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Course Overview

Habits-of-Heart featured in this Course: Self-Mastery, Honor, Aspiration, 
Industriousness, Honesty, Refinement, Transcendence, Gratitude

Participants will practice their writing techniques as they 
explore character development and its relationship to 
community development. they will engage in a brief 
comparison of world religions that translate ideals into 
action. a non-fiction section will challenge them to 
identify their own interest in applying these habits in 
relation to their life’s journey. 

if you have younger or less advanced students, incorporate 
Supplement to the Habits of Sages. read through each habit 
for introductory materials or activities that would help 
your students grasp and apply deep concepts. 

Please Note: Preview each section to determine whether 
to copy it as a student reproducible for reading aloud, 
homework or notebook use, or to present the material in 
discussion form. assign students to underscore and look up 
any unfamiliar words in the dictionary on the first reading, 
then record the words and reread the segment. Using the 
wrap-around strategy until each student has repeated the 
meaning, they can repeat to one another the definition until 
the whole class comprehends the new word. discuss the 
context in the given paragraph.

Advance Planning and Ordering
This is a reading-intensive course. Please plan in advance 
by ordering books for your class library. You will also want 
to order the Full-Circle Learning CD, Change Agents. 

The following primary texts will be needed for this 
course and can be easily ordered on Amazon.com:

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Copies for at least one advanced 
reading group) 
by Paulo Freire 
(Continuum)

Miracle at Speedy Motors (Copies for entire class)  
by alexander mcCall smith
(Pantheon books)

to the Instructor: 

this curriculum will lead the participants through:
a brief case study examining how a community 1) 
builder influenced history, to help them explore 
the tools needed to impact self-development and 
group social behavior
novel-reading and poetry assignments, 2) 
discussions, journal writing assignments and an 
evaluation of  literary samples as a reflection of 
philosophy or an inducement to action, with 
follow-up creative writing assignments
a brief overview of world religions to evaluate the 3) 
impact of leaders of religious movements whose 
philosophies emphasized action over passivity
identification of contemporary activists whose 4) 
personal philosophies inspired life-changing actions
the development of a life plan based on the 5) 
participants’ own journal writing as it marks their 
evolving personal philosophies, with an emphasis 
on personal action.

this course is designed particularly for learners who have 
completed studies in Full-Circle Learning programs in 
the earlier grades. they will now have reached secondary  
school or higher education with a greater capacity to apply 
critical thinking skills to their altruistic integrated learning 
goals. students engaged in this course will approach the 
habits-of-heart from a humanities perspective, evaluating 
the relationship between personal or group philosophy, 
intention and action. they will do so through case studies 
that link history, literature and religion. a music Cd, 
Change Agents, provides songs for advocacy projects or for 
personal reflection. (Check online sources such as Cdbaby 
if it is not available to you.)
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Nine O’Clock Blue (Copies for entire class)
by teresa henkle Langness
(Writer’s digest/Writer’s showcase)
Order multiple copies of the following nonfiction primary 
texts, as students will choose to read one or more:

On That Day Everybody Ate 
by margaret trost
(Koa books) 

The Life You Can Save
by Peter singer
(random house)

Arising
by denali Knight Weiler
(george ronald Publisher)

The Animal Dialogues 
by Craig Childs
Little, brown and Company

Secondary texts for Literature Circles 
Order enough copies to put two or three of each the 
following books out on a table, based on the number of 
readers in the class. The literature circles will become 
independent reading groups for the purposes of a long-
term assignment.

Corruption
by ben Jelloun tahar
(norton) 

The Bridge of San Luis Rey
by thornton Wilder
(harper Collins) 

Grapes of Wrath
by John steinbeck
(Viking) 

The Jungle
by Upton sinclair
(bantam)

Farewell to Manzanar
Jeanne Wakatsuki and James houston
(random house)

The Good Earth
by Pearl buck 
(buccaneer)

Three Cups of Tea
by greg mortenson and david oliver relin
(Penguin)

World Religions Reference Books
Order at least one copy of each. Add to this basic 
collection as funding permits.

King James Bible (Christian text)

The Bhagavad-Gita (hindu text)

The Koran (islamic text)

Gleanings (baha’i text)

Paris Talks (‘abdu’l-baha)

Best Guide to Eastern Philosophy and Religion
by diane morgan
(renaissance books)

Sufism
by Carl Ernst
(shambhala)

Creating a New Mind
by Paul Lample
(Palabra books)
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step 1: darken the room. ask students to help make the 
room completely silent and listen to the silence. they 
will now imagine they are astronauts in space. they 
have been traveling at the speed of light and have finally 
slowed and begun to turn their spacecraft around. as 
they turn the corner, they see something magnificent. 

step 2: if available, shine a flashlight on a globe of the 
earth—preferably a globe based on a satellite photo. 

step 3: ask the class to look at the globe and point to the 
spot where they are now meeting. shine the light on that 
spot. ask how they feel when they see their earthly home 
and imagine their friends and family watching them in 
space. 

step 4: turn on the lights and hold a discussion based on 
the activity.

Course Introduction: thought into Action

Objective: To pique student interest about humanity’s unique 
capacity and aspiration to find meaning in life.

discussion:
ask the learners to consider the task they just completed. 
Could any other animal species on earth have completed 
it? Why or why not? What human achievements 
preceded that ability? What human needs preceded the 
achievements?

[accept several responses. Elicit the following.]

humans desired to understand the earth and the 1. 
universe.
galileo and other early astronomers created 2. 
theories about the heavens.
theologians created theories about the 3. 
relationship of heaven and earth. 
Explorers traveled around the earth with 4. 
survey equipment and mapped the earth, while 
scientists developed stronger telescopes.
at last we created a realistic view of the shape 5. 
of our planet and a relational understanding of 
where we live on that planet.
many groups of people came to see the value 6. 
of myths, parables and morality tales while 
still gaining a broader understanding of their 
neighbors on the planet and of the unfolding 
universe. 
We even began to understand that what we do 7. 
has an effect on our planet and its peoples, in 
large and small ways. 
We can now observe a symbol of the planet—a 8. 
globe—and understand what it represents. 
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Which of these functions has been performed by a 
chimpanzee, dolphin, dog or bear? Even the smartest 
species are not the same as humans. While we respect 
all life and want to preserve it, not all species have the 
same strengths or play the same roles on the earth. only 
the human species can look at and understand this map-
based representation of our earthly home, let alone have 
the curiosity that led to all these steps involved in its 
creation! 

Discussion Summary: 
We are a meaning-making species. many fields of 
study have been created to help us make meaning of 
our lives and to understand others on the planet, from 
anthropology and sociology to geography, science and 
language arts, philosophy and theology. 

When literature and social studies or the study of 
history, culture and religion are integrated, we call it 
the humanities. in this course, we will seek to integrate 
personal transformation and community transformation 
through our study of the humanities. 

We will study the habits of sages.  What is a sage? What 
habits do sages practice? to find out, let’s complete a 
word splash. 

step 5: distribute the reproducibles.

Student Reproducibles:
see the following reproducible, Word Splash. students 
write phrases associated with the meaning of each word 
indicated. the instructor writes the words on the board. 
ask for a suggested meaning of each word. after each 
student writes the meaning, record samples of their 
responses, so other students can add to the definitions 
they have recorded. they keep these sheets in their 
notebooks and add notations as their experience informs 
their understanding of the words. if you think your 
students need more preparation for this assignment, use 
the Habits of Sages supplement to introduce the themes 
more gradually. 

next, provide the reproducible Philosophy, Intention 
and Action. students may read the student reproducible 
aloud or alone before discussing it. 
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Sage

Self-Mastery

Honor

Aspiration

Industriousness

Word Splash
Honesty

Refinement

Transcendence

Gratitude

Course Introduction: thought into Action
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human beings, the most complex human life form, differ 
by only a few dna strands from a dog or a chimpanzee. 
they are less adaptable than many other species. others  
form organizing patterns and relationships constructive 
for survival, just as humans do. What, then, makes the 
human animal most unique?

Perhaps the highest identifiable skill is the ability to 
reflect and to create, act, and change behaviors or even 
group organizing patterns based on that reflection. an 
introspective nature leads humans from every part of the 
world to develop philosophies, religions, civilizations 
and cultures that serve as the driving forces of their 
literature and, in turn, influences individual and group 
action. humans create art, develop languages and 
writing systems, and seek meaning in life based on the 
relationship between reflection and action.

humans also look for models to help guide their actions. 
When someone exhibits wisdom, that leader gains a 
following. When the leader’s influence extends beyond 
the scope of close personal relationships and often even 
beyond a lifetime, we think of that individual as a sage. a 
“sagacious” individual, then, applies the wisdom of a sage 
to his or her words, deeds, choices, thoughts, counsel and 
art forms.

you are about to explore this relationship between belief 
systems, creativity, intentions and actions.

think about the root word of humanities. how do you 
think the word developed? the study of humanities 
challenges us to reflect on the intersection of belief 
systems, cultural conditions or traditions, literature and 

Ideals, Intentions and Action

other art forms, and current opportunities for expression. 
We will take our study of the humanities one step 
farther. We will reflect on our own capacity to influence 
the human condition through our own words, deeds, 
thoughts, choices, leadership and art forms.

sages learn and earn wisdom through an ongoing quest. so 
will you. as you explore, watch for the infusion of certain 
habits-of-heart in the writings, belief systems, choices and 
actions of those you study. these habits include:
Honor
Aspiration
Industriousness
Honesty 
Refinement
Transcendence
Gratitude
Self-Mastery
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Part I. Exploring Historical Context

Context and character go hand in hand. open any 
history book and you will see a book filled with names. 
the individuals described therein held positions, started 
movements, started or ended wars and made either tragic 
or liberating decisions. some made sacrifices for change 
and others made blunders for personal gain. history is 
shaped by the perspective of the teller and sometimes 
omits the voices of those not present. still, words provide 
a necessary means of giving shape to events, so future 
generations can see the patterns and purpose in them. 

not only do leaders of political movements shape 
history, but the writers, educators and philosophers they 
influence also shape history.  they become sages to their 
communities of followers. Does their historical context 
give birth to their leadership qualities or are their leadership 
qualities innate and, therefore, allow them to change history 
no matter where they are born? Consider this question as 
you read. discuss it together at the end of your case study.

one of the 20th century’s most influential educators 
came from recife brazil. in 1970, Paulo Freire, of recife, 
brazil, published his most famous book, Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed. this book reflects not only a trend in 
education but a social movement and, thus, gained 
worldwide attention that has only increased over the past 
forty years. read about Freire’s life in the reproducible, 
Aspirations: Linking a Belief System to a Life Path.

Does the Sage Influence History or Does History Influence the Sage?

now divide into four groups. 

Group 1: The Readers
one group will read and report on the book. specifically 
answer the question, What philosophy did this book 
convey about investigation of truth? Who has a right to 
seek truth? how is this process best achieved? Why were 
these beliefs considered revolutionary? Why was Paulo 
Freire exiled? describe the key points of each chapter on 
posters to present to the class.

