Discussion Topic: Discussion 1-Religious InterviewDiscussion 1-Religious Interview
🗣️ Discussion 1: Religious Interview
Due Dates:
· Post your full interview and analysis by Saturday
· Respond to at least two classmates by Sunday

📚 Instructions:
After reading this week's lecture on religion, you will conduct an interview to gain a deeper understanding of a belief system different from your own.
Please follow the three steps below:

1) Create Interview Questions:
Design 10 thoughtful questions that will help you better understand your interviewee’s religious beliefs, practices, values, and experiences. Your questions can explore topics such as:
· What drew them to their religion
· Core beliefs or rituals
· How their faith shapes their identity or daily life
· Challenges they’ve faced related to their religion
· Perspectives on interfaith understanding or misconceptions
📌 Important:
· The interviewee should be someone outside your family or close friend group
· Their religion should be different from your own

2) Share the Interview in Your Discussion Post:
· List each of your questions followed by the interviewee’s response
· After each response, write a 1-paragraph personal analysis
· Reflect on what you learned, how it challenged or reinforced your understanding, or what surprised you

3) Write a Conclusion (1Paragraph):
Wrap up your post with a brief reflection that addresses:
· What you learned from this experience
· How it impacted your view of religious diversity
· How this knowledge might shape your role as a culturally responsive educator or community member

💡 Engagement:
Once you’ve posted your interview and analysis, respond thoughtfully to at least two classmates’ posts. Compare insights, reflect on different experiences, or share respectful questions and observations.

