian
perspective. But during your class sessions, you and your group will have
many opportunities to assess the fundamental differences between the reli-
gions being studied and Christianity. You’ll find many questions in this
leader’s guide (and in the student newspapers) that help you do just that. An
introductory session and a final session also help students see other religions
in the light of their own Christianity. Please see “Toward a Theological
Perspective” and “Light and Lightning” at the end of this introduction for
additional comments.

This course focuses on world religions as they are experienced by North
American teens in their own communities. These religions are not presented
as the beliefs of those strange people “over there,” but as the beliefs of class-
mates, friends, and neighbors.

Through this study, your students should gain a better understanding of the
major religions of our world. They’ll be better equipped to evaluate the reli-
gious beliefs of their friends and neighbors in comparison to their own. By
exploring these other faiths, they’ll gain insight and appreciation for the
ways these religions can speak to their own faith tradition. Being more
knowledgeable about the faith of others should lead to greater understanding
of and confidence in their own.

Each of the four religions studied is presented in two sessions. The first
focuses on basic beliefs, the second on worship and daily living. The group
reads a selection of articles from the eight-page student newspaper during
each session (some articles may be read at home, not during the session).

The leader’s guide provides two complete session plans on each religion
(plus an introductory and concluding session). It will suggest—in bold
print—which articles from the student newspaper to read and discuss. In
addition, it will give you a variety of activities in both sessions for “hands on”
experience with the culture and beliefs of the religion. A third session of
optional activities—such as field trips and guest speakers—is also included for
each religion.

A large chart—World Religions at a Glance—is also included in your
leader’s guide. Use it throughout this course to list the major beliefs of each
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faith group and to compare them to Christian beliefs. We suggest that you
supply students with their own, smaller version of the chart from the original
at the end of session 1. When the course is over, each student will then have
a thumbnail comparison of the basic beliefs of five world religions, including
Christianity.

Your materials also include a 8-10 minute video for use during the second
session on each religion. The videos are not slick, high-tech productions;
rather, they take a “down home” approach by showing teens from each reli-
gion at worship or involved in some other aspect of living out their faith.

We suggest keeping the student newspapers in your classroom after the first
session on each religion. Students may bring them home for further reading
after the second session on each religion. You may want to provide students
with an inexpensive two-pocket folder in which to keep their student news-
papers at home. This will also facilitate returning the newspapers to the final
session of the course, when you may want to use them as a part of a review
Jeopardy game.

If possible, give your group an hour for each session. It will be a simple mat-
ter for you to expand the sessions to ninety minutes or more by reading and
discussing additional articles from the student newspaper. On the other
hand, if you have less than an hour, you’ll need to trim or omit some of the
activities we suggest.

Remember, there’s no need to include everything simply because it’s there.
Your sessions will be most enjoyable if you’re flexible. If one religion particu-
larly intrigues your group, slow down and spend some time with it; do less
with another religion that doesn’t excite their curiosity as much. Above all,
have fun with it—generate excitement in exploring diversity, and let the
group experience as much of the course as possible (they can always take the
newspaper home and read it later).

The course is set up for ten sessions, with options to expand it to at least four-
teen. If you are teaching in a Christian day school, you can easily expand the
number of sessions to suit your schedule. Bring in guest speakers; explore
additional print and video resources; read and discuss all of the student news-
paper together; do more of the “hands on” things we suggest; add homework
projects and review activities in the form of games, quizzes, tests. And so on.

Unless you take more than the allotted ten sessions, it really won’t be possi-
ble to lead your group in a thorough and deep study of these religions. Think
of this as an introductory course that will lead to an increased interest in and
awareness of the diversity of religious expression that surrounds us. Let it lead
you and your group into new areas of exploration in religious traditions.
Build an appreciation in your group for how much more there is to know,
especially in dialogue with members of these faith traditions.

The author of this course has taught world religions to various church school
classes of teens and adults. She writes these materials out of her own experi-
ences. Here are a few suggestions she passes along to you for getting started.

• Before you do anything else, sit down and read through this leader’s guide.
Look at how the units are laid out for each religion, briefly page through
the group resource, consider the options listed for the extra third session,
and consider where the course leads the group in session 10.
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• If you decide to do a third session for each religion, decide now what that
activity will be. Consider varying the format. For example, you may wish
to go to an Indian restaurant for Hinduism; bring in a martial arts instruc-
tor for Buddhism; visit a synagogue for Judaism; and watch the video
“Guess Who’s Coming to America?” for Islam.

• Mark on a calendar the days your group will be meeting. Pair the days to
the sessions so that you know when you’ll be studying each religion.
Check to see if any of the religion’s festivals or holidays fall during the
weeks you will be studying that faith; if so, you might want to observe the
celebration. Also, use your calendar to set dates for guest speakers (it’s
never too early to track them down and book them!). It’s also a good idea
to photocopy your schedule for your students so that they and their
parents know what you’ll be doing and when.

• Research and prepare some extra resources for your group. Go to your
library and check out the religion section in both the adult and juvenile
sections (Library of Congress classification starts at BL 80, Dewey Decimal
classification is 291; consult subject files under “religions” and the name of
the particular religion). Check out the Internet if you’re so inclined. Locate
local sources for information and enrichment activities. Find out which of
the foods of these cultures is available in your local grocery store. Begin
reading the local listings in your newspaper for cultural events that might
interest your group and relate to your study.