Group 2: The Historians
Evaluate the political and cultural conditions in 
northeastern brazil during Paulo Freire’s lifetime. Why 
did Pernambuco have a diverse cultural heritage dating 
back several centuries? What led to the overhaul of the 
health care system in the 1920s? What happened with a 
vice-presidential candidate was killed in recife in 1930? 
describe the role of recife in the agrarian reform 
movement.

Group 3: The Artists
this group will create posters depicting scenes from 
history, based on assignments given to them by the 
historians and the readers. they will study the 
architecture, landscape and demographics needed to 
create their posters.

Group 4: The Actors
this group researches the philosophical and religious 
influences on the city of recife through role play. For 
example, one member of the group plays the part of a 
Jewish rabbi. one plays a sister from the convent, our 
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Lady of Carmel basilica (nossa senhora do Carmo).  
another is a business leader who does not want higher 
taxes. still another is a marxist. they are all attending a 
town hall meeting to determine whether funds will be 
used to build a new cultural center, to promote worker 
reforms, or to build a new hospital. the meeting is 
taking place in the mid-20th century. how would you 
role play their interaction? 

Photo by max hEnKLE

Does the Sage Influence History or Does History Influence the Sage?

based on the presentations, answer evaluate the 
context of the time and place where Paulo Freire’s ideas 
developed. discuss the role each of these elements play:

the Worldwide depression a. 
the reasons for and history of diversity in the b. 
region where he lived
the rise of marxismc. 
his religious beliefsd. 
his own economic classe. 
his aspirationsf. 

how did history shape him? how did he shape history? 
Who thought of him as a sage? 
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Part I. Exploring Historical Context

Aspirations: Linking a Belief System to a Life Path

Paulo Freire entered the world on september 19, 1921, in 
the port city of recife, Pernambuco, brazil. he died on 
may 2, 1997. he described his father, a military officer, 
as intelligent, caring and spiritual. his Catholic mother, 
similarly, was “sweet, good and just.” during the great 
depression of 1929, his family suffered, like others, and 
had to move to nearby Jaboatao, where he witnessed near 
starvation among many of his friends. this aroused his 
sense of injustice by age ten and developed in him a keen 
desire to connect with the poor and with the now-jobless 
working class. he wanted to correct these ills. When his 
father passed away three years later, he turned his attention 
to an upper class high school, where he tried to catch up 
academically. he read voraciously and, by the time he was 
in his mid-twenties, could read in three languages. he 
attended Law school, but soon realized he was meant to 
devote his life to education. he first served the role as a 

Portuguese instructor.

Freire’s aspiration to correct inequities led him to 
countless books, including those of the controversial 
figure, Karl marx. his interest in marxism eventually led 
to his exile from his homeland to Chile, where he wrote  
his first book, Education as the Practice of Freedom. 

before his exile, he served as director of the Pernambuco 
department of Education and Culture of sEsi (the 
social service of industry), a government agency formed 
to  use funds from a national confederation of factory 
owners to better the standard of living of their workers. 
in Pedagogy of Hope, Freire details the significance of 
his ten years at sEsi, an experience which provided the 
experiential basis for his doctoral dissertation (1959).

all the while, his political views never conflicted with 
his commitment to his faith. in fact, he felt drawn to 
socialism knowing that Christ would not have condoned 
the exploitation of human beings or racial, gender or 
class discrimination. at the same time, he could not 
understand how the Left could be devoted to liberation 

How does a change agent choose a life path that reflects personal 
beliefs, addresses community needs and utilizes talents? Read about 
the life of Paulo Freire as a case study. 
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and at the same time practice discrimination. 

Freire wrote:  
     during the 1970s, in an interview in australia, i told 
some greatly surprised reporters that it was in the woods 
of recife, refuge of slaves, and the ravines where the 
oppressed of brazil live, coupled with my love for Christ 
and hope that he is the light, that led me to marx. my 
relationship with marx never suggested that i abandon 
Christ. (Letters to Cristina, 86-7)

Late in life, he worked and traveled under the auspices 
of the World Council of Churches as an ambassador 
of literacy to the third World. he also implemented 
a new educational model for his city’s rundown K-12 
schools that served almost a million children and 
developed an adult literacy program applied by grassroots 
organizations. his own aspirations matched those of the 

brazilian people for equity and justice.

Question:
how were the qualities of transcendence, aspiration and 
industriousness interwoven in the case study? Whatever 
the belief system of the change agent, whether you agree 
with it or not, do these same qualities often play a role in 
influencing history? 

Create a Class Anthology
Choose someone you admire who has positively 
influenced the history of your country, state, community 
or family. Write a brief history including evidence of their 
influence. Underline any sentences that demonstrate 
transcendence, aspiration and industriousness as 
essential attributes that preceded their influence. indicate 
other habits-of-heart from the list that played a role in 
your story, i.e. gratitude, honor, honesty, refinement 
or self-mastery.

Present one copy of your anthology to the local library. 
Create another copy for your global partner in another 
part of the world. if some of the readings involve local 
families, make copies available or read them orally at a 
community event.
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taking Musical Cues from Culture

step 1: 
distribute the attached reproducible, Blending Musical 
Forms. 

step 2: 
have students read the reproducible aloud or in small 
groups. discuss the key points. if possible, prescreen and 
play some appropriate youtube songs in class, ensuring 
the lyrics are appropriate.

step 3: 
Challenge students to meet in small groups. Each group 
will discuss the preferred musical genres in their own 
families and the possible reasons for those preferences. 
did heritage, travel or personal taste influence them 
most? 

step 4:
allow time for groups to write song lyrics together 
and choose a rhythm and simple melody that reflects a 
blending of all the genres they discussed. For example, 
one member of the group may want to add a tambourine 
or special instrument representing their genre. 

Objective: Apply context to the relationship between history, culture, 
demographic trends and musical forms and group action.

the lyrics to the songs must relate to one of the habits-
of-heart on the list. 

(the Cd Change Agents will provide songs to incorporate 
later in the course.)

Part I. Exploring Historical Context
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Blending Musical forms

music flows from one generation to the next in a river 
of influences not always immediately apparent. Look 
beneath its waters and find those influences. some come 
through the rhythm. some come through the lyrics. 
some symbolize the history of the culture and the ways 
in which people seek meaning. 

in the same decade that Paulo Freire passed away, 
mangue music was born. maracatu, ciranda, rock and 
hip-hop all blend in mangue music, whose manifesto 
was created to avoid cultural stagnation. if mangue 
brings “bits and pieces” of each genre together, how is 
this music an appropriate reflection of a region with the 
history of recife? 

Caranguejo, the colored crab that lives in the mangroves 
of recife, became a symbol of the mangue movement. 
the crab scampers around in the canals and deltas of 
this port city, forever adapting for the sake of its survival. 
how have this city’s human dwellers adapted and shaped 
and reshaped its culture over time? 

Habits of Sages, school version.indd   17 10/23/09   1:32:12 PM



1 8  |  H A B I t S  O f  S A g E S

Part II. Novel Writing  
as a Reflection of Philosophy

the last section challenged you to evaluate how an 
individual transcends hardship and injustice, responds to 
the political and religious inconsistencies of his day, and 
develops a philosophy that inspires aspiration and group 
action. his voice, his pen and his example were his tools 
for influencing history.

does everyone who changes history do so in a visible 
way? 

do you think every sage has a wide following, or so some 
have a small following but an effect that lingers after 
their passing?

one novelist, george Eliot, took on a man’s name so 
she could make inroads. the last line of her book, 
Middlemarch (1872), reads: “…the growing good of the 
world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts, and that 
things are not so ill with you and me as they might have 
been is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a 
hidden life and rest in unvisited tombs.”

in this section, you will evaluate case studies from a 
slightly different perspective. We will study novels in 
which the literary characters turned ideals into action and 
thus had a lingering effect on the lives of other characters 
in the books. 

you will practice identifying such characters in your own 
life, recreating them on paper and, most importantly, 
becoming such a person.

Discussion
do you think a sage can influence history in more subtle 
ways, as writers, artists or musicians? 

do you think sages can influence the world as individuals 
acting to make personal changes based upon their belief 
systems? 

do you think your personal daily acts are equally as 
important as your works, whether you are famous among 
your kin or your whole country?

Why Novels?
you have no doubt studied the many forms of writing 
that serve as tools for expression, including the narrative, 
the drama, and the short story. the novel, in many cases, 
has been used not only as a tool for reform that reflects 
the philosophy of the writer. by studying and learning 
to apply the literary devices applied by novelists, you 
can develop a tool you will incorporate into your own 
writing in all its forms. (by the same token, the skills 
honed by writing poetry refine the skills of a novelist, so 
studying both long and short forms will improve your 
own writing.)

new forms of technology have given rise to new formats 
for communication, but the principles of powerful 
communication remain the same. your written works 
will not only help you explore your ideals and identify 
the philosophies that give your own life meaning but can 
also help you access writing as a tool for transforming 
communities. 

Fiction: Creating Sages Today
List some examples of fictional heroes who play a role in 
your own culture, at home or at school. 

are they sages, or are they popular only for their physical 
strength? 
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What qualities make them popular?
People will always need socially relevant models to 
study when considering life’s perplexing questions, and 
storytellers have always stepped in to fill that need. the 
stories we tell imply a philosophy or lend importance to 
an action or value to a character trait or importance to a 
cause by the very fact that we take the time to share the 
story. Writers who write to uplift can influence the moral 
compass of a whole society. 

When two different characters encounter the same 
plot point, the author must factor in all their unique 
qualities to determine how the two different characters 
would most likely respond. this makes the story more 
believable yet not entirely predictable. readers tend to 
search for quirks they have seen in themselves or loved 
ones to find deeper meaning in the story.

How to Construct a Realistic Personality
no character is perfect. before beginning to write a story, 
or somewhere it its early stages, the author may write a 
written or mental description of each character. some 
authors and screenplay writers use a character diamond 
to construct interesting, complex but credible characters.  
the diamond’s four points describe at least three 
consistent and one unexpected personality trait. (For 
example, a character may be witty, intelligent and caring 
but unwise with money.) When the character responds 
to a plot point, the author must factor in all these traits 
when considering how the character will respond.

Events without characters’ reactions constitute plot alone. 
they do not make as compelling a story. our emotions 
tend to move along with the plot when we see ultimate 
character transformation. 

by the end of the story, characters will have evolved along 
an arc that marks their own transformation. sometimes 
they will change only a little or not at all. sometimes 
their philosophies will help others change. it is often the 
author’s philosophical emphasis in the story that drives 
the inner transformation along this character arc. 

Life is change. Without change, there would generally 
be no story at all. some works of literary fiction are 
written purposely as character studies or illuminations 
of a philosophy through the eyes of the characters. in 
most stories, outer circumstances produce inner growth. 
(think of a time this has been true in your own life.)