Liliana Lim
May 12 11:03pm
Reply from Liliana Lim
Hi all! For this interview, I chose to interview a teacher and mentor at a school that I worked at. I promised her that it would be anonymous so that she would speak freely. It was very interesting - I hope you find it as valuable as I did to hear her perspective!
1. What is your religion or beliefs? What was your journey to discovering your beliefs?
Answer: Well, first of all, I'm an omnist. Because I've come to the conclusion that almost, that many of the religions that I know of-- because I obviously know there's a whole bunch that I don't know of-- have some very similar themes that are not based on dogma, but based on just things, right? Like a way of living, a way of being.
So basically, I grew up Catholic. Um, and not just, just like not any lukewarm Catholic, like I grew up with an almost fanatical Catholic mother who was very loving and wonderful, but she was over the top when it came to dogma and rules and things like that. We went to church every day. Not on Sundays, like most Catholics go. We went to church every single day. 6:00 mass, and then at 6:30, I was allowed to walk across the street and go to my elementary school. Which is kind of crazy because, you know, it was 6:30 in the morning. Anyway. And for the most part, I mean, I dreaded it. I dreaded it. I dreaded Mass, but I enjoyed listening to the priests' sermons, but I didn't enjoy reading the Bible, but I enjoyed their sermons, so I thought that was interesting.
Because their sermons were about lessons, right? Not necessarily what really the Scripture said. if that makes any sense anyway. So, as a kid, I came to the conclusion that I could basically tune out everything except for the sermon. And I didn't need any of the other stuff. I also did not believe in evolution as a child because that's what I was taught.
So then, when I went to college and I had my first real college boyfriend, he questioned me. He questioned my beliefs with regard to Creation. And I appreciate that now. I had a really hard time listening to him, but I appreciate that now because it actually was the first moment where I realized that everything I had been taught maybe wasn't necessarily true.
I had already stopped going to church at that point, because now I'm living alone in college. I stopped going to church. I mean, I went on the, like, on the religious holidays, and I became what they call a Lukewarm Catholic. But there is something about, there's something about religion that is really important and one. And it's like any cult, I guess. You know, people come together and they use the same language and they're like-minded and because of their similar beliefs, they enjoy conversation. So there's a social aspect to any religion, I think, that was always something attractive to me.
When I was in college, you know, I had the Jehovah’s Witnesses come to my door and the Mormons come to my door. And I did listen and pay attention. I was like, “mm-mm.” But then I realized, you know what? I realized if they're coming to my door to convert me into something, I realized, “oh, I have a choice. This is not forever. I can be Mormon today and tomorrow not be.” Like, I realized that. And the other thing that I realized is that there were restrictions within the Mormon church that I was like, “I don't think so.” Things like that did come up.
I think rituals are also important. Even though I was like arm's length from religion itself, like going to church and that kind of stuff, I still enjoyed the fact that there are rituals. There are, you know, there's baptism and communion and confirmation and I probably still will get anointed before death. I probably would still do that because it's just-- why not, you know? It's not a bad thing. None of it is bad, right? The ritual parts are not. It's almost a celebration of a certain milestone. And I think rituals help with that, traditional rituals.
Anyway so when I when I had my second son, I had this weird clarity about that the universe and its reality is so much bigger than what religion has taught teaches you it is and um and I bought-- I am not lying-- I bought a book called Spirituality for Dummies. That was about 2000, and in 2000, I read it and I was like, “this is so true. This is so right on.” Now, mind you, I studied sociology. And when you study sociology, like you open up to a whole bunch of stuff, right? You start realizing that everything is created. That humanity is created and it's created by humans in words, but you know, language, behavior, etc. There was a program called ICQ. ICQ was an IRL and you could interact with people all over the world. So, I started interacting with people and people would tell me about their religions and I would ask them about it. And that's how I first got interested in Buddhism. So, and I was like, “yeah, the Buddhists got it down, man. They got it down.”
This is an easy life. I don't know. Anyway, so then, I went to another cult that is not religion, and it was called Landmark Education, which is great, by the way. Amazing cult. But just like in any cult, they drive you in, and then they don't let you go, you know? And then you're no longer free. It's actually very interesting. Religion ties you up. It does not give you freedom. It limits your freedom. So... I joined Landmark Education and it was wonderful because you learn about being in the world. It's the study of being, existing, and what you can create out of being. It actually changed my paradigm, the paradigm of my thinking altogether, because I realized that anything was possible, that nothing was able to restrict you (except, you know, they would). But nothing can restrict you. You are free to do anything at any time, and you get to you get to create your own value system based on that. But there's a whole component of being also responsible and accountable for the universe as the creator. Basically, you get to create everything you want in your world. And how you create it impacts people around you. So anything you do has a ripple effect, anything. So not only are you responsible for the world, you're also accountable.
It was a really amazing experience. It really opened my eyes and I actually went to them because of the Spirituality for Dummies, because I was still kind of seeking. I was like, “this is amazing. I love this.” And then I started realizing, all right, so one day I was sitting down and I was, now this is going to sound crazy. I was sitting down and I was thinking about who I am and how I be in the world, right? Because that's how they use that term, who you be in the world. And I was really, really sitting down and thinking about that when it hit me when I was using the word I am and then it hit reminded me of the scripture in the Bible I think it's um one of the Psalms, I don't can't remember. But it's, “be still and know that I am.” And then it hit me that Jesus' name, I mean, God's name is Yahweh, and Yahweh means “I am.” And so then I went down this whole I am rabbit hole. Because why is God's name “I am”? Why isn't it just a name, you know what I mean? I was like, why? Because if you say, “I am,” anybody who says it, is. So I was like, “oh my God, I am God.” I went through a whole, I don't know, five years of believing I was God. Not any different than anybody else. Just the fact that everybody is the center of their universe and they are their own God.
So then I was like, “Oh, this is so interesting. I wonder what other religions have this, because if it's in Christianity, it must be in other things.” And “I am” is in everything. Everything. So, then I started realizing, “oh wow, every religion has an I am. Every religion has, has the “all-powerful omniscient, always knowing, etcetera, God.”
That's what made me start going, “well, It's not that they're wrong. It's just that they've made up some rules and created a cult around the themes that makes it limiting.” I think I can appreciate the lessons. I can appreciate the things from a spiritual standpoint, but I don't appreciate any of the rules. Then, I think the minute it becomes restricting, it's no longer godly.
Interviewee added later: I didn't mention my dad. And I think that's really important because my mom was uber Catholic and my dad was uber nothing. He did go to church for social reasons. He would say, “they have donuts.” It would be a Catholic church, but he was not. And when we asked him at the end of his life, because we knew he was gonna die, right? We asked him if he wanted rites of passage and if he wanted the last anointment, and he said no. They weren't his beliefs. And I was like, “yeah.”
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
I truly enjoyed hearing the subject’s response here, although this one question may have been too broad (it took about 20 minutes to answer!). I learned so much about her and about what has contributed to her beliefs, and it was wonderful to uncover the various parts of her journey that have led her to be where she is today, especially with such a wealth of experience underlying her identify as an “omnist.” I was surprised to hear her describe religions as cults. I was also interested to learn about Landmark Education, which I had previously known nothing about.
2. What are some of the core beliefs that guide your view of the world?
Answer: A core belief is I think, respect for humanity. I think all religions have that. Now, maybe not Christian nationalism, but everything else does.
Another core belief is that there is a universal truth that is greater than what we can say in words. I don't think we have the ability to, to package it, you know? And I think that's what religion does, it packages stuff. Anyway, let's see.
Well, as I said, a core belief is that if there are restrictions, it's not godly. I guess that would be one for me.
Another core belief is, I guess, that everyone is God. So you are as important to this world as anybody else, and you're God. Yeah. You are. You are God. You are God in your universe and you and sometimes our universes collide, you know, and we meet with each other and you're you as God and I’m me as God.
That's another thing. Namaste. The Creator in me recognizes the Creator in you, or the divine in me recognizes the divine in you.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