• Make a list of the materials you need and the “experts” you may need to
call on. Then publish your wish list in your church newsletter. For exam-
ple, if your skills aren’t in the preparation of food, ask someone to help.
Advertise that you’re looking for artifacts and images of these cultures—
you may be pleasantly surprised at the things church members would be
happy to share with your group.

• Consider doing some additional reading about world religions during this
course so that you know more than just what’s in the student newspaper
and this guide. Some resources are suggested below and as part of the
Optional Session on each religion.

• Make your room a display center during this course. Display articles, pho-
tos, objects for demonstration, and other items for the length of the
course, if possible, not just for the sessions they’re needed. Consider mak-
ing some posters of the religious sayings of the faith traditions as found in
the student resources. Use the visual space of your room to help the group
learn.

• Above all, begin preparing early in the week! You’ll need the time to collect
the materials, to read the student newspaper and this guide, and to
become reasonably familiar with the religion you’re studying.

Making the arrangements
1. Ask the speaker for some background information you can use to intro-

duce him or her to the group.
2. Arrive at a mutual understanding about expenses and honorarium. Always

offer an honorarium and/or reimbursement for travel.
3. Make sure your directions are clear, and be sure she has your phone 

number.
4. Find out if there are any special physical needs the guest has.
5. Know what kinds of equipment the guest needs.
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6. Give the speaker some expectations of the size and age of the group, its
knowledge of the subject matter, the room in which she will be speaking,
and the time available. Be clear about where she is to enter the church or
facility.

7. Follow up your conversation with a letter confirming your agreement and
enclose a map.

8. Prepare discussion questions in advance of the visit.

The day of the visit
1. Make sure all the equipment works, the room is set up with the right num-

ber of chairs, and everything is physically ready before your guest arrives.
2. Meet your guest at the door (don’t make her look for you), and greet her

warmly.
3. Check to make sure the room is set up the way the guest prefers. Offer

water, coffee, or tea, and ask if she would like you to give her any time sig-
nals.

4. Introduce the guest to the group.
5. Make sure there’s time for questions and answers. Be prepared with some

yourself. The group may be too shy to start asking questions right away.
6. End on time. Be sure to thank the guest, and have the group do so too.

Escort the guest to the door.

After the visit
Write a thank you from yourself and the group within the week. If you
haven’t already given it, include any honorarium or expense reimbursement
in the thank you.

Before the visit
1. Call the place of worship ahead of time to let the faith leader know of your

visit and the reason for the visit.
2. Ask where and when your group should sit. Find out the time of the ser-

vice and how long it lasts.
3. Ask if there are any clothing guidelines or traditions that should be

observed. Find out if there is someone who could meet with your group
after the service to explain the service or building to you.

4. Read about the service you will be attending (How to Be a Perfect Stranger: 
A Guide to Etiquette in Other People’s Religious Ceremonies by Arthur J. Magida
is very helpful). Share this information with your group. Prepare the class
beforehand about which rites they may participate in, which would con-
tradict biblically Christian faith, and which the host group would not
want them to participate in.

The visit
1. Arrive in good time so that you do not disrupt others.
2. Be prepared to be introduced. You may be asked to tell something about

your group and the reason for your visit.
3. Encourage the group to be respectful of the worship space of the faith 

community.

After the visit
1. Meet together as a group as soon as possible afterwards and share your

impressions.
2. Write a thank you to the faith community for allowing you to be present

at their worship service.
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Please see the specific lists of print, video, and web resources included with
the Optional Session on each religion. The following are additional general
resources.

Print Resources
A World of Faith: Introducing Spiritual Traditions to Teens by Carolyn Pogue.
Cooper House, 2007. This handbook moves in chronological order from the
goddess tradition to the Baha'i faith (includes Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism,
and Islam).

Ecumenical Considerations: For Dialogue and Relations with People of Other
Religions. World Council of Churches, 2003. This book encourages Christians
to produce, in collaboration with neighbors of other religious traditions,
guidelines for relations and dialogue that would inform, instruct, and enable
people of faith to embrace the way of trust and community-building.

Eerdmans’ Handbook to the World’s Religions. Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1994. A con-
cise, comparative guide to the world religions covered in this course and
many more. Illustrated with numerous photos and charts.

How Do You Spell God? by Marc Gellman, Jos. A. Smith, and Monsignor
Thomas Hartman. HarperTrophy, 1998 (paper). An appreciative, easy-to-
understand look at six major world religions. Written for younger readers but
appropriate for young adults as well.

How to Be a Perfect Stranger: A Guide to Etiquette in Other People’s Religious
Ceremonies by Arthur J. Magida and Stuart M. Matlins. Jewish Lights
Publishing, 1996. An invaluable and practical guide if your class is attending
a worship service of another faith group. Also available in an updated and
expanded paperback version (1998).

Inside World Religions: An Illustrated Guide by Kevin O’Donnell. Fortress, 2007.
Covering the religions studied in this course and more, this book also
includes brief chapters that explore how belonging to a particular faith affects
people's relationships, their celebrations of special occasions, and the way
they live their daily lives.