Photo by maUrEEn mUngai
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Part II. Novel Writing as a Reflection of Philosophy

the novelist alexander mcCall smith has crafted a character 
who influences the people in her own environment and, 
by extension, the many people who read about her unique 
solutions to problems. once you learn the tools of effective 
writing, it is possible to allow your characters to carry 
important messages to the world. of course, the author did 
not do so in a contrived way. his works are consistent with 
the setting in which they are written.

Preliminary Research: Botswana and Us
before moving on, research the county of bostwana. 
Find it on a map. Where does it sit on the african 
continent? What is the climate like? do you think life 
has changed quickly or slowly there? What can you 
learn about the culture? how would you compare it to 
your own region?

Preparing a Journal: Mark the Arc
 the novel The Miracle at Speedy Motors, by alexander 
mcCall smith, is part of The No. 1 Ladies Detective 
Agency series.  the author uses plot and subplot to 
illustrate the character growth and relative philosophies 
of his protagonist and her peers. in doing so, he also 
gives a glimpse of the impact of culture on character 
development, as the stories take place in postmodern 
africa, in gabarone, botswana. traditional values and 
new trends contest with each other continually in the 
lives of the people who inhabit the stories. 

to study masterful character delineation and the use of 
storytelling to communicate ways to develop the habits-
of-heart, keep a journal as you read this book. read the 
prompts to guide your journal entries after reading each 
chapter or section of chapters. you may want to choose 
a journal with blank pages for drawing or writing. after 

each chapter, reflect on the prompt and record an entry 
in your journal.

Journal Prompts
in the first chapter of the book, a scene describes mma 
makutsi. based on this scene, begin to create her 
character diamond. Create another diamond for mma 
ramotswe. after you read each chapter, either revise it or 
write key phrases that validate the characteristics of the 
most prominent characters in the chapter. 

***

in Chapter 3 a powerful scene with mma ramotswe will 
help you list qualities on her character diamond. add to 
the diamond as you read the book. 

***

in Chapter 5, mma ramotswe holds a discussion with 
a garage assistant whom she once helped. do you think 
this scene describes the author’s philosophy about life 
after death, as well as the character’s philosophy? how 
do you think it shapes his portrayal of the other themes 
in the book? as you read each of the following chapters, 
add comments. 

***

in Chapter 6, ask yourself why mma ramotswe did not 
confront mr. Polopetsi with immediate anger. does your 
character diamond answer this question? if not, will you 
add to it? 

***

in Chapter seven, did your character diamond for mma 
makutsi change? rewrite the scene in two alternate ways. 
did you add a trait that could be easily cultivated?

Case Study 1: A Sage on the Page
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***

at the end of Chapter 8, mma ramotswe conveys thoughts 
about what binds members of the human family. in Chapter 
nine, she describes to mma makutsi her ideas about 
forgiveness and moving beyond mistakes. how do these 
affect your views on the character diamonds of these two 
ladies? how do they affect your perception of their  personal 
paths of growth? What do their discussions say about their 
philosophies? do you think they speak for the author? For 
the best of their prevailing culture? or do you think mma 
ramotswe has a philosophy all her own? 

how does mma ramotswe’s philosophy resonate with 
yours, if at all? did the character choose to reveal an 
unfolding philosophy through small acts or major life 
events? What does mma ramotswe say about whether 
people are more likely to change small habits or major 
world views?

Can you think of examples that do or do not validate this 
perspective in your own life or among your circle of friends?  

***

in Chapter 9, what is mma ramotswe’s perspective about 
her physical reality? how does this relate to solving serious 
problems such as the issue with mr. Polopetsi, and the 
easier ones, such as the dilemma with Phuti rhadiphuti? 
do you ever find yourself summing up life’s problems 
more simply when meditating on the natural world? 

***

Chapter 10 offers a chance to evaluate Jr. J.L.b. 
matekoni’s views about miracles and about love. is there 
a natural relationship between his beliefs on these two 
issues? how does the author set up a situation that will 

create movement on his character arc by forcing this 
relationship to occur?

***

Chapters 12 - 14 include an analysis of character as 
it relate to honesty and refinement. how do mma 
ramotswe’s thoughts give a glimpse into mma makutsi’s 
character arc concerning these two habits? do people 
sometimes confuse fashion with refinement? how has 
this confusion led to poor choices in the case of mma 
makutsi? 

do people sometimes confuse honesty with a rush to 
judgment of others? When is it better not to act than 
to act? how did mma ramotswe avoid this misstep by 
not prematurely voicing her suspicion? how could such 
a step have affected mma ramotswe’s relationship with 
mr. Polopetsi, whom she must face every day? 

have you had experiences similar to those of either mma 
makutsi or mma ramotswe? What did you learn from 
your mistakes? Were you able to easily move on?  Explain.

What is the difference in their two attitudes about 
“moving on”? do you think these differences are 
philosophical or lie in the tendency to value choices that 
give short-term pleasure over choices that support long-
term values and bring happiness that grows over time? 
how do life experiences shape these perspectives? What 
might mma ramotswe have learned from watching her 
father that influenced her own thinking? 

***

in Chapter 13, mma ramotswe cries for the baboons in 
the song, who helplessly try to dress up for the wedding. 
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they make her feel that the whole country is gone. mma 
Potokwane assures her that the heart beats right inside 
the country. Why do you think the setting of this scene is 
symbolic? What would make mma ramotswe lament the 
losses in her country?

***

in Chapter 15, mma ramotswe discovers a letter from 
a bank to her husband. how do you think would most 
wives respond? how does she respond? Why is it such a 
sacrifice to sell cattle in botswana? how do her feelings 
about her father explain and confirm the picture of her 
character and the philosophies painted by the author in 
earlier chapters?

***

in the final chapters, 16-18, problems turn into 
unexpected opportunities. Clearly, perspective on an 
issue makes a difference in the outcome. in the end, 
mma ramotswe defines a miracle by naming several 
that occur by the end of the story. according to her 
definition, can a miracle be induced by human actions, 
attitudes or choices? Can it be a product of the cycles 
of nature? Even when based on natural phenomena, 
does the word miracle still suggest an attitude (human 
appreciation) toward these cycles? Explain your response.

how did motholeli respond to the news about her legs? 
an anonymous quote says, “destiny grants us our wishes 

but in its own way, in order to give us something beyond 
our wishes.” What strengths did she gain that she might 
not have gained had the story ended differently?

in the end, how does mma ramotswe want mr. J.L.b. 
matekoni to transcend disappointment over miracles that 
may not be expedient and instead focus on creating small 
expedient miracles? 

What expedient miracles can you help bring about in 
your own life and in the lives of others? What miracles 
can you appreciate in the natural world and in the world 
of human connections surrounding you?

Part II. Novel Writing as a Reflection of Philosophy
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Character Arcs and Character Traits
draw a rainbow-shaped arc for each character in the 
story. Using your journal notes, make 18 lines to divide 
the arc into 18 segments, indicating the number of 
chapters. Jot down key words below the marks to note 
incidents that shaped the character in particular chapters. 
above the arc, write in any habit-of-heart from the 
following list that the character reflected in that chapter, 
whether they learned through their mistakes or whether 
the experience reinforced an existing quality. 

Honesty
Honor
Industriousness
Transcendence
Refinement
Aspiration
Gratitude
Self-mastery

based on these arcs, which character or characters would 
you describe as modern day sages? name any ancestors, 
community members or parents who influenced the 
character of the sage/s you describe.

thinking about the qualities identified in this novel, 
who are your influences as a modern-day sage? Who 
influenced you?

identify personal mentors who have taught you by 
exemplifying the habits-of-heart listed. Use the following 
page to write a handwritten tribute. mention as many of 
these qualities and examples as are appropriate. Present 
the tributes at an honoring event, such as a tea. 

Musical Connection: 
students may learn the song, “honor” a song from the 
Caribbean genre from the Change Agents Cd. they may 
sing it with the vocals or listen to the instrumental track 
and sing along. Prepare to perform it at the honoring 
event for sages. 

you may also want to include a song about 
transcendence. discussions about the song “move those 
mountains” will prepare for the upcoming novel students 
will read. this song is about transcendence and is written 
for a gospel choir. gospel music is a later form of the 
spirituals sung on the plantations in the american south.

if a third song is needed, the folk song “Polished stones” 
also appears on the Cd.
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Part II. Novel Writing as a Reflection of Philosophy

I have chosen to honor you today because of all the lessons you have taught me 
by example. I have observed these qualities in you in the following ways:

A Page for a Sage
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Case Study 2: Setting the tone for Change

Nine O’Clock Blue identifies some of the civil rights issues 
of 20th century america through historical fiction, using 
recurring literary devices to evoke the time and place 
of an unfolding mystery that spans the country from 
southeast to northwest. as you read each chapter, identify 
one sentence or passage that contributes to the tone 
or setting. identify another that identifies a character’s 
feelings or urge to act. do you see a relationship 
between the creation of a sense of time and place and the 
sculpting of character development? do these elements 
remind you of other places, people or events in your own 
life experience? after each chapter, get out your journal 
and briefly respond with your own feelings through  
poetry or comments about the people, places and events. 

Discussion or Essay Questions

how does the author portray the parallels 1. 
between relationships in the natural world and 
relationships in human communities. give 
examples. 

how does the progression of time and place 2. 
contribute to this portrayal?

What literary devices help create the tone and 3. 
paint the scenes? 

how does the author use light as a metaphor 4. 
for transformation in each chapter? how is this 
symbol repeated in the overall theme and title of 
the book?

did the character arc (path of transformation or 5. 
change) of the main characters follow a pattern 

Literature has more flexibility than the lens of a camera. 

It can paint a word-picture so 
vividly that each reader can see the 
scene in their own mind’s eye and 
yet can bring their own experience 
to bear on the scene. 
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parallel to or different from the changing scenery? 
to examine this question, turn a piece of graph 
paper sideways and make dots to represent various 
plot points over a certain portion of the story, 
e.g. Riot begins or Delia confronts Clive. Choose a 
main character and examine what aspects of the 
character diamond were strong at key points of 
the story. did the character transcend problems 
or run away from them? did the character take 
action in increasingly positive ways? how did the 
setting influence plot development and character 
development? might the story have unfolded 
differently with characters who had a different 
relationship with the environment?  

What do you think the author intended to say 6. 
about the parallels between respect for human 
dignity and respect for the environment? 

how did delia’s destiny help others to 7. 
transform? did her own explanation of the title 
make it easier for you to you accept her destiny?

how would you describe the philosophy behind 8. 
delia’s and Clive’s ultimate course of action in 
the book? (Each reader may state a different 
aspect to sum up their philosophy.) 

is there a philosophy you would change your life 9. 
for? travel for? sacrifice for? Even die for? 

When a person truly believes in a cause, is it 10. 
easier to practice  transcendence, aspiration, 
honor, or industriousness to advance that cause 
or support that philosophy? Why or why not?