I really enjoyed hearing these core beliefs and it helped me understand better what it means to be an omnist. I don’t necessarily agree with these beliefs, but I appreciate how they equalize and empower people to be in charge of their own life. Having studied a very little bit of quantum physics, I do think that there is probably more to the universe than we have the ability to explain, or possibly even understand or discover.
3. How do you feel like the label of omnist affects your life?
Answer: I don't think it does.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
This answer surprised me by how short and sweet it was, and she did not want to elaborate at all. I think perhaps the way omnists interact with life and people from other backgrounds means that they cause less friction, or at least are very accepting of all belief systems. Because it is a newer term (or a less common one), I think that may lessen the impact of the identity label.
4. How does religion in general affect your life?
Answer: I think it's restricting. I think it's restricting even when you're just interacting with somebody who's full on and involved in their religion. There's no space for freedom. Freedom of thought, freedom of knowledge, freedom of anything. I think it's very restricting. And it causes wars! People kill people over it. So crazy.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
I think part of being an omnist is to value personal freedom deeply. There seems to be a profound desire to be open and in charge of your own life. It makes me wonder if this is a more common belief system in the U.S. because the U.S.’ extreme culture of individualism differs from other cultures that are more collectivistic. On the other hand, perhaps collectivist cultures would value this kind of system because it contributes to peace and harmony among people.
5. What are some misconceptions of omnist that you come up against or that you feel are misunderstood? Although, to be fair, I've not heard the term omnist before, so I don't know if there are misunderstandings as much as people not knowing about it.
Answer: Well, most people, yeah. I don't think it's a term that most people know about. I thought about agnostic. Mm hmm. And I thought about atheist, but I'm not atheist at all. In fact, I'm just, just the opposite. Like, I so believe in the divine. I just don't think it's packaged the way-- it's so out there that there's no way you can package it. I don't think enough people know about the possibility of becoming an omnist since really it is about accepting all religions and faiths for their truths. Not necessarily their dogma, you know.
So, I think a lot of people are like this and they just don't have a word for it. Which means it feels like it is this nebulous thing or it's not real or something. But it's like, it does have a word.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
I was not expecting to learn a new term today (“omnist”) as when I asked the subject, I thought she might answer with atheist or Catholic, not knowing much about her religious background at all. She really took the time to explain the nuances and separate the beliefs from the dogma, in terms of religions. I was surprised and I am curious to know if she would be right, and that a lot of people would appreciate knowing this label/word, especially with people in my generation (Millennials).  
6. How do you feel about other groups and organized religions and why? 
Answer: I think human beings need cults. It provides support, it provides a social outlet. Any cult, whether it's religion or not, there's a culture. And then there's traditions and rituals and all of that allows human beings to come alive. So it's not a bad thing. And then for some people, it saves them. It absolutely saves them. They could end up suicidal. They could end up being, you know, a drug addict, etcetera. And the religion saves them. So not bad, just not for me.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
This honestly really surprised me to hear. After hearing the subject describe religions as cults, I did not expect her to say that humans need to be part of them. However, I agree with her that being supported by community, sharing values, and traditions/rituals bring people closer and feels like a fundamentally human way to live.
7. How do you participate in interfaith friendships and relationships? 
Answer: Everybody, almost everybody is something, right? I feel like everybody I talk to is one religion. So I love, for example, (Friend 1) and (Friend 2), they're Lutheran, and I've gone to their church and I go to their fundraisers and I really enjoy it. And there's actually something really lovely about Lutherans. They're a service kind of religion. So they're not just about learning scripture and trying to do right by yourself, you know, save your soul. They're not about saving your soul. They're literally about helping people in need. So that's really, it's a really, it's a nice thing.
My best friend’s family is Mormon, and so I interact. I'm not allowed to, you know, I can go to their churches, but I can't go to their temple.
The religion that I enjoyed the most is Buddhism. I just feel like it is more inclined to-- It gives you more freedom. Freedom from everything. Freedom from, from your own tortures. The only person that I know that was Buddhist was my daughter. And she wasn't very Buddhist. She would say, “Holy Mary, Mother of God.” She would say that, and I'd laugh. Like, “where'd you get that from?”
Follow up: That's so funny. So, I feel like maybe it's easier for you to participate in those kinds of relationships because you can accept and see the truth and the parts of them that are beautiful.
Answer: Absolutely, because there's absolute truth in there. I think they were created from a good thing, and then it just got crazy. Got out of hand, yeah.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
Through this answer, I learned how many of the beliefs of an “omnist” align with other religions, making it easy to have interfaith friends and relationships. I think that is a lovely part of the subject’s beliefs and a way of being that I participate in as well. I love how she started with the fact that everybody has different beliefs or religions, so pretty much every relationship is interfaith in some way.
8. What rituals or traditions have you kept or do you participate in? Or even, some that you've created?
Answer: When I want to feel safe, I will do the sign of the cross. I'll do the sign of the cross if I feel like I need to protect myself for the moment. For anything. Like if I get in the car and I feel like I'm not grounded and I'm going to drive, I do the sign of the cross to bless me while I get on the road. I don't pray, which is interesting because, I don't know, I've already prayed so much. The other thing is I did the rosary when I grew up, as a child, every day. Every day. And I don't know if you've ever done the rosary, but that ritual is 30 minutes long.
Now mind you, if I think about the things that you're supposed to contemplate while you're praying while you're saying those words over and over and over and over, they're not the words you're supposed to be contemplating. They're actual themes, about glory and about misery and there's actual things to meditate on. The rosary was a way to get people to meditate. You just say the same things over and over and over for a half hour, but for each 10 that you do, you're supposed to meditate. Or, you're supposed to contemplate a very specific thing.
The only time I can meditate and feel really close to I am, is when I paint. Any sort of creating... Right now I'm creating this-- I'm building this ridiculous shoe rack. It is a form of meditation.
And then you know, every time you're gonna go, “Be still and know that I am.” “Be still and know Yahweh.” So that is actually a call for meditation.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
It surprised me to hear that the subject retains some of the rituals related to her Catholic upbringing, but others no longer serve her. I also found it interesting to hear the connections between her current beliefs and the rituals that she was previously a part of. It is truly beautiful to think of creating things, physically or in an artistic way, as meditation and a way to get closer to God/Yahweh/the divine.
9. What challenges or barriers have you faced in work, school, or community related to religion?
Well, I'm respectful of all religions, so it’s not really-- I guess the challenge is, is that when you get so involved in the dogma, so involved in the scriptures, so involved with the rules that you can't say anything else, I feel like I can't have a real conversation with people. I think that’s it, and frankly, I don't want to. I think that's the biggest challenge is, is [other people] being able to feel free to have conversations. You’re just gonna get the same thing over and over. You're just gonna get beat over the head with it.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
I agree that this can be a challenge when speaking with people whose beliefs are different than yours. But it depends on the person, of course: I have had friends who became very religious in college and spent 4 hours trying to convert me, whereas other friends who are extremely religious are so quiet about their beliefs that I would nearly forget how important it was to them. The subject is from an older generation and I’m sure she has had many experiences that have shaped her views on this question.
10. How do you think people could be more tolerant and accepting of other beliefs? I guess maybe “people” being in general or people being anyone.
Answer: I think if people knew that there was an option to be an omnist, they would choose that. I'm not saying I would convert them. They would choose it. I just think, I think people think that this is their only option. And because that's how it's sold. It's this way or the highway, you know? But I think most people-- but I think most people know deep in their soul that that can't be true. It can't be true that my neighbor, who is a different religion than me, is going to be lost after death.
PERSONAL ANALYSIS:
This response reinforces my knowledge of what it means to be an “omnist.” Additionally, it gives some insight into the subject’s overall view of people. She believes in the good of people and the core compassion that we have for one another. This answer did not surprise me after hearing her beliefs, but I think it’s interesting how we always feel that everyone would share our beliefs if they knew more about them. 