Introduction to World Religions by Christopher H. Partridge. Fortress, 2005.
Features maps, charts, and numerous photos. An international group of
scholars discuss the world's major religious traditions (including Buddhism,
Baha'i, and Jainism) and new religious movements. The accompanying CD-
ROM contains the fully searchable text and chapter summaries, key terms,
key figures, discussion questions, a glossary, web links, and a guide to writing
research papers on world religions.

Religions of the World: The Illustrated Guide to Origins, Beliefs, Customs &
Festivals by Elizabeth Breuilly, Joanne O’Brien, Martin Palmer, and Martin E.
Marty. Facts on File, Inc. and Lionheart Books, 1997. An excellent, accessible
and clear introduction to the religions of the world. Illustrated with more
than 200 color photos, maps, charts.

The Complete Idiot’s Guide to World Religions (3rd ed.) by Brandon Toropov and
Father Luke Buckles, 2006. Discusses history, rituals, celebrations, holy docu-
ments, deities, and structure for each major world religion.
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World Religions in America: An Introduction (3rd ed.), Jacob Neusner, ed.,
Westminster/John Knox Press, 2003. Twenty essays by a variety of authors on
the leading religions in America, including those covered in this course.

World Religions: The Great Faiths Explored & Explained by John Bowker, DK
Publishing, Inc., 2003. By the author of The Oxford Dictionary of World
Religions, this lavishly illustrated book offers a broad survey of the world’s
religious faiths and beliefs.

General Video and Web Resources
Please see specific listings of videos and websites with the Optional Session
on each religion. Following are general sources.

About.com. www.about.com
Click on “religion and spirituality” for general information on the religions
studied in this course.

Adherents.com. www.Adherents.com
An excellent site to recommend to your students for statistics and general
background information on many world religions.

Amazon.com. www.amazon.com
Use the search key to locate many of the videos and print resources listed in
this course.

Beliefnet.com. www.beliefnet.com
This site features current news and “faith and practice” information about
major world religions. It is billed as “the largest spiritual website” whose only
agenda is to “help you meet your spiritual needs.”

Christian Faith and Other Faiths: A Guide to the Internet
www.mbseminary.edu/resources/internetguide/

Denominational agencies
Your denomination’s mission agencies may have information on world
religions.

EcuFilm. www.ecufilm.org
Ecumenical media distribution ministry provides an extensive selection of
audio and visual materials. Online, click on “faith and theology” for several
DVDs that could be used with this course.

Facets of Religion. www.edunet.ie/resources/religioninfo/religion.html 

Faith Guides. http://www.faithguides.com
Brief booklets that can be purchased individually or in bulk. See especially
The ABCs of World Religions. Available from the Channing Bete Company, 
1-800-477-4776.

Interfaith News. www.interfaithnews.net/wp/

Inter-Religious Resources and Organizations.
http://www.elca.org/ecumenical/interreligious/resources.html

Library Video. www.libraryvideo.com
An excellent source for purchasing many of the videos suggested in this
course. Includes age level appropriate for each video. See especially Religions
of the World, a six-part DVD series (50 minutes each) narrated by Ben Kingsley
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that explains the history, leaders, and cultural influences of Protestantism,
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Catholicism, and Buddhism. Includes a teacher’s
guide. Also available is a four-part DVD on Islam: Inside Islam; Islam; Empire 
of Faith; and Christianity and Islam. Check your local library for rental of 
these series.

Local public libraries
Often your best bet for current print and video resources.

National Council of Churches, Interfaith Relations and Christian Living.
Study and action suggestions coordinate with the paper “Interfaith 
Relations and the Churches: A Policy Statement of the National 
Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.” See
http://www.ncccusa.org/interfaith/guideprinter.html. See also the NCC
Interfaith Relations blog at http://www.nccinterfaith.blogspot.com.

North American Interfaith Network. www.nain.com
Nonprofit association of interfaith organizations and agencies in Canada,
Mexico and the United States. Its mission is to build communication and
mutual understanding between diverse religious groups in North America.

On Common Ground: World Religions in America (2nd ed.). A multimedia interac-
tive CD-ROM based on the research of the Pluralism Project at Harvard
University. Provides an introduction to the new religious landscape of America,
from a Cambodian Buddhist temple set amidst the farmlands of Minnesota, to
a multiethnic storefront mosque on a sloping San Francisco street. To order,
contact Columbia University Press at 800-944-8648 or www.columbia.edu. 

Public Broadcasting Service. www.shoppbs.org
Use the search key or click on “religion and culture” to find DVDs of popular
PBS programming on world religions, including Religions of the World (see
description above, under library video). 

The Pluralism Project at Harvard University. www.pluralism.com
Aims to “to document and better understand the changing contours of
American religious demography.” In addition to religious diversity news and
information about the project, the website offers statistics and other informa-
tion about America’s many religious traditions.

Presbytery Resource Centers
The Thoughtful Christian. www.thethoughtfulchristian.com
Website contains studies for Buddhism and other courses on world religions.

World Conference of Religions for Peace. www.wcrp.org
“The largest international coalition of representatives from the world’s great
religions dedicated to promoting peace. This organization brings together
hundreds of key religious leaders every five years to discuss the great issues of
our time. In August 2006, the eighth world assembly convened in Kyoto.”
Website includes a general informational video and current news on world
religions working together for peace.