Part II. Novel Writing as a Reflection of Philosophy

Social Action:
What movements in your own community call for 
transcendence? marches draw many activists, but martyrs 
are few. Write poetry about transcendence for a cause 
and post it online. Create charcoal drawings, through 
a sidewalk festival or poster display, and post pictures 
of the drawings online as well. Emphasize the more 
difficult aspects of acting for a cause, such as forgiveness, 
industriousness, ongoing commitment and transcending 
challenges and criticism with grace.

if you appear publicly, sing the songs you have learned so 
far, such as “move those mountains” and “honor.” add 
others songs as you like, such as “i aspire” and “sages of 
the ages.” 
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For example, acts of self-mastery often require much 
more maturity than acts of protest. they may be more 
difficult to describe in a story as well. 

by now, you have seen more than one example of how an 
author can convey a philosophy. accept this challenge to 
attempt a story of your own:

describe a premise you might use to point out •	
the emotional perils of injustice by focusing 
on healing instead of on hurt. or describe 
a character you might develop to teach 
unselfishness and self-reflection. 
develop a short story (from 800 – 2,000 words) •	
based on this character. 
include at least two conflicting character traits •	
for your character to wrestle with, and at least 
one major plot development to give emotional 
pitch to your arc. 
remember to paint a word picture using •	
action verbs, similes and metaphors rather than 
adjectives. avoid passive voice. 

Putting the “Action” in Activism: Your Short Story

We think of activism as protest, but the root word, 
“act” can mean many things. 
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Part II. Novel Writing as a Reflection of Philosophy

Choose one of the books provided, so at least two 
partners or team members in the class are each reading 
the same book. most are novels. some are historical 
fiction. some include actual stories that arise from 
historical events. Use leisure time to read the book, over 
an extended period of time, and use designated class time 
to discuss your selection. 

Researching Context 
Conduct an online search to study the historical context 
of your literature circle book. Under what circumstances 
did the author write the book? Who influenced the 
author? record your answers to these and to the 
following questions:

Small-Group Discussion
What real events influenced the plot development? 

What aspects of a culture did the author want to preserve 
or change? 

did the book suggest acts of transcendence? did the 
book serve merely as a book of protest? did refinement, 
honor and self-mastery play a role? did aspiration and 
industriousness play a role?

did the story’s characters, either directly or indirectly, 
advocate honesty? gratitude? transcendence? Were they 
sages in creating a movement, and did they also act with 
the humility of true sages?

do you see common themes or literary devices that 
remind you of the works studied earlier in the course?

Dramatic Development
develop one-act plays to act out the scene or scenes that 
most powerfully portray the themes of the book. make 
sure each person has a role as a narrator or character. 
after each group’s performance, compare the authors’ 
apparent philosophies and intentions. 

Were the plays interpreted by the audience the way 
they were intended by the actors? did your play have 
a different meaning to each member of your group as 
you prepared it? did you find it difficult or easy to agree 
on the most powerful scenes? do you think the author 
wanted to convey moral ambiguity or certainty about a 
message? 

Literature Circles
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Corruption
by ben Jelloun tahar
(norton)
a moroccan construction inspector is faced with a bribe 
and must decide whether to side with peer expectations 
or conscience. 

The Bridge of San Luis Rey
by thornton Wilder
(harper Collins)
in this fictional account, an essential footbridge in 18th 
century Peru is destroyed. a village priest analyzes each of 
five people killed in the collapse. 

Grapes of Wrath
by John steinbeck
(Viking)
agricultural workers living in California during the great 
depression must transcend poverty and oppression in 
this nobel Prize-winning novel. 

The Jungle
by Upton sinclair
(bantam)
a muckraking socialist and journalist went undercover 
to expose poor conditions in meat-packing plants. 
Publishing the book proved as difficult as writing it.

Farewell to Manzanar
by Jeanne Wakatsuki and James houston
random house
an immigrant family is displaced to an internment camp 
during World War ii. the experience tests the character 
of families living in the camps.  

The Good Earth
by Pearl buck 
(buccaneer)
this book accurately describes the lives and the refined, 
warm characters living in pre-revolutionary China.  the 
author was the first woman to receive the nobel Prize in 
literature. 

Three Cups of Tea
by greg mortenson and david oliver relin
(Viking hardcover, Penguin Paperback)
humanitarian aid workers bring education to parts of 
the world where equal education is needed. many are 
doing this by setting up non-governmental organizations 
(ngos) and non-profit groups or by working through 
international agencies such as the United nations (Un). 
this book describes how one person can start a non-
profit organization.

The Last Aloha
by gaellen Quinn
(Lost Coast Press)
the last queen of hawaii struggles to save the 
kingdom before it loses its independence. Laura Jen-
nings visits her family in 1886 and discovers that her 
distant missionary family is a part of the scheme to 
topple the throne. Laura must decide whether and 
how to act on her convictions.

Literature Circle Books:
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a picture, a story, a symbol, a message—any of these—
make a poem the microscopic image of a novel. the 
essence or kernel of a good novel, in fact, can be told in 
poetic form. Learning to write an effective poem will 
help you write more powerful prose. it will help you 
condense your message to convey deep meaning in a 
short space. Likewise, the study of poetry, in whatever 
poetic form you choose, can improve your own writing 
in other forms as you seek to: 

eliminate passive voice1. 
employ colorful action verbs2. 
replace adjectives with metaphors3. 
paint images and apply symbols over the course 4. 
of the poem
suggest multiple meanings for the reader to 5. 
bring their own meaning to the poem

(For an extra credit challenge, write a short poem 
summarizing one of the novels you have read so far in 
this course.)

Part III. Poetry: A Novel in a Nutshell 

rather than engage in a full study of the differences 
in free verse, blank verse, sonnets and all the other 
poetic devices available, the activities in this course will 
retain the focus on poetry as it relates to the habits of 
sages. specifically, how do poems address the issue of 
translating ideals into action? 

some poems can be more literal than others, of course. 
the humorist poet ogden nash wrote hundreds of 
poems just for fun. When he did want to influence 
action, he did so with wit. For example, this poem 
suggests a movement toward less vanity and more 
introspection:
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Watch for the word plays that make the message fun 
and interesting in a way that might otherwise offend an 
individual listener. 

Underline any word you do not know and look up 
the meaning in a dictionary before reading the poem a 
second time. 

Curl Up and Diet
Some ladies smoke too much and some ladies drink too much 
and some ladies pray too much, 
But all ladies think that they weigh too much.
They may be as slender as a sylph or a dryad,
But just let them get on the scales and they embark on a doleful 
jeremiad;
No matter how low the figure the needle happens to touch,
They always claim it is at least five pounds too much;
To the world she may appear slinky and feline.
But she inspects herself in the mirror and cries, Oh, I look like a 
sea lion.
Yes, she tells you she is growing into the shape of a sea cow or 
manatee,
And if you say No, my dear, she says you are just lying to make 
her feel better, 
And if you say Yes, my dear, you inure her vanity.
Once upon a time there was a girl more beautiful and witty 
and charming than tongue can tell,
And she is now a dangerous raving maniac in a padded cell,
And the first indication her friends and relatives had that she 
was mentally overwrought
Was one day when she said, I weight a hundred and twenty-
seven, which is exactly what I ought.
Oh, often I am haunted
By the thought that somebody might someday discover a diet 
that would let ladies reduce just as much as they wanted,
Because I wonder if there is a woman in the world strong-

minded enough to shed ten pounds or twenty,
And say There now, that’s plenty;
And I fear me one ten-pound loss would only arouse the craving 
for another,
So it wouldn’t do any good for ladies to get their ambition and 
look like somebody’s fourteen year-old brother, 
Because, having accomplished this with ease, 
They would next want to look like somebody’s fourteen-year-old 
brother in the final stages of some obscure disease,
And the more success you have the more you want to get of it,
So then their goal would be to look like somebody’s fourteen-
year-old brother’s ghost, or rather not the ghost itself, which is 
fairly solid, but a silhouette of it, 
So I think it is very nice for ladies to be lithe and lissome, 
But not so much that you cut yourself if you happen to embrace 
or kissome. 

Context and Theme
do you think the poet would write the poem differently 
if speaking to women of today? do you think a woman 
would write the poem differently? are these questions as 
interesting as the poem’s central themes? 

discuss the poem’s relevance to the issue of refinement. 
how can we refine our eating habits while also refining 
our self-image and learning to focus on the inner 
transformation instead of the outer shell of the self?

Choosing a Topic
What serious topic matters to you? Would it be possible 
to write a humorous poem to help people think about 
the topic without making the topic seem less substantial 
or important? try this challenge. you will note that 
ogden nash did not tease any one individual or decry 
the position of an adversarial group. rather, he spoke in 
general terms of the results of the problem in society. 

Case Study 1: Using Humor to Provoke Action

Long before eating disorders were commonly identified, Ogden Nash 
wrote a poem called Curl Up and diet. 

Part III. Poetry: A Novel in a Nutshell 
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Case Study 2: Images of Change

the following poem by nobel Prize winner derek Walcott 
paints a vivid image of children on the steps of a church, 
their dresses flared like the wings of moths, ready to believe 
and receive the truth as it is handed to them in the form 
of a First Communion. the author wants to protect 
them from the difference between their developing ideals 
and the tests they may face in the world outside. derek 
Walcott’s influences included a mother who ran the town’s 
methodist school and a father who painted watercolors 
and grandparents who came to his native Caribbean island 
as slaves. see if you can determine how these influences 
shaped his poetry. read the poem first to grasp the visual 
images. read it a second time to discuss the author’s 
feelings and the experiences that may have led him to this 
view of the world. 

Saint Lucia’s First Communion

At dusk, on the edge of the asphalt’s worn-out-ribbon,
in white cotton frock, cotton stockings, a black child stands.
First her, then a small field of her. Ah, it’s First Communion!
They hold pink ribboned missals in their hands,

the stiff plaits pinned with their white satin moths.
The caterpillar’s accordian, still pumping out the myth
Along twigs of cotton from whose parted mouths
The wafer pods in belief without an “if ”!

So, all across Saint Lucia thousands of innocents 
were arranged on church steps, facing the sun’s lens,
erect as candles between squinting parents,
Before darkness came on like their blinded saint’s. 

But if it were possible to pull up on the verge 
Of the dimming asphalt, before its headlights lance
Their eyes, to house each child in my hands,
To lower the window a crack, and delicately urge

The last moth delicately in, I’d let the car door
Enclose their blizzard, and on some black hill,
Their pulsing wings undusted, loose them in thousands to stagger
Heavenward before it came on: the prejudice, the evil!

Class Response
divide into four groups. Choose a situation that might 
have happened in your own community in which 
young people must balance idealism and realism. 
Following the pattern of derek Walcott’s poem, label 
the parts of the poem, the situation, the setting, the 
Players, the rescue, the release.

Each group will brainstorm to write a verse together 
about their theme. turn the verses in and write them on 
the board. 