CONCLUSION:
This was an incredible experience, and I am so thankful I had the chance to do this interview (and that my interviewee agreed to it). I have never met anyone who identifies as an “omnist” before. I learned so much and, though I consider myself open-minded, was reminded to keep my mind curious and open to new things. The diversity of religions is even greater than I had previously conceived, and it also reminded me that there are some smaller religions as well. I feel so fortunate to have had this experience, and I think this interview will help me be a better, more culturally responsive educator and community member. I also loved this conversation and want to try to have more conversations like this in day-to-day life, with people in the community; I think having conversations like this, where we try to understand each other without pre-judgement, is so human and so beautiful.
Julie Wilson
May 10 2:52pm| Last reply May 12 10:36am
Reply from Julie Wilson
Cindy is a former landlord. I noticed that she had an altar and other religious items in our shared space, so I took this opportunity to learn more about her experiences with her religion. 
1. What is your religion and how would you describe the key beliefs?
Daoism is a spin off of Buddhism. Ancestors are god and we pray to/celebrate with them. In April (Lunar calendar), there’s a celebration similar to Day of Dead. Time to speak with and worship ancestors. Cindy’s father is deceased so she would visit her father’s grave site to pray and eat with him. In very religious homes and businesses, Daoists would have a red alter, pictures of deceased ancestors, incense. Typically, the oldest male of family hosts the family alter. Since Cindy’s oldest brother, Peter, doesn’t believe in it, her next oldest brother, Tony, hosts their family alter. On the 1st and 15th of month (Lunar calendar), Tony burns incense to their father and they eat vegetarian on those days.
Response: I don’t often think about the Lunar calendar and how it’s different from the Gregorian calendar. I also see the pattern of privileging oldest male children over others which happens in multiple communities around the world.    
2. How did you get into your religion? Was it common in your family/community?
Cindy learned Daoism from Vietnamese mother. Cindy’s father was Chinese and atheist. But Cindy’s mother carried out the Daoist traditions of her father’s family which is typical – the wife follows the practices of her husband’s family and not her own. Cindy’s paternal grandmother helped teach Cindy and her mother some of their family practices.
Common Daoist practices include:
· Tea ceremonies at children’s weddings: to mark the transition of a child leaving the family home.
· Chinese New Year (Lunar calendar): Should eat certain foods to rice=plenty. Long noodles=longevity. Whole chicken=completeness. Lettuce=successful business. Shrimp=happy.
Practices: Must clean on New Year’s Even: home, laundry, wash hair.
Women can’t have dinner w/ her own family. Has to wait until New Year’s is over which can go from the 2nd through 15th depending on the family tradition. At the close of New years, the family has dessert like sesame balls, and they light incense.
Response: I’ve participated in Chinese New Year meals and feel like I was taught about a few of these practices in school, via media, or in community spaces. It makes sense given the huge number of people in the world who celebrate Chinese New Year. 
3. (How)Does it show up in your life daily/monthly, etc.?
Primarily on the celebration days: 1st and 15thof each month, on Quingming (akin to Day of the Dead), and on New Years.  
Response: I didn’t know about Quingming though I recall seeing Cindy occasionally light incense on her small alter outside. It must have been Quingming. And I appreciate the overlap with Day of the Dead. That says something to me about the connections between people/cultures despite coming from different places. 
4. (How) Have you transmitted your religion/beliefs to your children?
Not really. When Cindy’s mother was younger, she would remind Cindy when the 1st and the 15th were since Cindy didn’t have a Lunar Calendar. Her children’s father and oldest uncle still practice and will Cindy’s children will sometime participate if they’re in town. Cindy’s daughter in law comes from a more traditional Chinese family and she takes the lead with Cindy’s son, as well as Cindy. For example, her daughter in law pays attention to the Lunar calendar to determine best days to begin things such as getting married, moving homes, starting a business, etc. Certain numbers and days are luckier than others.
Response: This reminds me of how there are many people who can teach you about your family’s religion beyond just the parent you grow up with. Religion is passed via community which can come from outside of your home. 
5. (How) Does your religion shape the way you approach life, relationships, goals, etc.? How central is your religion to who you are?
Cindy’s Daoist background has taught her to respect elders and to commit to family and a larger community outside of the individual. She believes in re-incarnation which is a motivation to be a good person. Cindy believes that her deceased father is still around her. Cindy doesn’t like to go to people’s house when they lose a loved one because the grief and emotion is hard for her to handle. 
Response: I suspect that some may think of Buddhism and Daoism as a “way of life” and not a typical “religion” where you have daily or weekly religious requirements and a complex hierarchical system of leaders. Yet, the beliefs can be as significant on a daily basis within the individual. 
6. Is there a “scale”? What makes someone a better or worse believer in your religion?
Yes. More devout Daoists might look down on those who don’t know or don’t follow the rules at ceremonies like weddings and New Years. Cindy says traditional Daoists are more superstitious. There is also some negative judgment if a parent – typically the mother – doesn’t push their children to participate in religious practices and ceremonies.
Response: I’ve wondered if it’s human nature to rank and sort others in the community. Humans seem to do this by race, skin color, (dis)ability, and here, religious practice. I can’t imagine a human group that doesn’t rank and sort.  
7. Have you had experiences where your religion was a challenge while living in the US? 
Not particularly. There is a percentage of Vietnamese and Chinese who are Daoists. Daoists tend to be more Southeast Asian.  
Response: I noted this. I wonder if Cindy grew up in a community with many other Daoists or Buddhists. Or maybe her religious practices were very focused at home so there it didn’t come up much with those outside of her home/community. 
8. Have you ever questioned your religion/beliefs? How did you navigate that?
Cindy questions the role of women as mere supporters of their husband’s family traditions. She believes women should also have the right to follow their own family/rules regarding alters and worship. But Cindy appreciates the value in passing on cultural/religious knowledge and carrying on family traditions so that they don’t die.
Response: As a woman, I can relate to Cindy’s position here. In her family, her mother took responsibility to carry out religious practices, but she had to follow the traditions of her husband who didn’t take much responsibility for it. 
9. Are there ways that you think your teachers/schools could have made space for you to share your religion/beliefs with others in a productive way?
Cindy felt comfortable in school, but she does think it would be “cool” for schools to offer introductory lessons on the basic knowledge of various religions so students might contemplate applying ideas/practices in their personal lives. Even if they choose not to, Cindy finds value in students at least being aware of religious diversity. She believes that knowing the basic tenets of different religions would help students not to negatively judge each other as much.
Response: I like this idea. K-12 schools already have some religious connections with holidays and Christmas activities. It would make sense to be able to compare and contrast similarities across religious which I see as a critical thinking activity, as well as an opportunity to learn. 
10. Is there anything that you want to add?
Insist on the religious diversity lessons, especially in Bay Area!
Response: Got it! The Bay Area does emphasize its diversity. I agree that religion has to have a place in the conversation and education of our youth.  
I appreciated learning more about Cindy’s religion. There are so many off shoots of Buddhism, and I feel like I know a little bit more about Daoism and its practices. I am reminded of the close connection between culture and religion. Just as Gloria Anzaldua wrote about how language is twin to identity, I can see some similarities between religion and identity; one’s religion is tightly connected with culture and therefore identity. I appreciated how there are different opportunities to engage/re-engage with Daoism in Cindy’s story. Cindy talked about how there was a lot that she didn’t know about her religion’s practices which made it harder for her to pass on information to her children. However, their father (who Cindy is divorced from), as well as her daughter in law, helped Cindy’s children continue learning about and engaging with their family’s religion and Cindy appreciated that. It can take a community to transmit culture. And while Cindy never felt oppressed in terms of her religion as a student, she values the opportunity for students to learn the basic tenets of other religions as a way to better understand the people around them with less negative judgment. As a community member and educator, it was useful for me to hear this. We often focus on very religious individuals – those who go to their religious spaces multiple times per week or who dress, talk, eat in ways that tend to stand out a bit more as different. We sometimes focus on groups who are in the news such as Muslims, Jews, Evangelical Christians, fundamentalists, etc. But Cindy seemed to have a more general relationship to her religion and she never felt discriminated against because of it. Yet, she emphasized the value of others getting to know how beliefs more and her getting to learn more about other religions. It is an important identity category that shouldn’t be ignored.