Vision TV. www.visiontv.ca
“Canada’s multi-faith and multicultural broadcaster. Presents inspirational,
insightful, and original programming that celebrates diversity and promotes
understanding among people of different faiths and cultures.” If you live in
Canada and have cable TV, use the website to check programming you may
be able to view with your class. Also offers an online shop where DVDs of pre-
vious programs can be purchased.

13



Vision Video (Gateway Films). www.visionvideo.com
Another excellent resource for videos about world religions, including the
“Religions of the World” series and many more.

If you would like to add a stewardship component to your study, consider
locating and giving to one of your church’s mission or word-and-deed min-
istries. Such a ministry could be located in an area of the world dominated by
one of the religions you’ve studied (like Bangladesh) or in a place where work
is being done with people of this faith community (for example, the Peace
Arab-Christian Ministry of Dearborn, Michigan). Perhaps your own local
community has such a ministry that could use your support.

You may also want to look at the book Operation World: The Day-to-Day Guide
to Praying for the World for ideas about praying for such ministries.

In Romans 1 the apostle Paul points out the sad fact that after humanity’s fall
into sin, we suppressed the truth about God (v. 18). Our understanding of
God became distorted, fragmented, and useless: “For though they knew God,
they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile
in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be
wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God
for images . . .” (vv. 21-23).

In short, although we were created in God’s image, we soon went about the
business of creating God in ours instead. The truth about God shattered into
totemism, animism, and a bewildering array of competing religions—all
claiming to have the truth. That suppression of the knowledge of the true
God remains an ongoing feature of our fallen condition. We willingly blind
ourselves to God’s creation revelation: “What can be known about God is
plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of
the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are,
have been understood and seen, having been understood and seen through
the things he has made. So they are without excuse” (vv. 19-20).

From this perspective we capture some of the urgency with which Paul went
into the world with such missionary zeal. It was and remains a matter of spiri-
tual life and death that human beings come to know the one, only, true God,
who is revealed through Jesus Christ, the God-man who died and rose again
for our salvation. With the apostle John, Paul clearly and unmistakably con-
fesses that Jesus Christ is the only way, truth, and life. Only through faith in
him will we come to a saving knowledge of the one true God.

We might expect that this strong affirmation of the truth of the gospel would
make Paul so hostile to other religions that he would know next to nothing
about them and would avoid them at all costs. In fact, that’s not the case at
all! Paul made every effort to communicate with fellow Jews, with any
Gentile who would give him the time of day, even with Greek Stoic philoso-
phers, chatting away their hours on Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-34). He was so well
versed in their religions that he could communicate the good news about
Jesus in terms they could understand and relate to. Typically, he found a com-
mon starting point from which he could lead them further. There’s always
such a starting point, because all religions somehow, somewhere, reflect the
truth about God that creation so clearly demonstrates: God’s “eternal power
and divine nature, invisible though they are” (Rom. 1:20).

So one important reason to be knowledgeable about other religions is that an
appreciative, open, interested, nonjudgmental approach to finding out what
others believe helps us to find ways to connect with them and point them
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toward Christ. Like Paul, gaining that knowledge does not lead us to smooth
out all the differences or agree to some homogenized faith. There’s no way of
compromising the scandal of the cross: “But we proclaim Christ crucified, a
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles . . .” (1 Cor. 1:23). But
knowing who we’re talking to, and how to talk to them, is an important step
in fulfilling our mission as we help people think beyond their own under-
standing of God in the light of Christ’s saving revelation.

Paul’s knowledge of other religions does even more than provide him a point
of contact in the critical work of proclaiming Christ. It also enriches his own
faith in Christ. Colossians 1 provides a fascinating case in point. Paul is warn-
ing “the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ at Colossae” (v. 2)
away from a dangerous perversion of the true faith. The Colossians are trou-
bled by false teachers who are telling them that, yes, faith in Jesus is impor-
tant, but it’s only the first step in atttaining religous perfection. Following
Jesus is only the first rung up the ladder that leads to God.

Against this dangerous false teaching Paul flatly and pointedly teaches that
Jesus is the whole ladder, every single rung of it at both ends and everything
in between. To point this out Paul describes who Jesus really is. He borrows
language from the (Hellenistic) false teachers themselves!

Paul argues that Jesus is not only the first rung towards “the image of the invisi-
ble God” (v. 15), he is that image! Paul then goes on to list all the “steps” of the
ladder as taught by these teachers and shows how Jesus fulfills each one, apply-
ing names to Jesus like “head of the body,” “the beginning,” and “the first-
born” (v. 18). He’s all God’s fullness (v. 19), the reconciler of all things (v. 20).

In the process of preaching Christ against the claims of these other religions,
Paul enhances and fleshes out his own Christology, his own understanding of
who Jesus truly is. In that way he uses what he has learned from other reli-
gions to better understand his own. Without compromising his own teaching,
Paul carries the riches of meaning found in other religions into the service of
the true God. An admirable pursuit—and one that we should follow.

There are risks when we study other religions in order to better communicate
the gospel and to build our understanding of our own faith. There are risks
when we strive to be accepting, kind, and cooperative with people whose
faith differs from ours. But Paul gladly accepts these risks. He is confident
that the Spirit poured out on Pentecost and the Word of truth about Christ
will be more than sufficient to help meet the challenge.

