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Student Submissions

Religion is abeautiful word to me. It makes me something to fall back upon when | stumble
think of service, of love and faith. It makes me upon those days that | feel completely hollow.
think of open-mindedness and the ability to

learn about others. It helps me to remain But it wasn't always like that. Growing up, |
steadfast when | face difficulties simply because couldn’t stand my religion. | disliked the fact

I know God ison my side. It givesme that | had to miss out on Saturday night



sleepovers because | had to go to Sunday School
early the next morning. | disliked living in fear
that if | did something wrong, God would
punish me. | disliked having to liveup to a
certain standard. But those reasons were pretty
trivial. The one thing that left me
uncomfortable, londy, and insecure was the
face that | was different. (well... unique, really,
but | didn’t redize that until | was 15).

Y ou may wonder why | say “different”. There
are lots of people in thisworld who are
religious, right? Sure. But it’s adifferent story
growing up in my background. | am aBah&'i.
And every time someone asked me about my
religion and | told them who | was, | faced
stares of confusion, indifference, even fear. |
could feel my cheeks burn al sorts of crimson
as | tried to explain what it was | believed in.
And all | can really remember in terms of
emotion iswishing that | wasn’t aBah&'i. |
wished that | were Christian, or Jewish, or
Hindu, or anything. | wished | didn’t have to
explan. | wished that | weren't different.

Over the years, however, I’ve finally come to
understand what a gift and absolute blessing it
has been to grow up in aBah&'i family. The
Baha'i Faith has taught me to love and respect
others, no matter what race, creed, class, or
sexua orientation they belong to. It has taught
me to selflessly serve the human race and those
around me. It has helped me understand that al
people come from one Creator and that He loves
us al no matter what. My beliefs have given me
afirm understanding of my role in thisworld
and how | can be of some benefit to my
surroundings.

| am proud to say that the Baha'i Faith is my
own personal truth, and not something that I’ ve
been forced into by my family. The Bahai
priciples that man and woman are equal, that
true unity requires diversity, that thereisa
necessary balance between science and religion,
that the world’s problems cannot be solved
unless and until unity is established, that all
religions come from one God, and that the
human race isone global family make complete
sense to me. The Baha'i Faith has offered not
only all six million of its followers, but al of
humanity, a practical approach to solving the

world’s problems.

Knowing that the Bah&'i Faith is my own belief
and personal choice has caused meto finally
break out of my fear of being different. I’ ve
realized that it’s not abad thing at all when
someone asks me about the Bahad'i Faith. In fact,
I’ve realized that the best and most beautiful
way anyone can respect meisto ask me about
the beliefs that manifest themselves within my
core. | am not afraid of being aBaha'i. I’'m not
afraid to answer your questions if you ask. And
because | am not afraid of who | am and what |
believe, | will not remain anonymous in this
Verdaderaentry. | will proudly announce my
name for you to see:

My name is TaraRaam and | would love, more
than anything, to share my beliefs with you, and
to hear about yours as well.

Thank you.

“To beaBaha i means simply to love all the
world, to love humanity, and to try and serveit;
to work for universal peace and universal
brotherhood.” -- Bah& i Faith

www.bahai.org

“ Faith isto believe what you do not see; the
reward of thisfaith is to see what you believe.”

— S Augustine

Many people perceive Christiansin an
unfavorable light. For instance, when | ask my
friendsif they want to go to church with me,
they always reluctantly say "mabey"-meaning
no. Theonly girl | could get to come with me
was a Mormon who also wanted me to go to her
church.Another problem we have with our un-
faithful problemsis heated debates. One friend
said probably one of the biggest mistakes of her
life was becoming Christian. This obviously
offended me, but | didn't pursue the topic, not
wanting to make her mad and ruin the
friendship. Often at Monta Vistait is hard to be