Bill Hoversten-Davis
May 10 5:41pm
Reply from Bill Hoversten-Davis
Hi, Julie,
I was especially interested because I belong to an inspirational group, Mastery Circle International, which meets online weekly. We are from different countries and of different religions, but every week we watch on YouTube a meditation on one of the 81 Verses from the Tao Te Ching Links to an external site.(Daoism is also spelled Taoism). Two of our members created this series, which offers viewers an opportunity to be still and reflect. I love this regular portion of our meetings. Please take a moment to check it out!
There’s a good deal in Buddhist and Daoist teachings that appeals to me. I agree that children would benefit from being exposed early to this and other religions. I also empathize with her experience of being limited simply because she’s a woman. Thanks for bringing us this interview, Julie!

Bill Hoversten-Davis
May 9 8:36pm| Last reply May 10 3:12pm
Reply from Bill Hoversten-Davis
INTERVIEW WITH MANEK BUHJWALA, A ZOROASTRIAN 
I arranged this interview through my friend who knows Manek through their joint work in the interfaith community.
My own religious background is a bit diverse. I was baptized Episcopal, raised Lutheran, and later became very active first in the Unitarian Universalist church, then the Church of Religious Science.

1. What age were you when you became active in this religion - and what training did you receive?
I was born into it in India. My parents instructed me, and I read books about Zoroastrianism. In this religion, children of priests usually become priests, but not all do. Hence there is a shortage of priests.
So allthough I'm not from a priest family, I volunteered to help with the need by learning to become a priest myself, doing rituals.
My education included studying at a Catholic high school in Bombay, where I learned Persian as a second language. I got a Bachelor's in Electrical Engineering in India. Then, after I moved to the U.S., I got a Master's in Electrical Engineering at the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque. I later got a Master's in Interfaith Action from Claremont Lincoln University in California, where I live now.
I am not surprised to learn that Manek maintained his religion from birth. I believe perhaps billions of people follow in the path of their parents' religion. I am impressed by how his graduate studies include both his engineering profession and his religious calling.