It is our prayer that the Holy Spirit will use this course to guide young people
to follow in Paul’s footsteps as they find their Way by looking also at the ways
of others. Then they will be equipped to point out where the Way really goes.
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Light or Lightning
Editor’s note: In this short article, the author of this course offers advice on
how leaders can navigate between the demands of exclusive truth and reli-
gious toleration. Adapted and updated from an article that originally
appeared in Christian Home and School (October/November 2001). Used by
permission.

During the past years the diversity of our global village has come home to us
in ways that we and our students can’t ignore. Images of Iraqi women in
burkhas are published in our newspapers, the best-selling novel The Kite
Runner is adapted into a popular movie, images of the aftermath of suicide
bombers and news stories about Islamic countries fill our televisions and
newspapers, and the tragic events of 9/11 are still discussed and replayed.

As teachers we wonder how to translate world events for the young people we
lead, and as Christians we struggle to balance the demands of exclusive truth
and religious toleration. We look at our roles as discerners, spiritual guides,
and mentors—and we wonder how to meet those responsibilities. How do we
respond? How do we prepare ourselves to answer the questions? How do we
help those entrusted to us to understand their Christian calling in this com-
plex world?

Know the Facts
The first thing we can do is to learn more. We need to fill in the gaps in our
own knowledge of the causes behind world conflicts, the history that contin-
ues to affect the present, and the religious convictions that guide the actions
of our diverse cultural communities. It’s important for us to know, for
instance, that the majority of Muslims are Asian, not Arab; that the most pro-
ductive Muslim mission field is Africa; and that Arab Christians are caught in
the middle of the conflicts in the Middle East—with their rights ignored by
all sides.

We need to understand the angry grievances that drive terrorism—that
extremists are propelled by what they perceive to be broken promises, un-
justified military aggression, and the support of repressive regimes by Western
powers. For many Muslim countries in particular, the history of the twentieth
century is a story of forced division, of humiliation at the hands of Jews and
Christians, of the loss of cultural identity through the expansion of Western,
global economies, and of a corroded morality in their countries caused by
Western ideas about dress, entertainment, substance abuse, and materialism.

We need to become acquainted with the varying faces of religions—the spiri-
tual disciplines of a Turkish Sufi, the fundamentalist orthodoxy of a Saudi
Shi’ah, and the commitment to a life of obedient submission to Allah by a
Malaysian Sunni. We need to understand that two different Islamic leaders
may quote from the Koran to justify completely different viewpoints. One
imam will call for religious tolerance by quoting 2:256: “There is no compul-
sion in religion,” or remind a mosque of worshipers that the relationship
between Muslims and Christians is one of respect by reciting 5:82, which
states that Muslims will find those nearest in friendship to be “those who say;
‘We are Christians.’” A militant leader, however, may urge his militia toward
a suicide mission by referring to 2:190-191: “Fight in the cause of Allah those
who fight you . . . and slay them . . . for tumult and oppression are worse
than slaughter.” Recognizing the contradictory voices in the Koran will help
us discern how to respond to people who quote it.
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Take the Right Point of View
Next we should consider the claims of other world religions to truth. Is God
active and present in all spiritual searches? Can other world religions teach us
something about belief and faithful living? Are we more alike than we are dif-
ferent—or vice versa? How do we communicate the truth of Christianity to
people from other faith traditions?

We need to be able to answer these questions because they are not just ours
but are the questions our students will bring to us. Our responses need to
express what we have learned from Scripture and what we have experienced
in our faith lives. Our attitudes should reflect the truth that all people are
created in God’s image and stand in relationship to God (Acts 17:26-28). Our
answers should demonstrate that we are “speaking the truth in love” (Eph.
4:15). Our stance should reflect the humility of a forgiven sinner, not the self-
righteousness of a Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14). Our posture should be one of hos-
pitality, not rejection (Rom. 12).

Only after we have equipped ourselves with knowledge of the facts and with
a viewpoint that is faithful to Scripture can we begin to answer our students’
questions. But answering their questions is only a small part of the task we
have as spiritual leaders and teachers. We must share what we know and
admit what we don’t know, but we are also called to be mentors and models;
we need to live a life before them that reflects the gospel.

Be a Spiritual Guide
Our interactions with people of other faiths and cultures, our conversations
about world events, and our commitments of time and money will teach
more about what it means to respect the values and beliefs of others than any
answers we may be able to articulate. Seeing our interest in reading and learn-
ing more about world religions, hearing the tone of voice with which we
greet a visitor to our classroom from another culture, accompanying us on a
visit to a mosque or temple and watching how we respect the worship space
of others, hearing our prayers for people around the world who do not yet
know Christ . . . all these and many more similar interactions allow our teens
and group members to find the way to answer their questions, to discover
how to speak the truth graciously, and to learn how to practice hospitality
to strangers.