Evaluating the Process
do the verses work together? do they reflect one person’s 
experience in one verse and a conflicting message in 
another? how can you refine and unify the verses? 

did each participant bring a different life experience 
to the poem? should one person’s reality interfere with 
another person’s ideals? how did you work out these 
dilemmas in your group? 
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For example, at one time, scandinavia used the islamic 
dirhem as a measure of wealth and the irish limericks 
as well as norse mythology influenced the poetry of 
the region. While the coinage changed, the cadence 
of literature had a lasting effect on the heritage and 
intrigued listeners over the centuries. similarly, the poetry 
of the East has created a wealth of ideas and feelings more 
lasting than money. 

Poetry carries the potential to shoot universal messages 
like darts across the universe of time. read the following 
poem by shams al-din hafiz, who died in 1389 at 68 
years old. his poems, like rumi’s, have been celebrated by 
the Persian world for centuries. he is known worldwide 
for his sonnets. do you think this verse relates to people 
from all cultures? do you think it could relate to both 
individuals and civilizations? 

Rubaiyat 20

This tired life is the flood of age, 
With a full cup began this outrage. 
Wake up, and see the carrier of time 
Slowly carries you along life’s passage.

Case Study 3: Poetry as Currency for Change

Words, the currency of earthlings, pass through the lips 
to draw the world closer. 

Part III. Poetry: A Novel in a Nutshell 

What do you suppose hafiz intended the reader to do 
after “waking up”? Could this poem have implications 
in regard to gratitude, transcendence, honor, aspiration, 
industriousness, honor or self-mastery? (Choose one 
habit-of-heart and explain how.)

Mirroring the Sonnet

imagine yourself as a character you read about in one 
of the books studied earlier in this course. how would 
you interpret this verse based on that character’s personal 
experience? how would you interpret it based on the 
experience of your people? 

Choose a central theme accordingly. respond to hafiz 
with three more verses – one on behalf of the character as 
a person, one on behalf of the country or cultural group 
represented and one offering an action that responds to 
the call to “Wake up.”

in your leisure time, research other poems by hafiz and 
rumi. Compare and contrast them with contemporary 
poems you have read. your teacher may want you to 
study and then describe the poetic form you have chosen.
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a heroine in the middle East, the poet tahirih 
championed women’s independence, democracy and 
religious freedom in the mid-1800s. her views and 
actions led to her death. read the following poem by 
tarhirih. While some of the metaphors rely on a deeper 
understanding of the geography and religious history that 
led to her era, the universal theme of transcending grief 
includes visual metaphors common to all eras.

The Glove

I
The glove discovered on the stair
after a last farewell
must be wrapped and posted after.
Clothes she wore, lying jumbled
in the room of the deceased
must be picked and placed away
though the breath stumbles.

Times of the heart-skein flayed
bare as ‘the anatomy of a horse’,
tissues shrinking from the touch of air.

After this, mainly silence:

Saint John writes to us
out of the night.

Then, the pressed-down question-rod,
prayer,
touches a buried main.
Here-am-I lightnings illuminate
the circulation of the blood.

A bud in the dull brain flares:
‘loving is a little death’.
The laid sod crumbles, the desiccated slain
touch rain, and prophecy a storm.

From naked to knowing
nothing will be the same.

II
The dead Dead Sea’s too salty to decay:
the unbearable sun had dried the clay
and clogged the Jordan’s veins
until
the storm cloud breaks upon a hill,
somewhere near Jerusalem.

A finger-to-finger lightening vaults,
a touch, a flash, a flood
and the ocean and Jordan are joined.

by tahirih
(translation by sen mcglinn)

Seeking the Deeper Meaning
this poem, rich with symbols, began with the description 
of the death of a loved one and the raw emotions it evokes. 
discuss the poem’s many similes and metaphors. What did 
the poet do to find transcendence and healing?  

does this poem suggest to you a relationship between 
the flood that reunites river and sea and the river of inner 
vision that reunites the sage with the seeker?

how could lightning illuminate the circulation of the 
blood?

Writing with Metaphor
Write a verse with a visual metaphor such as light to 
symbolize the search for personal meaning or universal 
truth. 

Case Study 4: Poetry as a Path for Personal Renewal

Female poets struggled to break ground in Persia long 
past the time of Hafiz. 
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Part IV: Researching the Contemplative Life

in philosophy classes, you will have opportunities to 
compare the rationale of Plato, socrates, aristotle and, later, 
of Kant, nietzsche and others. this course focuses on the 
central issue of “ideals into action” that seems to separate 
philosophers from those who are also sages. this course 
challenges you to conduct a study of world religions and 
consider whether they promote altruism in the same or 
different ways than the theories of the philosophers. Which 
writings and practices help you turn ideals into action? 

a music lover tells the joke, “nietzsche said to do is to be. 
buddha said to be is to do. Frank sinatra said, “do-be-do-
be-do.” 

Each individual, in their search for truth, may want to 
go beyond the words of philosophers to decide whose 
example to follow, because the most evolved sage also 
leads by example. decide for yourself whether the 
sages you follow combine contemplation with action. 
one sage, considered to be both a philosopher and a 
leader in several arenas of religious activism, wrote, “is 
there any greater blessing conceivable for a man, than 
that he should become the cause of the education, the 
development, the prosperity and honor of his fellow 
creatures?” read and discuss an excerpt from the writings 
of this man, written a century ago, whose followers also 
considered him an exemplar:

THE POWER AND VALUE OF TRUE THOUGHT 
DEPEND UPON ITS MANIFESTATION IN ACTION

   the reality of man is his thought, not his material body. 
the thought force and the animal force are partners. 
although man is part of the animal creation, he possesses a 
power of thought superior to all other created beings. 
   
    if a man’s thought is constantly aspiring towards heavenly 
subjects then does he become saintly; if on the other hand 

his thought does not soar, but is directed downwards to 
centre itself upon the things of this world, he grows more 
and more material until he arrives at a state little better than 
that of a mere animal. 
   
   thoughts may be divided into two classes: 
   
   (1st) thought that belongs to the world of thought alone. 
   
   (2nd) thought that expresses itself in action. 
   
   some men and women glory in their exalted thoughts, 
but if these thoughts never reach the plane of action they 
remain useless: the power of thought is dependent on 
its manifestation in deeds. a philosopher’s thought may, 
however, in the world of progress and evolution, translate 
itself into the actions of other people, even when they 
themselves are unable or unwilling to show forth their 
grand ideals in their own lives. to this class the majority 
of philosophers belong, their teachings being high above 
their actions. this is the difference between philosophers 
who are spiritual teachers, and those who are mere 
philosophers: the spiritual teacher is the first to follow his 
own teaching; he brings down into the world of action 
his spiritual conceptions and ideals. his divine thoughts 
are made manifest to the world. his thought is himself, 
from which he is inseparable. When we find a philosopher 
emphasizing the importance and grandeur of justice, and 
then encouraging a rapacious monarch in his oppression 
and tyranny, we quickly realize that he belongs to the first 
class: for he thinks heavenly thoughts and does not practice 
the corresponding heavenly virtues. 
   
    this state is impossible with spiritual Philosophers, for 
they ever express their high and noble thoughts in actions. 

‘abdu’l-baha, Paris Talks

The contemplative life that led to the field of philosophy was 
reserved for the intellectual elite. 
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Saved by Grace or Saved by Greats
What do the world’s religions say about the relationship of 
action and contemplation? some interpreters of the religious 
texts within Christianity believe that faith alone results in 
divine mercy, citing that “Faith without works is dead.” 
(James 2:14-26)

others believe that faith, plus the “works” that faith 
impels us to do, make our lives greater or lesser in 
worthiness and impact. still others emphasize that both 
faith and “works” or action together determine outcomes 
and bring the earth to its next stage of development. For 
example, the founder of the baha’i Faith urged action 
beyond contemplation, stating:

“o friends! be not careless of the virtues with which ye have 
been endowed, neither be neglectful of your high destiny…
ye are the stars of the heaven of understanding, the breeze 
that stirreth at the break of day, the soft-flowing water upon 
which must depend the very life of all men...” (Baha’u’llah, 
Gleanings)

What does each world religions imply about these 
perspectives? Can you detect subtle or more discernable 
ways that the perspective of the religion influenced history 
in the centuries after its founding? how could you expand 
your knowledge through interviews with religious leaders 
from your local community as well as background reading?

Read the Appendix and choose a major religion to 
research. Conduct classroom, community, internet or 
library research to learn more about the religion and any 
sects associated with it. What does the religion say about the 
importance of linking beliefs with acts of altruism? What 
does it say about the various habits-of-heart on the list?

as a class, compare and contrast the beliefs of various 
traditions on the importance of action in the spiritual 
development of the individual and the importance of action 
in carrying forward an ever-advancing civilization.

read selections from the primary texts and find 1. 
at least one relevant quote.
discuss the possible meanings in class.2. 
Write your thoughts about the quote.3. 
as you go through your day or week, look for 4. 
practical applications of what you read and 
discussed. record your findings.
discuss the applications. 5. 
Compare quotes on various themes. discuss 6. 
the meaning of any unknown words. do these 
quotes reinforce your earlier discussion or shed 
new light on it? do you agree with it?
Use the quotes as journal prompts. Choose one 7. 
each day to reflect on, respond to and write 
about. 
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Part V: Non-fiction as a 
Reflection of Altruistic Ideals

Opening Dialogue
if humans are a meaning-making species, how do we 
make meaning?

some might describe our relationships with each other, 
with a higher power, with nature, with culture or with 
some indefinable sense of purpose that propels us to create 
structure, to strive, to act compassionately on behalf of 
others—to improve life on the planet. 

Whatever the meaning we make, we pass it on to others 
through communication. oral traditions, music, art, 
dance and other media all communicate. in the Western 
world, the written word is a staple of communication for 
philosophers. Poetry, prose, and literature communicate 
indirectly. non-fiction allows philosophers to describe 
exactly what they mean. 

a certain class of nonfiction books, rather than describing 
a philosophy, simply reflects a philosophy. When writers, 
try to “show, not tell,” they paint a word picture for our 
readers. nonfiction sometimes shows possibilities or 
paths the writer has taken that reflect a particular way of 
thinking or being. sometimes this can show us as much or 
more than a description of the author’s beliefs.

as you develop your own beliefs about how to live a life of 
service, you may find that you too want to someday share 
your journey. 