2. What do you understand to be the basis of your religion?
Zoroastrianism comes from India and Pakistan - and Persia. The majority of the Persian Empire practiced it until the Muslim religion took over in the 7th Century. Zoroastrianism was the world's first monotheistic religion, going back thousands of years.
Zoroaster, who may have been a religious reformer, meditated and communicated with God. In lectures to his followers, he asked them to meditate on his words but then think for themselves. 
This emphasis on rational thinking appealed to Alexander the Great when he encountered it. The teachings he brought back to Greece also intrigued and influenced Socrates and Plato. They took the Prophet's name, Zarathushdra, and called him Zoroaster ("Shining Star"), since in the original language "zora" meant "gold". 
I'm fascinated to learn this background of Zoroastrianism. I think of it as perhaps the mother of monotheistic religions and an important influence on Western philosophy. I find it appealing that any religion might trust its adherents to "think for themselves"!

3. What rituals and requirements around clothing, food, and relationships do you find most helpful to you? 
The Prophet did not lay down dicta for his followers; rather, he was focused and practical about how we live our life on earth. We should practice purity. He did not say we are not to be vegetarian. But since we should be kind to domestic animals, we may very well not be eating meat.
Praying five times a day is suggested; I myself pray twice a day. But this is probably where Muslims got the practice. 
There are no specific rules about clothing, but it should be kept clean. 
Life should be lived in moderation. The admonition is therefore not "Do not drink wine," but rather "Do not get drunk."
The Prophet's teachings were composed into poetic meter songs, "avesda," which refers to the language as well. And just as in Sanskrit, there are five sacred songs.
I like the idea of a lack of pronouncements and prohibitions. And moderation is indeed a powerful state to achieve. 

4. What beliefs does your religion have in common with other religions?
According to scholars, Judaism may have been influenced by Zoroastrian beliefs in Persia during their exile by Cyrus the Great.  Where Jews considered God an angry deity, Zoroastrians saw God as loving; Cyrus likewise showed mercy to the Jews. 
Islam likewise was influenced; one Zoroastrian priest became a friend of Mohammad, who gave him the name Salman-efarsi (Salman the Persian).
Christians too were guaranteed freedom of religion in Persia. The teachings of Cyrus the Great - recorded on a clay cylinder in the 6th Century B.C. and displayed in the British Museum - are the first known declaration of human rights. 
I've always revered Magna Carta, the foundation of English (and American) law. But that was 1215 - and Cyrus' Cylinder was ages before that! So I marvel at and admire the recurring desire - going back at least as far as his time - to aver the universality of all humanity.

5. What beliefs or practices in your religion do you find most challenging?
To always remember to be a good person in our day to day life, not being tempted to be money-hungry or kill people. To try to keep ourselves completely pure. These practices are hard to keep in America, where there is much freedom but also so much temptation.
I admire this attention to staying on the right path. It's guidance that could benefit any person in any religious tradition. Any religious path, I believe, should ideally blend moral and ethical practice with dogmatic theory.

6. Have you ever promoted your religion to other people?
I don't promote like a missionary, but I do share my beliefs with other people - since I'm proud of my religion. For example, I have shared the website of a Christian man who converted to Zoroastrianism. And I know of Muslims, disgusted by certain developments in their religion, who have turned to Zoroastrianism as soon as they heard about it. My religion is practiced in India, Iran, America, England, Europe, Australia, and elsewhere.
Impressive, in my book. I have great aversion to being approached by evangelizers, be they Mormons, Jehovah's Witnesses, or Christians. The way I look at is this: If your religion works for you, I applaud that you found a fit. For example, I know of someone who was addicted to drugs until she got clean - and has stayed clean - in the practice of her newfound Evangelical faith. But her path and her solution may not precisely apply to any other particular person. 

7. What do you find to be the most valuable beliefs or practices of your religion?
There are practical guidelines like the Golden Rule. If you practice a humble, honest, righteous life, you will be happy. There is a saying in our religion: "Contentedness is the greatest virtue." 
The Golden Rule is present, in different iterations, in every world religion. It is a common, unifying feature. "Practical guidelines" resonate with me more than the "must-do's" and "must-not-do's" that seem present in most other religions. 

8. What does your religion teach about the future - and any sort of life after death?
There is not much said about hell or heaven. That way, we do not need to be worried about what might happen to us.
What a reassuring thought! I find great comfort in this belief. All too often the threat of hellfire is used to control adherents to certain religions and keep them in the fold. For example, years ago an elderly Catholic woman I knew recounted having been told as a girl that if she dared step foot inside any non-Catholic church, she would be guaranteed to go to hell.

9. Please describe which people would most benefit from your religion.
People who have an open mind to learn about another religion; they can read, attend webinars, etc. Or people who are criminals or people who are suffering.
The Buddhist beliefs come to mind here. As I understand their perspective, eliminating desire will eliminate suffering.