Friendships between our teens and teens from other religions should be
treated as opportunities to reach beyond the cultural, religious, and ethnic
barriers that we unconsciously and consciously erect around our relation-
ships. In my own experience, the friendship that blossomed between one of
our daughters and Lakshmi, a Hindu classmate, led to a friendship between
myself and Lakshmi’s mother. We first met when she helped guide our group
on a tour of a local Hindu temple; later, she joined my book club. Lakshmi
went on a service project with our daughter’s youth group to Mexico, and she
helped me teach our sessions on Hinduism. This friendship between two gen-
erations in the same family has given us opportunities to discuss issues of
North American popular culture, immigration, and the problems parents
share in raising teens. Risking being uncomfortable has enabled our family to
build relationships of trust—connections that have led to opportunities to
share our faith.

Help Your Students with the Issues
Like any other issues, which seldom present themselves as simple questions
with easy answers, issues of religious diversity are often closely woven into a
fabric of racial, cultural, and social differences. Diversity is hardly ever as
simple as “I’m a Christian and you are a Buddhist.” Usually it’s as complex as
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“I’m an Anglo of Italian and German background who’s an evangelical
Protestant and you're a second-generation Japanese-American who practices
Zen Buddhism.” Establishing relationships in spite of religious differences
takes place within the wider context of cultural diversity. How can we best
help those we lead as they navigate through these complex issues? Here are
some suggestions:

• Celebrate diversity by enriching this curriculum with festivals, ethnic mar-
kets, restaurants, and museums. Find places in your community that are
culturally different than your own and take the group there. This leader’s
guide will give you ideas of places to look for in each religious tradition.

• Add books, videos, and websites that encourage exploration and discovery.
Again, this leader’s guide will point you to some of these.

• Add a service component to your study. Suggest that the group donate
time to a food pantry that serves a diverse population of your community,
or find an ecumenical faith partner that sponsors a tutoring program. Find
a way for your students to work side by side with people of other faiths and
cultures.

• Look for ways to encourage cultural exchanges, whether through mission
trips, summer projects in the urban center of your city, or hosting a youth
group from another cultural group for a social event.

• Express interest in the lives of your friends and neighbors, and share with
your group your own struggles with your faith. Be willing to admit that
you don’t have all the answers, and acknowledge that some things done in
the name of Christ in the past have been wrong.

• Remember as you lead these sessions that judgment is God’s role, not ours.
We share the good news of redemption through Jesus Christ where and
when we can, and we trust God to decide the ultimate destiny of the peo-
ples of the world.

In these times of fear and perceived threats from those different from us, we
need to make a conscious effort not to develop strong reflexes of anger, hos-
tility, or resentment toward those who have wounded us in the name of their
religion. Those feelings can crackle like lightning in communities of faith.
The apostle Paul reminds us that instead of turning our back on people we
fear or don't understand, we should step into their shoes as best we can
(1 Cor. 9:19-23).

Acknowledging that all people—whether Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, or
Hindu—are imagebearers of God will enable us to help our students to
respond to others, to appreciate their struggles with faith, to talk with each
other honestly, and to share their own stories of faith. That’s taking lightning
and turning it into light.
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What Is Religion?

1 Corinthians 9:19-23

A religion is a belief system that attempts to answer basic questions about life
such as these:

• Who or what is spiritual reality?
• Who are we?
• Where are we going?
• How do we get there?
• How do we know this is true?

General: Students will
• understand how a faith system helps human beings make sense of their

existence.
• be motivated to learn more about the diverse belief systems held not

only by people in strange and distant lands but also by their neighbors,
classmates, and friends.

Specific: Students will be able to
• give at least one reason why Christians should study other religions.
• identify the basic questions all religions attempt to answer.
• find biblical support for an attitude of openness toward those of other

faiths.

In times past we may have been able to live without much awareness of reli-
gions that are strange to us—religions practiced, for the most part, in distant
places and cultures. Today, it is almost impossible for us to live in ignorance
of the major religions of our world.

It’s trite but true that our world has become a global village where people
thousands of miles away are our neighbors. And as peoples of different cul-
tures and faiths immigrate or bring their missionary efforts to North America,
we can no longer dismiss them as “pagans” who live far away. They are our
neighbors and colleagues.

Your group of young adults may find this diversity more comfortable than
you do. Today’s teen may sit next to a Muslim classmate in school, chat with
a Jewish coworker at McDonalds, catch a movie with Buddhist themes, walk
into a bookstore with hundreds of titles devoted to other faiths, visit the
Hinduism Today website, explore old Jerusalem on a CD-ROM, talk with
people from around the world on the Internet, or practice karate or yoga.
Diversity in religions is practically unavoidable.

How do we as North American Christians deal with this? Some of us are
alarmed and perhaps a bit afraid. We see mosques replacing churches, many
gods replacing the one true God, the writings of people replacing the Word of
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God. And so we want to circle our wagons and defend ourselves against this
invasion against everything we hold to be sacred and true.

Others among us are concerned about the social implications of religious
diversity. What if our children are taught by a Buddhist? What if our doctor
turns out to be a Hindu recently arrived from India—will he show the same
compassion as a Christian doctor whose grandparents emigrated from
Scotland? What if the growing Islamic centers of our cities do not speak out
against radical Muslims who advocate terrorism? What if Christians become a
minority?

Still others among us look at the growing religious diversity in our world as
something of a challenge. We are curious about these faith groups. We want
to know what they believe and how they worship, especially as compared to
our own beliefs and practices. Perhaps we look for insights about our own
faith and practice to be learned from other religions. For example, when we
see the hours a devout Muslim gives to prayer each day, we might well evalu-
ate our own prayer habits. And finally, if we truly want others to consider the
power of the Christian gospel, we must know what we have in common and
where we can begin a dialogue.