How to Facilitate this Unit:

After opening dialogue, pose ongoing Discussion 
Questions

step 1.
Challenge the students to consider the relationship of 
writers and their philosophies as they read works of 
nonfiction. 

step 2.
Play several songs from the Cd Change Agents. student 
groups will relate the songs to one of the books they are 
currently reading or to a novel or poem they have previously 
read. they will prepare a community performance 
to advocate for their current and future advocacy or 
humanitarian projects using the songs as themes. 
(individuals or ensembles may want to start practicing 
the songs. the Cd includes instrumental versions of the 
songs to sing with once students have learned the words. 
songs to include are: Polished Stones, Sages of the Ages, 
Honor, Move those Mountains, I Aspire, and others. other 
students may want to make posters linking the themes to 
the songs. For example, Move those Mountains could suggest 
a transcendence poster about Nine O’Clock Blue. Sages of the 
Ages suggests a poster about religious figures through the 
ages. Polished Stones suggests a poster about self-mastery. 
I Aspire could lead to a poster about industriousness and 
a project to raise money for a hunger project or a service-
abroad project, etc.

step 3.
discuss some essential questions that will guide their 
observations throughout their coursework. 
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step 4.
Write the discussion questions in a prominent place in 
the room where the students can refer to them as they 
read. Use these as prompts for a final reflection at the end 
of the series, or challenge students to share their thinking 
about these questions in small groups or talking circles. 
introduce the questions initially in class.

Thought Questions
1. What comes first – the author’s philosophies or the 
author’s desire to write a book? Look for context clues to 
this question as you read each of these nonfiction works.

2. how did the authors’ philosophies shape their use of 
their writing skills? how did their life experience shape 
their philosophies? What conclusions, if any, do you 
draw from this?

3. after reading the book: 
What did you feel about the topic?
What did you think about the topic?
What did you want to do about the topic?
did the topic influence your long-term philosophies       

about the environment, about development work, 
about service to others, about your career, life 
choices or philosophy? 

Ongoing Reading Assignments
Challenge students to read at least one chapter a day or 
one book a month.

Ongoing Writing Assignment
students keep journals and note one idea that influenced 
them, one impression they felt, or one new fact they 
learned in each chapter of the book. (you may call upon 
them to share a journal entry once a week.) 

Ongoing Group Activities
Each book assignment outlines a Full-Circle Learning 
activity integrating the learning objectives with a service 
objective. teachers may embellish this assignment 
to emphasize the grade-level education standards of 
their region and to address the broader needs of their 
community. 

Habits of Sages, school version.indd   39 10/23/09   1:32:20 PM



4 0  |  H A B I t S  O f  S A g E S

The Animal Dialogues 
by Craig Childs

Group Activity: Choose several species indigenous to 
your area. Visit a wildlife preserve, natural area or park 
where you might observe those species, or conduct 
internet research on the species. decide who will write 
about each species. Write a booklet for your local library 
about your personal encounter with the animal or 
about an imagined encounter, suggesting why it may be 
important to preserve the animal’s habitat. 

suggestions for writers: avoid use of passive voice and 
overuse of adjectives. Enrich with moderate use of similes 
and metaphors. Use action verbs and descriptive passages 
that “show rather than tell” about the animal.

The Life You Can Save
by Peter singer

Group Activity: discuss the chapter on improving aid. as a 
class, role play a meeting regarding the millennium Villages 
Project. divide into groups and discuss the role each 
group will play in implementing the project. think about 
a need in your own community that could be met using 
a three-pronged approach. Who could help you launch 
your idea—a government agency? a nongovernmental 
organization? Write letters to suggest your idea to several 
organizations and see who picks up on the idea. Follow the 
techniques for writing persuasive letters. if someone agrees, 
perhaps you can use your school’s computer lab and offer 
to develop a power point presentation to help launch the 
project, including key points and quotes from Peter singer’s 
book (linking philosophy to words to action). 

the Nonfiction Selections
(and group activities)

Part V: Non-fiction as a Reflection of Altruistic Ideals

Photo by maUrEEn mUngai
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On That Day Everybody Ate
by margaret trost

Group Activity: discuss the relationship of loss and 
altruism. have students who are comfortable share how 
loss has shaped the philosophy of someone they know 
in an inspiring way. Challenge them to research places 
in the world where evidence of hope exists even in the 
face of short life expectancy, extreme poverty, civil strife 
or other hardships. Challenge students to extend their 
journal entries to inspire other art forms. they may 
create poetry, short stories or song lyrics. outside of class, 
some may want to add charcoal drawings, sculpture, or 
photography.  hold a read-in or songfest to showcase 
their work on the lunch hour or on an evening. the art 
may be sold to benefit a cause related to their last project. 
(here’s a chance to show the power point.)

Arising
by denali Knight Weiler

Group Activity: as students come to class, have each one 
look under their chair. Fasten a country and a question 
to the chair. For example, the country might be Chile 
and the question might be “Would you sacrifice your 
time to bring medical supplies to [Paraguay]?”  the 
student would then have to research whether the cost 
of going to that country, the ease of bringing supplies 
over mountains on a bus or the cost of shipping them, 
etc. another question might “Would you teach what 
you believe in [Cambodia]?” the students would then 
have to find out what students believed in that country, 
determine their own belief system and whether they 
would rather teach it by example, by writing about it, by 

having conversations about it, etc.  students may trade 
countries or questions with one another, but not both. 
they can use library time or in-class computer time to 
conduct their research before making their presentations 
to the class. other sample questions: “how could you 
enrich your study of philosophy in _____?” “Would your 
philosophy and your actions be different if you had been 
raised in ______?” “how could you best serve humanity 
in ________?” “What are the three principles you would 
most like to teach the children if called to work in a 
kindergarten in __________?”

after hearing the research presented in all the 
presentations, challenge each student to explore and 
research an actual path of service based on their own 
philosophy. the beginning of this ongoing search can be 
described in their journal through the rest of the year. 
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Appendix
World Religions
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Comparative Quotations on the Search for Wisdom

B
if any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of god, that 
giveth to all men liberally.

st. James (bible)

B
i will lift up mine eyes unto the mountains: From 
whence shall my help come? my help cometh from 
the Lord, Who made heaven and earth. he will not 
suffer thy foot to be moved; he that keepeth the will 
not slumber. 

Psalms (the bible)

B
Faith is composed of the heart’s intention.
Light comes through Faith.
through Faith men come to prayer,
Faith in the morning.
Faith at noon and at the setting of the sun.
o Faith, give us Faith!

rig-Veda (hinduism)

B
When a man does a piece of work which is admired 
by all we say that it is wonderful; but when we see the 
changes of day and night, the sun, the moon, and the 
stars in the sky, and the changing seasons upon the 
earth, with their ripening fruits, anyone must realize 
that it is the work of someone more powerful than 
man.

Chased-by-bears (1843-1915)
santee-yanktonai sioux

B
i am going to venture that the man who sat on 
the ground in his tipi meditating on life and its 
meaning, accepting the kinship of all creatures and 
acknowledging unity with the universe of things was 
infusing into his being the true essence of civilization. 

Luther standing bear (1868-1939) 
oglala sioux Chief

B
Praise be to god,
to Whom belong all things in the heavens and on 
earth:
to him be Praise in the hereafter:
and he is Full of Wisdom, acquainted with all things.
he knows all that goes into the earth, and all that comes 
out
thereof; all that comes down from the sky and all that 
ascends thereto
and he is the most merciful, the oft-Forgiving.

Qur’an 34:1-2

B
o thou compassionate Lord, thou Who art generous 
and able! We are servants of thine sheltered beneath 
thy providence. Cast thy glance of favor upon 
us. give light to our eyes, hearing to our ears, and 
understanding and love to our hearts. render our souls 
joyous and happy through thy glad tidings…Unify 
mankind and illumine the world of humanity. may we 
all follow thy pathway, long for thy good pleasure and 
seek the mysteries of thy kingdom….

 ‘abdu’l-baha, Baha’i Prayers
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Baha’i Faith

Primary Beliefs
baha’is believe in the oneness of all races, religions and 
peoples. they believe in the teaching of progressive 
revelation. this means that each of the world’s religious 
messengers are sent by god for the same purpose, and 
that the differences in the religions are based on the 
customs and social conditions of the times. Just as moses 
taught people not to kill, Jesus taught them to love one 
another, and muhammad asked them to have peace 
within their city-states, baha’is feel that the challenge of 
this day is to create harmony across the world’s borders. 
baha’u’llah wrote, “the earth is but one country and 
mankind its citizens.” baha’is emphasize that the spiritual 
principles of the world’s religions do not compete with 
each other but complement each other as they evolve. 
For example, some version of the golden rule exists in 
every faith, but in earlier times, it was expressed as a rule 
not to kill, then later as a directive to love your neighbor 
as yourself.  in this day, baha’u’llah wrote, “blessed is 
he who preferreth his brother before himself.” baha’i 
prayers, therefore, ask that the heart overflow with love 
for all creatures. 

as humanity evolves (changes), new messengers are 
sent to help adapt the religion for the needs of the age 
in which the people live. in this age, baha’is believe, 
people have the capacity to align their spiritual practices 
with their their obligations to society. those current 
obligations center around promoting the oneness of 
humanity. Elimination of prejudice and concern for the 
well being of others, regardless of race or region, are core 
values for a baha’i.  

baha’is believe the purpose of this life is to know and 
worship god. Worship means not only private prayer and 
the development of godly attributes, but work can also be 
defined as worship, when performed in a spirit of service..

baha’is believe in carrying forward an ever-advancing 
civilization by working toward peace and harmony 
among nations, among religions, among cultures and 
among genders. they believe in reducing the gap 
between wealth and poverty, and developing a universal 
language in addition to preserving native tongues. baha’is 
believe that some day, once again, the time will come 
for another messenger to update the spiritual mission of 
humanity for the next cycle of its development.

the Writings of the baha’i Faith are contained in the 
Persian and arabic texts of baha’u’llah and his son, 
‘abdu’l-baha. a predecessor, the bab, foretold the 
coming of baha’u’llah, and his followers were persecuted. 

the baha’i teachings were very revolutionary when 
they were introduced, at a time and in a place when the 
equality of women and men was not acceptable and 
when the independent search for spiritual truth, a basic 
baha’i value, was seen as heresy. the bab was eventually 
shot before a firing squad. baha’u’llah himself spent most 
of his life in prison or in exile. his son, who spent many 
of these years with him, interpreted his works, wrote 
his own works and carried on his father’s religion after 
baha’u’llah died. 

Index of Basic Belief Systems

Habits of Sages, school version.indd   44 10/23/09   1:32:25 PM



H A b I T S  o F  S A g E S  | 45 

israel is one of the locations where the family was sent 
in exile. today, the world headquarters stands near the 
shrines of the bab and of ‘abdu’l baha, overlooking 
the mediterranean sea in haifa israel. the remains of 
baha’u’llah are buried in nearby badji, where worshippers 
come from around the world to pay homage. many are 
formerly members of other Faiths.