10. What is the most transcendent moment you have ever experienced in your religion?
When I was a young man, living with my family in an apartment in India, I had a vision one night where I saw a priestly figure, all in white clothes, several feet off the ground, over the desk and chair where my father worked. We thought it could be related to the divine Entity. A most amazing experience.
I remember another experience, too. We revere light from many sources: the moon, the stars, and candles in the home. Every Sunday I would go with my father to Fire Temple, where a flame was kept burning by the priest. We would face the fire as we worshipped, and it would warm us both outside and inside. We were not "fire worshippers" or "Satan worshippers" as some critical Muslims claim. Instead, this ritual helped me feel part of a beautiful environment of beauty, cleanliness, and purity.
When he asked what I meant by transcendent I described a moment in time when I attended evensong at Christ Church, Oxford: the music and the light through the stained glass evoked an otherworldly feeling. His connection to fire seems like a powerful experience, one that also appeals to me a great deal. 

CONCLUSION
This was an altogether delightful interview, in which I learned a great deal and gained a tremendous appreciation for Zoroastrianism. I look forward to an opportunity at some point to attend a service. But I also realized something else: Not only will I immediately empathize with any Zoroastrian, but because I so resonate with Cyrus' advocacy for religious tolerance, I find myself inspired to put his aspirations into practice when I encounter individuals from different religious backgrounds, both in the classroom and in other settings.

Joshua Moore
May 9 9:25pm| Last edited May 9 9:26pm
Reply from Joshua Moore
I think your response reveals a lot about how we can cast our assumptions onto other religious. I can relate to being surprised by the openness of religious practice of religious outside my own. Perhaps the hardest challenge is how to be tolerant of students/others who do believe in "hellfire," radical evangelism, and other somewhat uncomfortable topics. Growing up Christian, I always distinguished myself from other Christians with more radical beliefs than my own with a sense of pride. I have definitely taught students with very strong views before and it can be a challenge to treat them equally, but it also made my evaluate the limitations of my concepts of "neutral" vs "radical." Overall, I think these conversations can help us all to better put religious tolerance into practice.

DH
Damaris Herrera
May 10 2:44pm
Reply from Damaris Herrera
I found your interview really interesting because this is a religion I was honestly unfamiliar with, so it was cool learning about both the historical background and some of the practices. I thought the idea of praying five times a day sounded intense at first, but from the way your friend described it, it actually seemed more lenient in the sense that it might not be a realistic habit for everyone. I also found the emphasis on moderation interesting because I feel like that is something I personally struggle with too (if something is fun or good, why can’t I have it all the time LOL). Overall, the religion sounds very deep, and I mean that both historically and in the way it seems to have influenced other religions and philosophies over time. I was also amazed by how knowledgeable your friend was about all the historical context. What stood out to me the most was the idea that there does not seem to be a huge focus on the afterlife, because I usually think of religion as being heavily centered around heaven, hell, or what happens after death. At least from my exposure to religion that's how it felt. Thank you for the insightful post.

Justin Yang
May 10 3:12pm
Reply from Justin Yang
Hello Bill
I am surprised by how many people associated religions with the stereotypes that they grew up with. This definitely causes people to make assumptions that are not true or are exaggerated. That is why it's important to get to know people who practices these religions to avoid biases and build religious tolerance.
Thank you for sharing,
Justin Yang