This first session asks your teens to consider stepping outside their cultural
comfort zones, to accept the challenge of new ideas, and to look at what we
can learn from them. Challenge yourself as well to allow these religions to
speak to you about your faith.

Throughout this course, we’ll be comparing biblical Christianity to the other
major religions. To help you do that, you’ll find a large chart (World Religions
at a Glance) tucked into this leader’s guide. Beginning with the next session,
you and the group will be writing on the chart for each religion studied. The
chart contains the five questions central to today’s session. You’ll also need to
photocopy a smaller version of the chart for each student (see end of this ses-
sion). It’s a good idea to run off a number of extra copies for those students
who misplace them over the next few weeks. 

Please note that the student paper is not used this week. You will
first use the paper with session 2 on Hinduism.

Leader
• Bible
• Chart: World Religions at a Glance
• Articles/photos with religious aspect from newspaper, magazines
• Five questions in step l, written on newsprint or on board

Students
• Bible
• Photocopies of chart (World Religions at a Glance), one per student (see

end of this session)
• Paper and pen
• Photocopy of schedule for each student (optional)
• Several copies of recent newspapers or newsmagazines (optional)
• Photocopies of the nine-dot exercise (optional)

Step 1: We are introduced to each other and to this course and its schedule.
Working in pairs, we answer several questions, including one about our
reasons to study world religions (10-15 minutes).
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Step 2: We use the chart World Religions at a Glance to review five questions
that all religions attempt to answer (10 minutes).

Step 3: (Optional) We try a nine-dot exercise for examining viewpoints (5-10
minutes).

Step 4: We look for articles in newspapers or newsmagazines that involve reli-
gion in some way (10-15 minutes).

Step 5: We read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, then close with prayer (5-10 minutes).

Note: We suggest a minimum of an hour for these sessions. You’ll find that
you can easily expand that time if you wish. If you must cut the time to, say,
forty-five minutes, you’ll want to omit some of the activities.

Getting Started
If this is the first time you and your group have met, take some time to get
acquainted. A good ice-breaker is to have everyone write down three state-
ments about themselves on a notecard or slip of paper. Two of these state-
ments should be true, one should be false. Each person then shares his or her
statements. The group must decide which statement is false.

Explain that over the next few weeks we’ll be learning together about four
world religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Islam. If you wish, you
can hand out your schedule now and go over what you’ll be doing (field
trips, guests speakers, and the like), or you can wait to distribute it until the
end of your session.

Divide the group into pairs, giving each pair paper and a pen. Each person is
to interview the other, asking the following questions and jotting down each
other’s answers (put the questions on newsprint or on your board where
everyone can see them):

1. What image comes to your mind the second you hear these words (say
them one at a time): Hindu, Buddhist, Jew, Muslim, Christian?

2. Why we should study world religions?

3. What is one thing that all religions attempt to do?

4. What is the second biggest religion in the world?

5. What is the second biggest religion in North America?

Each pair should have two sets of answers to these questions when done.

Bring them back together into the large group and begin with question 2:
Why should we study world religions? Summarize their answers on the
board or on newsprint, editing them into a distinct set of reasons. Did “to
learn more about my own faith” emerge? If not, add it to the list as your con-
tribution. Add any other important ideas that you think the group missed
(see Session Goals at the beginning of this chapter).

Ask how we could learn more about our own faith by studying world reli-
gions. Talk about how other religions can be mirrors: what we see and like in
another religion may be something that models for us how we can better live
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out our own faith; conversely, what we shrink from in the other religion may
be something we need to examine in our own faith. Another way we learn is
by finding out if we understand our own faith well enough to talk to people
of other faiths about their beliefs. And of course we learn about our own reli-
gion by seeing how other religions resemble and differ from it.

Questions All Faiths Ask and Answer
Move on to question 3—What is one thing that all religions attempt
to do? Do the same reporting and listing of the answers. Explain to the
group that all religions or faith systems have something in common: they
attempt to make sense out of life for human beings.

Religious faith systems also help human beings understand the big questions
of our lives—the things we think about when we wonder what the world is
all about. Ask your group what questions of this kind they have. Express
appreciation for any questions mentioned, and share one of your own ques-
tions too.

Comment that the people who study religions have come up with a fairly
specific list of essential questions a faith must answer.

Take out the wall chart (World Religions at a Glance) and display it. Have
someone in the group read the questions aloud. Explain the meaning of the
questions by asking related questions:

• Who or what is spiritual reality? (Is there a god or gods? If so, what is
that god(s) like?)

• Who are we? (What’s our relationship to the god or gods? What’s our
place in the grand scheme of the universe? How much of our fate do we
control?)

• Where are we going? (What’s the purpose of our lives? What is death?
What happens after death?)

• How do we get there? (How are we to live rightly? How do we practice
our faith?)

• How do we know this is true? (What authority or basis is there for
knowing this faith system is true? Who holds this authority? How does
it get communicated to us? Where does it originate?)

Hand out a chart to each student (photocopy the original at the end of this
session). Explain that we will be answering these questions for each religion
as we study them. Ask them to take the sheets home and have a parent help
them fill in the Christianity column. They should bring the chart to the
next meetings.