Founder: Baha’u’llah
baha’u’llah, the son of a nobleman, emerged as the 
leader of the new religion in 1863. Even though he 
had come from a wealthy family, he and his own 
family patiently endured many hardships to carry their 
message to the people. When they were carried off 
to prison, they had to live in mud and muck without 
enough food and liquid or the women of the extended 
family to nurse their babies. they lived in the prison for 
some time and people became accustomed to traveling 
long distances just for the chance to stand at the prison 
gate and wait for baha’u’llah to come by the window, so 
they could wave at him. his sons longed for the chance 
to help people come closer, to benefit from his wisdom. 
Eventually, when the turkish army needed housing, 
the prison was turned into a barracks, and baha’u’llah’s 
family was exiled elsewhere in the city, where a growing 
number of followers had better access to his letters and 
tablets. he revealed many poetic prayers, tablets, verses 
and even letters to rulers, warning them about how 
their decisions could influence history positively or 
negatively. 
 

‘abdu’l-baha, his oldest son, lived on and left the prison 
to become a great humanitarian and “exemplar” or 
example, of how baha’is should live their lives. many 
stories tell of his willingness to give the last of what he 
had for another or to seek justice for the downtrodden 
but to be patient and kind with others’ faults. 

Geographic Base: the baha’i Faith developed in Persia 
(now iran). by the end of the 20th century, small 
communities of baha’is lived in so many locations 
around the world, they had become more geographically 
widespread than any other religion but Christianity.

Timeline: the Faith began with the bab’s declaration in 
1844 and developed over the second half of the 1800s. 
baha’u’llah died in 1892. ‘abdu’l-baha furthered his 
teachings and visited america twice in the years before 
his death in 1921. 
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Buddhism

Primary Teachings
nothing remains the same forever, so we should not 
become attached to things or we will suffer. our desires 
cause suffering, but we can overcome those desires. the 
way to overcome them is through an eightfold path. this 
path includes:

understanding truths•	
good intentions•	
speech that avoids anger lies and gossip•	
actions that do not harm living things•	
work that doesn’t harm anyone, our efforts•	
mindfulness (thinking before we speak or act) •	
meditation to free our minds of distraction •	

Founder: Buddha
siddhartha gautama became known as “the enlighted 
one” or the buddha. he was born as a prince in the 
area that is now near nepal. his family members were 
hindus. a fortune teller predicted that he would be a 
great emperor if he did not see either a sick man, an old 
man, a dead man, or a monk (religious leader). if he did, 
he would become a wandering holy man. his father kept 
him hidden after that, so he would not see such sights! 
he grew up and married into a life of luxury and had a 
son. one day, he went outside and saw the four sights. 
he realized that even the most powerful leader cannot 
escape the ills of life. When he saw the last sight, the 
monk, he knew it meant he should leave the comfort of 
the palace and search for an answer to the problem of 
human suffering. only then would he be a great leader. 
so at the age of 29, he cut off his hair, put on beggar’s 
robes and became a holy man. 

at first he ate very little but then realized that if he 
were exhausted and near death, he would not be good 
to anyone, so he found what he called the middle Way, 
not indulging in too many comforts but not causing too 
much harm to the body. he found enlightenment and 
lived to be 80 years old.  

Geographic Base: asia and the countries to the east of 
india are the largest base for buddhism, but it has also 
spread to the Usa, Europe, austrlia and new Zealand.

Timeline: 2500 years ago (563 bCE)

Index of Basic Belief Systems
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Christianity

Primary Teachings
Christianity is named after Jesus Christ. Jesus came from 
a Jewish family. he told the people that he had come not 
to change the law of moses but to fulfill it and to give the 
people a new law—not only to avoid killing and stealing 
from their neighbors but to actually love their neighbors 
as much as themselves. he asked his followers to do unto 
others as they want others to do unto them, and to “turn 
the other cheek”—if someone slapped them, on one side, 
to offer the other as well. 

Jesus was kind and loving to all people, regardless of 
whether they lived life the way he did. Perhaps his most 
famous talk was the sermon on the mount, a talk he 
gave on a mountain, where he blessed the peacemakers, 
the meek ones, the poor in spirit and those who are 
persecuted for the sake of righteousness.

most of the teachings of Christianity were recorded by 
Jesus’s disciples (companions and followers): matthew, 
mark, Luke, John and Paul. they wrote chapters 
about him in books that formed the New Testament. 
this is the newer half of the Bible. the older half, the 
Old Testament, contains scriptures also shared by the 
Jewish Faith.

most Christians believe that heaven awaits those who 
worship god, either by believing in Christ or by living 
the way he did. Variations have arisen in the different 
Christian beliefs, according to the different ways their 
churches’ founders interpret the sacred writings.

Founder: Jesus Christ
the birth of Jesus was foretold by wise men who saw a 
star in the East, but Jesus grew up leading a simple life 
with his father—a carpenter—and his mother. When he 
was about 30, he asked his cousin John to baptize him 
by immersing him in the river. this would signal the 
beginning of a new spiritual life. John recognized Jesus as 
the messiah the Jewish people were waiting for. a dove 
came and landed on his shoulder. some people said this 
dove was the holy ghost or holy spirit. this resulted 
in the belief in the trinity—the belief among many 
Christian churches that god, Jesus and the holy spirit 
work as a three beings with one purpose. 

after his baptism, Jesus went to the wilderness for 
40 days. he prepared himself for a life of teaching, 
performing miracles, and healing the sick. as people 
heard about him, they came from far away to learn his 
teachings. once he spoke to a large gathering of several 
thousand people. they stayed so long that everyone 
became hungry. only one boy had brought food—five 
loaves and two fishes. Jesus asked the boy to share his 
meal. as he broke the fishes and bread, it grew into a 
meal large enough to serve the whole crowd. miracles 
such as this inspired followers of Christ’s new religion.

only three years after he began to teach, the authorities felt 
so jealous of his popularity that they decided to kill him. 
he came riding into the festival of the Passover on a donkey 
and many people welcomed him as a king. he shared a 
Passover supper with his disciples known as the Last supper. 
he knew he was about to be killed. he asked them to eat in 
remembrance of him. one of the men, Judas, betrayed Jesus 
by telling the authorities how to find him and handing him 
over to be killed. he was put on a cross and crucified, then 
buried in a tomb (a cave where people were buried). 
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three days later, the tomb was found empty. some 
followers said they had seen Jesus and the news quickly 
spread that he had risen, even though he was dead. this 
led to the belief among some Christians that we, too, will 
be resurrected some day and that Jesus’s suffering made 
forgiveness possible for the rest of us.  

Christ’s disciples carried on his work after his death. 
their writings were eventually compiled into the 
new testament, and their work eventually led to the 
establishment of the church, with priests making 
decisions about how these writings would influence 
the church.

many Christian churches exist today. these include 
denominations such as the original  Catholic Church as 
well as the Episcopalians, Latter-day saints (mormons) 
and Protestants of various kinds (Presbyterians, 
Lutherans, Quakers, Unitarians, Pentecostals, baptists, 
Christian scientists, seventh-day adventists, Jehovah’s 
Witness, the Christian Church, etc.). all share a belief in 
Jesus, although they have other founders who came many 
years after Christ. their differences are based mostly on 
different interpretations of the scriptures or on efforts to 
return to Christ’s original teachings according to their 
individual interpretations.

Each church has different practices, but most believe in 
the important role of Jesus as their savior. With more 
than one thousand million followers in these churches, 
combined, Christianity has more followers than any 
other of the world’s major religions.

Geographic Base: Jesus was born in a part of israel 
known as Judea, which was controlled by the romans. 
he grew up in the town of nazareth. today, Christianity 
has spread all over the world. 

Timeline: Christ lived more than two thousand years 
ago.
 

Index of Basic Belief Systems
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Hinduism

Primary Beliefs
Each being has a soul. most hindus believe the 
individual soul is part of a universal soul. 
brahman refers to the unchanging reality, or the universal 
soul, according to members of the hindu Faith. this 
reality is like salt in sea water. it is always there, though 
we cannot see it. 

hindus believe that people are reborn after this life, and 
that the better life you lead now, the less suffering you 
will know in the next life. this concept is called Karma. 

Followers call hinduism eternal teaching or sanatana 
dharma rather than hinduism. these teachings date back 
to at least two thousand years before the time of Jesus.
over the years, many philosophers came and taught 
different theories (ideas) about the many gods and about 
whether god is within each person. hindus experienced 
the religion differently depending on how they were 
taught. some of the sages began to tell stories of different 
gods to explain the universe. many hindus see these gods 
as different ways of expressing the attributes (qualities) of 
one supreme being.

of the thousands of gods that hindus describe and 
portray in statues, three are the main gods. brahma is the 
creator, Vishnu is the preserve and shiva is the destroyer 
or the liberator (for once we tear down something, we 
can recreate it). these and other gods play a role in the 
destiny of the world. Children are named after gods, 
according to the time of a child’s birth, and some believe 
that everything in life is already determined by the gods. 

still, some hindu scholars emphasize that these gods are 
a part of the culture, not part of the original sanskrit 
texts about worshipping one unknowable supreme 
being.

Founders
nomads (travelers in the deserts of india) called aryans 
first developed the religion, although there is no one 
person known as the founder. 

because the religion began at a time when people learned 
through oral traditions (by speaking rather than writing), 
teachers learned one-on-one from their tutors. Each one 
learned wisdom in a unique way. Eventually, they learned 
to write sanskrit on stone and then paper. still, much 
was left up to the thinking of the individual. the story of 
the blind man and the elephant is often told to explain 
the difference. Each one, touching a different part of the 
elephant, describes it differently. 

most of what we know about their ideas comes from 
their hymns, called the Vedas. a book called the 
Upanishads has philosophical discussions about brahman 
and the way to relieve suffering through rebirth. 

Timeline: hinduism is thought to have evolved between 
3500 and 1500 bCE., but at least 2,000 bCE.  
 
Geographic Regions: originally from the indus Valley 
of india, the world’s 750 million hindus now live 
throughout india and nepal.
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Islam

Primary Beliefs
the seven basic islamic beliefs include belief in 1) allah 
or god, 2) the angels, 3) the holy books, 4) the prophets, 
5) the day of Judgment, 6) life after death and the 
control of a watchful god over our lives. the teachings 
of islam are contained in the Qu’ran, a book muhammad 
said was revealed to him over the last 22 years of his life.  

Founder
muhammad, born 570 years after Christ, was a camel 
driver and a trader. his nickname was the trusted one. 
he saw that not everyone was trustworthy, however, 
and was disturbed by the belief in many gods (common 
in Persia at the time). he went to the mountains near 
makkah to pray one day near his 40th birthday. he 
returned and said he heard from the angel gabriel that 
he should tell the people to worship only the one true 
god, allah (the arabic word for god). he began to tell 
the people about his experience and to write down his 
later messages from god. 