Maria Kang
May 7 6:49am| Last reply May 10 11:27am
Reply from Maria Kang
I interviewed one of my former trainees because I remember he and his family are devout Buddhists. I am Catholic and I have heard that Catholicism and Buddhism share many similar practices so this was a good opportunity for me to explore this inquiry. 
1) Question: Are you a Buddhist by choice? Answer: Yes. My parents are fifth generation Buddhists but they let me choose.  Opinion: My family also allowed me to choose so I was excited to learn how he made his decision and how it has impacted his life. I was actually nervous before the interview that he would respond being forced to be a Buddhist. Since it was by choice, I had additional questions from those I had prepared. 
2) Question: Why did you choose Buddhism? Answer: When I was young, I just followed my family in Buddhist practices. As a teenager, I was too busy with my studies and I was also lazy so I just did the basic things I had to do a couple times a year. I really didn't give much thought to religion until I started working. My colleagues talked about their weekend like going to church or to the temple with their family. Maybe I grew up but I started noticing the different family rituals and why we were doing them. And I found it healing so I started taking it more seriously. Opinion: I realized there doesn't have to be an "aha!" moment in religion. I had always thought faith entered you like a bolt of lightning. However, there are many ways to have faith and it can be pragmatic like my interviewee. 
3) Question: Didn't you want to explore other religions before choosing Buddhism? Answer: Not really. Like I said, I'm pretty lazy. I grew up in a Buddhist family so going to the temple or family rituals were natural for me. I also found it emotionally helpful when my mom would go to the temple to light the lantern to wish me luck on the college entrance exam. It was comforting. Opinion: I totally agreed with this rationale because we find comfort in having faith. The act of praying in any religion is a form of meditation. Through prayer, we reflect on ourselves and ask for support, which are all comforting. For example, in my junior year of college, I studied at the UN and attended mass in French. Since the procedures during the mass are the same in any country and language, I was able to follow along and it gave me a sense of belonging which was comforting.
4) Question: Your mom lighting the lantern for you is similar to my mom lighting the candle after mass. Do you also perform these religious practices? Answer: Yes. Without thinking about it I realize I do many "Buddhist" things. But I don't know how much of this is part of my daily life. For example, my mom would yell at me for keeping my basketball shoes under the bed because it brought evil spirits. It seemed like she related everything to evil spirits. So I do things and don't do things from the way she trained me with threats of the evil spirits. Opinion: We laughed for a long time after his response because my grandmother was like that too. There were so many "don't" rules because the consequences for not following them would be inviting evil spirits and bad luck. There were many things that we couldn't do at night like whistling, cutting our nails, or sleeping with our head/ feet facing the door. It's a miracle that we weren't traumatized growing up in this superstitious culture. However it's interesting that as a Korean American, I tell my kids the same things I dreaded hearing from my grandmother. 
5) Question: Then do you think Buddhism is a religion or culture? Answer: I think it's both. I pray to Buddha and make offerings. It's for things I want for my family. I am careful not to do things because I don't want bad luck. Without getting too deep into it, I just don't do things Buddhists say not to do because I think there must me a reason for it. Opinion: There was truth to what he said because even though I'm Catholic, I follow Buddhist practices which are interwoven into the Korean culture. It's true that Korean culture is devised from Buddhism, Confucianism, Shamanism, and folklore, which we learn from childhood. And I realized how much of the superstition derived from these are subconsciously incorporated into society like some buildings don't have a fourth floor sinch four is a number representing death. 
6) Question: So then why do you think Buddhism is considered to be a religion? Answer: Honestly, I never thought about this. But I think it's a religion because we pray to Buddha. We ask for things out of our control which means there is a higher being. Buddha was able to achieve things that normal people can't so we pray for help to have those virtues. Opinion: His response made me remember the religion course I took in college. I received Jesuit education and one of the graduation requirements was taking religion for a year. I chose to take atheism because our school believed learning from atheists would lead to true faith. The Jesuits believed that questioning our faith prevents "blind faith". Theories like Schopenhauer's "metaphysics for the people", Nietzsche's Ubermensch, and Marx's view of religion as "opium of the masses", were truly eye opening. I became self critical and careful not to pray for things but to transcend beyond worldly concerns. This is where I believe the essence of belief is similar for all religions.
7) Question: If you consider Buddhism to be a religion what do you think is the most important part of your belief? Answer: For me the most important thing is letting go of my obsessions. I don't think I can ever achieve nirvana; only by death can we be free of emotions. So the best I can do is not be too greedy, ambitious, or envious. Opinion: Again we laughed for a long time when he said that "only by death can we be free of emotions". I agree that emotions make us human and it's nearly impossible to be void of feeling. That is why the best we can do is follow Aristotle's "happy medium" and try to achieve a balance between extremely overt and deficient actions and emotions. 
8) Question: How has being a Buddhist helped you in life? Answer: It helped me to be less anxious. When work is really stressful, I go to the temple and just being there helps me to relax. If I can't make it to the temple then I put on my airpod and listen to the chants. It's different from listening to jazz or classical music because the chants have meaning for me. It also feels like the monks are chasing away bad luck whenever I listen to them. Opinion: Again, I couldn't help laughing because I could totally relate. Between his mother and my grandmother, we had too many war stories to trade. Just as listening to chants have special meaning for him, the Latin hymns during mass also resonated with me. Kneeling to pray with the angelic voice of the boys' choir above and the smell of incense throughout the church, I was always transcended to a holy place. I always believed that moment was when I experienced true faith. 
9) Question: Would you marry someone who is not a Buddhist? Answer: Yes because Buddhism is my personal choice. Like my parents, I don't want to force religion on someone. I think marriage is based on mutual respect, not religious preference. Opinion: I agree with this statement having been married twenty eight years. My husband is agnostic and the only time he mentioned "God" was the day our children were born. However, he accompanied me to mass on special occasions and respected prayer during dinner with my parents. Decisions on how to raise our children, where to live, and how to handle our finances, were more pressing matters for us than which religion to practice. The only regret is not having our marriage recognized by the Catholic church but I believe this is more of an institutional rule that doesn't define God's love for all of us on earth. 
10) Question: How would you raise your children? Answer: My mom will probably scare them with the same superstitions like she did with me. What can we do, right? It's part of our culture. As long as it isn't too extreme, I will let it pass. I'm open to my children learning about other religions because having some form of belief is important. There will be a critical moment where they need support and I'm not there for them. I want my kids to have someone or something they can turn to. Opinion: I couldn't agree more. This is the same expectation I have for my children. I was relieved when my son turned to God when faced with challenges. My daughter on the other hand is very scientific so she is agnostic like her dad. I worry for her because without faith, she only relies on herself which is too big of a burden to bear on her own. Since they're teenagers, our role as parents is still very important, especially for our daughter. 
Conclusion: I learned from this interview that there are more similarities than differences between religions. As educators, if we can identify these similarities and see how they are incorporated into the cultures, we can create an inclusive learning environment. Instead of focusing on differences which can lead to isolationism, I think using the similarities can foster a bond between the students. Even where there are distinct differences, they can be viewed in a positive light if the students are comfortable with each other. 
· 
Bill Hoversten-Davis
May 9 9:36pm
Reply from Bill Hoversten-Davis
Maria, I enjoyed your realization of the similarities between his and your religious practices. You seem to have a lot in common. And he seemed to open up quite honestly for you, which must have been helpful. Your description of Korean culture as embracing Buddhism, Confucianism, Shamanism, and folklore I found fascinating. I also admire the fact that you chose to study and learn about atheism when you were in college.