If you are concerned that students will not take the time to do this home-
work (or that they’ll forget to bring it to class next time), complete the
“Christianity” column right now together. Then collect the charts to use next
time.
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Nine-Dot Exercise (Optional)
Draw nine dots on the board as illustrated below. Hand out paper and pencils
to everyone and have them draw the nine dots in the center of the paper (or
you can have these already photocopied for them). Explain the task: Connect
all nine dots with only four straight lines without taking your pencils off the
paper. If some already know the solution, ask them to keep the answer to
themselves until at least one other person solves the problem. If nobody
solves the problem in a couple of minutes, solve it for them on the board
(answer below).

• • •

• • •

• • •

• • •

• • •

• • •

Ask why more of us didn’t immediately think of going outside the boundaries
of the square to solve the problem. What does it take to solve the puzzle this
way? (Seeing the square not as the whole puzzle, but the whole sheet of paper
as the puzzle—a different perspective.)

Tell the group that during this course, we are going to be stepping outside of
our own faith perspective, looking at other faiths from their own perspec-
tives. Ask the group to quickly recite some of the images generated for ques-
tion l: What image comes to your mind the second you hear these
words (say them one at a time): Hindu, Buddhist, Jew, Muslim,
and Christian? Ask the class to consider what point of view they were
reacting from (their own). Wonder with them what impressions those from
the other faiths would have of us.

Take a moment to deal with questions 4 and 5. 

What’s the second largest religion in the world? (Islam)
What’s the second largest faith in North America? (Judaism)

In case your students are wondering, Christianity is the largest in both
arenas.

Religion in the News
Introduce the “religion in the news” project that will be a part of this course
each week. Comment that it’s really interesting how often religion is directly
involved in the events happening in our community, our country, and our
world. Explain that during the week you’d like each person to read and clip at
least one article or photo that has some direct and clear connection with reli-
gion, especially one of the four world religions we’re studying. The connec-
tion may be focus of the entire article (for example, “Sunnis vs. Shi'ites: Why
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They Hate Each Other,” Time, March 5, 2007) or it may simply be part of an
article on a general topic (for example, a piece on Iraq’s relationship with the
West that describes the role Islam plays in that relationship). Of course, in a
sense every article will have something to do with religion, since religion per-
meates all of life. So be sure your group knows their assignment is to find arti-
cles that deal directly—in total or in part—with a religion or with religion
in general.

Encourage students to be especially alert for the second type of article
described above—a piece that describes how religious practices or beliefs play
a role in politics or organizations or the lives of ordinary people. Articles can
be about any religious group, though it’s an added bonus if the article hap-
pens to be about the religion being studied (Hinduism for next time). Good
sources include newspapers, newsmagazines, and the Internet.

Show the group how you’re going to display their articles (bulletin board,
wall, notebook). Elicit their help in building an interesting and informative
display.

Give the group a chance to try their hand at finding the type of articles
you’ve just described. Divide them into pairs again (different ones this time)
and give each pair scissors and a section of the newspaper or a recent news-
magazine. Ask them to find and clip items (headline, photo, story) that have
a direct tie to religion—perhaps the article describes someone’s religious
beliefs or mentions a world religion or God or something else directly reli-
gious. Give them a few minutes to do this, then ask each pair to show to the
rest of the group what they found.

If you’re running out of time, you may need to omit the above activity. A
quick substitute is to simply show the group an article or two that you found
in your local newspaper, just so they get an idea of what kind of articles to
bring in next time.

Scripture and Closing
Distribute Bibles and ask everyone to find 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. Ask for a
volunteer to read the passage to the group.

Comment that when we study world religions, it’s hard to avoid developing
strong reflex reactions: Well, that’s stupid! or, How can anybody believe
something that dumb? Ask the group what attitude Paul takes instead (he
attempts to understand—even identify with—the perspective of Jews,
Gentiles, and the weak). Rather than scorn them, he “becomes all things to
all people.” He changes his perspective from that of an outsider to that of an
insider. Ask why he does this (to find a point of contact, a place where the
seed of the gospel may be planted and grow).

In the same way, we need to see world religions from a fresh perspective,
putting aside our stereotypes and lowering our guard so that we can better
understand these religions. Perhaps we’ll even find points of contact that will
enable us to present Christianity in a compelling way. As we’ll see in the final
session of this course, being a witness for the Christian faith calls for more
than simply giving our testimony. It means treating those from other faiths
with appreciation, with respect, with love, and with openness and honesty. 
It means being open to learning new things about our own faith from those
who hold different beliefs. These are the attitudes we will attempt to cultivate
in this course.
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Close with prayer, asking God to bless your study and giving thanks for the
Word who is the answer to all our questions of faith.

Looking Ahead to the Next Session

• Remind students to complete the Christianity column of the World
Religions at a Glance chart (if you haven’t already done this in class). Also
remind them to look for and clip at least one article that involves religion,
especially Hinduism. The chart and the article should be brought to class
next time.

• As leader, you’ll want to check the materials needed for next week’s session
on Hinduism. There are several items to find and bring to class. You’ll also
want to give yourself time to carefully read the student newspaper and the
session on Hinduism from this leader’s guide.
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