People began to follow muhammad. at first the political 
leaders were afraid he would become more powerful 
than they were. they came to take him prisoner when he 
and his friend were hiding in a cave. he told his friend 
not to fear because allah would save them. When the 
soldiers came, they found a great spider’s web across 
the door of the cave. thinking it impossible for anyone 
to pass through the spider’s web, they moved on and 
muhammad and his friend were saved.

muhammad gradually became accepted as a great leader 
and a messenger of god. after he died, the religion grew 
to become a political force, conquering other countries. 
Followers of islam are called muslims. muslim scholars 
played a large part in spreading knowledge of science, 
including medicine and art, in the years of 900-1200 
a.d. they brought knowledge from india into Europe. 
they built great libraries. 

today, there are two main branches of islam: sunni and 
shi’ah. most muslims are sunnis, followers of abu bakr, 
muhammad’s successor. the others, the shi’ites, followed 
muhammad’s cousin ali after his death. a small number 
of muslims from both traditions, known as sufis, seek 
a close personal relationship with god by chanting, 
dancing and meditating. the most well-known sufis are 
the turkish whirling dervishes or “wandering beggars,” 
holy men who traveled with no possessions.  

Geographic Base: muhammad’s mountain was in arabia, 
near the red sea. today his followers number about one 
thousand million, living throughout the middle East, 
north africa and parts of asia and also america. 

Timeline: 570 CE

Index of Basic Belief Systems
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Judaism

Primary Beliefs
the Jews have one of the oldest religions based on one god. 
hebrews lived in the middle East long ago, traveling as 
nomads (people who don’t have a home but move with 
the seasons). at the time the religion developed, it was a 
common practice to build statues such as golden calves and 
pray to them. Judaism taught that there is only one god and 
that worshiping idols distracts people from knowing and 
worshiping god and living the basic rules for a good life. 

the teachings of this faith are best described in the 
ten Commandments, which were given to moses as he 
asked for guidance in leading the israelites out of Egypt. 
god gave him a covenant that the people would not be 
forsaken, he said, if they would keep the commandments 
or rules. moses wrote these ten Commandments on 
stone and came down to share them with the people.

i am the Lord your god. Worship no other 1. 
gods before me.
thou shalt have no other gods before me (not 2. 
worship graven images or statues).
take not the name of the Lord thy god in vain. 3. 
(be careful how you use god’s name.)
remember the sabbath, to keep it holy. (the 4. 
sabbath is one day each week reserved for 
worship.)
thou shalt respect thy father and thy mother.5. 
thou shalt not kill.6. 
thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife. (be 7. 
true to the one you marry.)
thou shalt not steal. 8. 
thou shalt not accuse anyone falsely.9. 
thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s possessions. 10. 
(do not show envy or want what others have.) 

these ten commandments are described in the Old 
Testament, a book studied by religions that came later 
as well. the Jews practice 613 laws, in all, and call their 
sacred text the Torah.

Founder
abraham was the first of the hebrews to begin teaching 
the people to worship one god. he told the Jews that 
god had made a promise to him—that if the Jews would 
worship one god and keep the commandments, they 
would be a special people.

abraham lived to be very old. he and his wife sarah 
had never had children. he prayed one day that his 
wife could have children and was told that he would 
have as many descendants as there were stars in the sky. 
this meant that some day, his children’s children would 
number many, he thought. he was told that they would 
live in a place he called the Promised Land. his prayers 
were soon answered. he and sarah soon had isaac. isaac 
later had a son named Jacob, whose name was changed 
to israel. that’s why the descendants of abraham became 
knows as the israelites. 

one day when isaac was young, abraham was told by 
god to sacrifice his son instead of sacrificing a lamb, 
which was a common practice in those days. obedience 
to god’s law was so much a part of his message that 
abraham was willing to make this sacrifice, even though 
he loved his son very much and had waited so many years 
for the son who would be the one to bring descendants 
to him and his wife sarah. as he prepared his young son 
for the sacrifice, his heart ached. thinking they were 
preparing to take the life of a lamb, isaac went along with 
it. When they came to the alter after the preparations 
were made, god told abraham to stop. he had proven 
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his willingness to make the greatest sacrifice imaginable 
for love of god. he would not have to give up his son 
after all. 

History:
the israelites did not have an easy life after abraham 
died. they were slaves in Egypt for many years, until a 
man named moses, an israelite by birth who was adopted 
by the Pharoah’s daughter, found a way to release them. 
he led the people out of Egypt as the army chased them 
and miraculously parted the red sea to let them pass, 
then closed it again to avoid the soldiers’ passing. this 
passage out of Egypt was known as the Exodus. When 
the israelites reached their Promised Land, Canan, battles 
continued for 200 years before the temple was built in 
Jerusalem. 

Jews were exiled and persecuted in several periods of 
history afterward. When many different peoples came 
into Canaan and fought for control, they chased away 
the israelites. this is the period when israelites became 
known as Jews, because Jerusalem was in an area of israel 
called Judah.

the Jews awaited a leader who would bring an age of 
peace. they called this hoped-for leader a messiah. 
during the first century before Christ, the romans 
destroyed the temple and banned Jewish education. 
When Jesus came, the Christians saw him as the messiah. 

the middle ages brought more persecution, this time 
from the Christians. around the turn of the 20th century, 
Europe became a dangerous place for Jews to live. by the 
time of World War ii, the Jews were treated so harshly 
that a dictator, adolf hitler, successfully launched a plan 
to round up six million European Jews and take them to 

concentration camps, where they were killed. this tragic 
period was known as the holocaust. more than a third of 
the world’s Jews lost their lives, and almost every family 
was affected.  

afterward, in 1948, the Jews were given a separate Jewish 
state in Palestine where they could be safe. the people 
who moved there had to face new challenges, however, 
to get along with members of the muslim faith, arabs 
who had been living in the region for a long time. the 
descendents of abraham number many, but the challenge 
of living the commandments in a troubled world never 
goes away.  

Geographic Base: half of the world’s Jews live in the 
United states. a quarter of them live in israel. the other 
quarter live in other countries. 

Timeline: Judaism is 4,000 years old.  

Index of Basic Belief Systems
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Sikhism

Primary Beliefs
sikhs believe in one god. they worship by caring for 
others, living honestly and reflecting on the teachings 
each day. they believe in helping others and give a tenth 
of their income to those in need. their founder, nanak, 
taught that everyone was equal in god’s eyes. he tried 
to put an end to the practice of putting some people 
above others in their native india. the sikh scriptures are 
mostly made up of hymns or songs written by the gurus 
or religious leaders. their main book also contains the 
writings of people from the muslim and hindu faiths. 

Founder: Nanak
nanak, the child of a hindu family, lived among hindus 
and muslims. he came down from the mountain one 
day after disappearing for three days and said that he had 
discovered that the truth of all religions was the same and 
that the outward differences were unimportant to god. 
he spent the rest of his life spreading this message and 
feeding the poor and needy. 

nanak was once asked to dine with a rich businessman. 
instead he ate with a poor man, Lalo. the wealthy man 
became angry, so nanak went to him and took some 
bread from the table. he squeezed the bread, and as 
he did so, a drop of blood spurted out. the rich man 
looked on in shock. nanak then asked for some bread 
from Lalo and squeezed it. this time, pure milk ran out. 
nanak told those present that Lalo, the poor man, was 
honest and the rich man had become wealthy by causing 
suffering to others. he was not a true leader.

Geographic Base: the sikh religion formed in the 
Punjab region of northwest india, where hindus and 
muslims lived side by side. there are now 23 million 
sikhs living around the world. 

Timeline: 500 years ago in 1469. 
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Zoroastrianism

Primary Beliefs
Zoroaster stressed that all people are free to choose their 
own actions and make positive or negative choices. 
good thoughts, good speech and good actions lead to 
more perfect people and a more perfect world, he said. 
Zoroastrians keep the environment clean and have 
always valued clean earth, fire air and water. 

Zoroaster (also known as Zarathushtra) taught the 
belief in one creator. the name for god was ahura 
mazda or “Lord Wisdom” in Zoroaster’s time. Fire is 
treated with special respect, as a symbol of truth or a 
reminder of ahura mazda.

Geographic Base: Persia (now iran) was the birthplace 
of Zoroastrianism. most of its followers now live in iran 
and india. those living outside iran are called Parsis.

Timeline: most people have always thought Zoroaster 
lived 600 years before the Christian era, but some now 
think he lived much earlier. 
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Religions of Indigenous Peoples in America

Examples of teachings from various amerindian religions:

Nature is sacred.
Everything made by the Creator is something to be used 
carefully and thankfully. When we take something from 
the earth, we give something back. (For some, it is an 
offering of a seed. For others, it may be as simple as a 
prayer of thanks.)

Elders are to be respected.
Wisdom grows over time. the stories of the elders are gifts of 
wisdom that help us learn. We, in turn, take care of the elders 
with physical gifts to help them in times of hunger or cold. 

The communication between earth and its creatures 
is important. this communication might include a 
prayer to the deer a hunter is about to kill. it could mean  
envisioning the dance one is about to perform as a massage 
for the earth before the changing season. it can also 
mean going on a vision quest to find what animal most 
powerfully speaks to you.

Respect among peoples and nations can be accomplished 
without war. in some nations, two neighboring groups 
kept peace by requiring intermarriage, to ensure that their 
families were connected, or by resolving their fishing or 
hunting rights on a ball field instead of a battlefield. While 
some of these practices may no longer apply, the spirit of 
peacemaking may remain in these peoples.

Honor is important. the definition of honor may vary 
from one group to the next, but the social code and the 
obligation to the family, the tribe and to mother Earth is 
consistent through most indigenous religions. Everyone in 
the group has a responsibility. Children know their role in 
many nations while they are still young. Community plays 
an important role in the tribal life.

Many indigenous people in the Americas and on other continents have 
developed religions based on oral traditions. Although some of these religions 
did not begin with one book or one founder, some have just as many 
important spiritual practices as the more traditional religions. 

Religion is a way of life. it starts in the morning by 
waking up to a door facing East and thanking the creator 
for the sunrise. it continues throughout the day in the way 
small acts are completed. While some groups have temples, 
solstice rocks, or pictographs or petroglyphs to mark sacred 
places, every place can be sacred and the way a person 
interacts with nature and with others should not be saved 
for just one time of the week or month. 

beyond these general principles, each religion may have 
its own rules, rituals, stories and belief systems. some 
have shamans or medicine men. they may vary in the 
particulars of their creation stories or in their purification 
ceremonies—for example, in the type of sage used or in 
whether they use sweat lodges or not. burial practices may 
be distinctive. Even the definition of and names for god 
vary according to what part of the americas the people 
came from. the general reverence for the cycles of nature 
and for the wisdom of sages is consistent among all.

Geographic Base: religions formed in south and Central 
america by the aztecs and mayans, who called god 
Quetzalcoatl, had an elaborate system of beliefs that 
affected the way civilizations were built. nations in the 
United states, for the most part, have maintained their 
practices on reservations and also in communities where 
people have been assimilated (live and work in jobs among 
the local population). in the upper regions of alaska 
and Canada, First nations peoples also still observe their 
customs in many areas. Construction practices such as the 
way housing is built, the way totem poles are made, and 
the way other structures fit into the community are signs 
of the differences in the spiritual customs in each area. 

Timeline: Civilizations in the americas have practiced some 
of the more established religions for at least a thousand 
years, but quite possibly many more years.
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