SEARCH FOR FAITH FINAL EXAM
ISLAM
1. The main conflicts of religion are not between different religions, but are intra-religious in nature, between branches or theological interpretations, cultures and practices within the same religion.  How is this true of Islam?

2. How does Islam practice a sense of community?  Where does Islam support its own adherents and believers and involve them in a larger tapestry, a cohesive commitment to practice and expand their own sense of community?

3. Contemporary Islamic scholars affirm the full equality of women.  However, in many countries the culture of patriarchy makes the ideal of full equality-- and the practice of full equality-- difficult to enact.   Many question whether there really is a commitment to the full equality of women in Islam.  How should Islam address this situation? 

4. Islam believes fervently that Mohammad is the final messenger.  What would happen if another prophet arrives on the scene?  Is Islam an “open source religion” as proposed by Naif Al-Mutawa?  Or is its revelation closed?  Or a combination of both? Using Ramadan's book, how should Muslims deal with new ideas and theological insights, new prophets or messengers, bearing a similar or different message?

5. What are the major issues of Islam in America? Building upon Ramadan's insights, add your own thoughts.

6. Write a sermon or meditation upon a chapter of the Qu'ran, thinking meditatively and creatively about the text, applying it to the life of Islamic faith today.

7. You are a committed Muslim.  You follow the five pillars, you study and steep yourself in growing in knowledge and understanding of the Qur'an.  You are very committed to being involved in your mosque and community.  What do you say to a Muslim who believes in the two testimonies-- but doesn't follow through in practicing any of the other pillars or requirements? What spiritual and theological advice would you give?

BUDDHISM
8. Some branches of Buddhism assert that one's soul is an illusion, one's personality is an illusion, everything human is fleeting and ephemeral; all life is brief, a succession of freeze-frames. Others affirm a non-personal meaning to the soul. What does Thich Nhat Hanh believe about the soul?

9. Life is suffering.  The main goal of Buddhist philosophy is to minimize suffering for oneself and others;  and experience enlightenment, kindness and happiness.  How might these teachings be applied at a corporate and collective level to the United States? How might a Buddhist philosophy and ethic help our nation and our communities?

10. Buddhism is based on a philosophy of detachment, ceasing desires, letting go of egotistical pursuits. Some theologians and ethicists have criticized Buddhism for being too passive and quiet, not socially active and engaged in the critical issues of our times. Is this a valid criticism? What should Buddhism teach its adherents about being socially conscious and socially engaged?

11. Mindfulness is the mantra of our times.  Fifteen years ago, the term was a call to enlightenment;  to everyday awareness and practice.  Now, the term mindfulness has trended into becoming a cottage industry.  The concept markets seminars and sells products. What is mindfulness according to Thich Nhat Hanh?  How should mindfulness be practiced in an ongoing disciplined approach to life?

12.  Write a Buddhist sermon or develop your own Buddhist teaching.  Using a quotation from the Buddha's sayings or a quotation from Thich Nhat Hanh, write a sermon as if you were preaching or teaching to a Sangha.  Your sermon should quote Buddha or Thich Nhat Hanh and be relevant, applying to life in the real world.
GENERAL QUESTIONS

13. How can the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam harness the inspired wisdom of their scriptures and traditions and motivate their adherents-- and corporate and political leaders-- to address the environmental crisis of global warming and climate change? What resources does religion have that can help develop a plan for saving the planet earth?   

14. How can the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam harness the inspired wisdom of their scriptures and traditions-- to address the poverty and racism that form the caste system in America?   Detail what the religions should be doing and how they can provide a unified front in overcoming racial injustice.

15. The majority of branches of Buddhism do not believe in God or a deity. Is it possible to be a Buddhist and a Muslim?  A Buddhist and a Christian?  A Buddhist and a Jew?  How does combining both religion's beliefs and practices strengthen one's spirituality?  How might the combination dilute one's spiritual focus and concentration?

16.Professor Neff's bias (shared with the authors of our textbooks) is in favor of a moderate or liberal expression of religion;  and decidedly against a fundamentalist or ultra-orthodox interpretation of scripture. Still, orthodoxy is strong and fundamentalism is growing across the board in all areas of religious life.  What are the spiritual benefits of a fundamentalist reading of scripture?  What is life-giving and life-changing about belief and practice in ultra-Orthodox religion with its focused approach to the life of faith?

17. “Religion is all about being a good person.”  This phrase is reductionist. It indicates the speaker doesn't know very much about the particularity and diversity of the world's religions.  In each religion, there is an articulate and compelling imperative involved in being a good person. A good person brings vivid values to the world from one's own theological and religious tradition. What does “being a good person” mean in the religion of Judaism?  In Christianity?  In Islam?  And in Buddhism?

18.  Five Quotations: Choose five quotations-- one each from our four textbooks-- and a fifth one.  Write a personal reflection about how each quotation informs and influences the current place in your life. What are five ideas do you take away?  How might these ideas impact and shape your search for faith in the future? 

19.  What are your most interesting learnings this semester? What teachings or insights have given you bread for the journey? Using our four authors, write a paper about what was significant to learn from each of the world's religions.

You are an agnostic or an atheist.  Religion and its concepts haven't been real for you-- or realized in your experience.  Still, you have taken this course and subjected yourself in-depth to the teachings of four religions.  How do you view historical religion?  How do you understand the worldviews, the theology and creeds, the rituals and prayers, the art and music?  How do you understand each particular faith community as an ethical framework?  How do you understand religion based on its mission to transform the world through its teachings and practice?

21. Ask any question that you might have about the religions we have studied this semester-- and answer it yourself.  (Be sure to consult Dr. Neff about your question and answer before writing it).