Christian. It\'s not like if you wear a cross
someone will beat you up, but not many
teenagers want to talk about Christianity. Take
the recent Schooloop scandal for example. In
the school newspaper their was an article about
the nasty emails concerning Muslim/Christian
relations. | never saw the debate mysdlf, but it
sounded bad. Ever since the terrorist attacks
people have been wary of Muslims and Islam.
Thats another religion not openly talked about at
MontaVista It seemsthat we will talk al the
time about perverted things and tell crude jokes
filled with swearing and sex, but when
confronted with issues that are serious my
friends will back away. One time | was talking
to ayoung Republican about abortion and its
ethical qualities. Whenever one of my friends
drifts over to talk with us, they would soon
|eave after discovering the topic. It just seems
that MontaVistais living under amask, not
really digging under the surface. The main
topics at lunch swerve between grades and
boyfriends, and rare is the time we are "deep."
Since there is such unwillingness to talk about
deeper thingsin life, religion is out. Needlessto
say, thismakes it hard to approach people about
going to church or introducing them to the
Christian God. At my youth group, we are
always encouraged to bring friends since
hospitality is practically the church motto. But
the youth leaders don't seem to understand how
hard being Christan is these days, and how
unwilling people are to talk or think about it.
Another thing that | find frustrating is the
exclamation "oh my god." | always mentally
cringe when | here it, meaning that I'm in a state
of cringing when | wak through the Monta
Vista corriders. People don't understand that it is
offensive not just to people who don\'t swear but
also Christians.

The main point I"m trying to make here is that
even though MontaVistaisamore or less
understanding school, being in afaith of any
kind ishard to maintain at our school.

Even though many people feel like they can
make their own destiny, I've always felt that
God has already written out your entire life, and
even beyond that through reincarnation. | think
that Buddhism has realy changed my life

through the way | think. We've always have had
four things important to us.

Study well, say proper things, do good things,
and just generally be agood person. | base my
life off these four sayings everyday and these
things in a sense prevent me from committing
crimes and betraying God in asense. |'ve felt
like the more "good" things you do in thislife,
the more "credit" you build up with God and
with more credit comes a greater destiny for you
in the afterlife.

“ Matters of religion should never be matters of
controver sy. We neither argue with a lover
about histaste, nor condern him, if we are just,
for knowing so human a passion.”

- George Santayana

| don’t really have a problem with God.

| grew up more or less surrounded by atheists
but for some reason I’m not really one myself.
I’m not a hardcore religious zea ot though. |
would probably have to put my self in the
category of the agnostic or spiritua. | don't
really follow a set religion and have probably
gone to atemple maybe 10 or so timesin my
entire life but | still wholeheartedly believe in
the supernatural and things that do not have an
explanation.

| think that’s the reason why | strayed away
from atheism so much. Don’t get me wrong, if
you choose to not believe in God, more power
toyou. It'sjust thereal hardcore atheists that
really bug me. The ones that go out of their way
to disprove God and dispel the “rumors and

lies’ spread by religious groups. It just seemsto
me like they’ re the mean older brothers of the
world, the ones who told you Santawasn’t red
and that it was mom slipping adollar
underneath your pillow when you lost atooth a
couple yearstoo soon. Just like how belief in
Santa has a couple kids striving to make it onto
the “nice’ list, belief in areligion helps alot of
people come to grips with things like loss and
death, and inspire them to help others.



There are quite afew people, good people, who
are the way they are because of the faith that
they hold. This applies to some atheists al o,
there are alot of really amazing people out there
who are the way they are no thanks to any sort
of God but there are still some of those who feel
compelled to erase religion, even if that means
wrecking those whose lives are run by the faith
that they practice. These people who put down
religion as awhole are just as bad as those who
discriminate based on religion.

From the time | was born until | was twelve,
religion to me was going to church on Sunday
mornings and listening to aminister tell us
about God’sword. | had the impression that the
only reason we learned about God and the
teachings of Jesus was to keep tradition aive
and the belief that he was God’s son and our
savior. At thetime | felt that it was not
important because | was always disappointed to
hear what | had missed on TV. My idea of
religion was learning about what happnened
hundreds and even thousands of years ago.
Never did it occur to me that the morals that
were being taught by Jesus through the words of
our minister could relate to the struggles and
moral dilemmas we face today. It wasn't until
my confirmation (similar to aBar Mitzah in the
Jewish faith) when | wasin the 6" grade that |
learned what my religion was all about. The
three-day trip consisted of Bible studies,
scripture readings, and hymn singing, which |
had expected since it was a church function.
What surprised me, however, was that we not
only talked about the teachings of Jesus, but the
way if affects our lives and how we should
handle certain problems and hardships. | got to
ask the questions that | had always been
wondering but were always too afraid to ask. If
Jesus was redlly alive, why did he eventually
die? If Adam and Eve were the first living
things on earth, when did the dinosaurs and the
theory of evolution take place? If God loves us
so much then why is there so much corruption
and imperfections in our society? Where was
God during the Holocaust? | got the answeres to
al of them, not the kind of answers given to
children by adults who don'’t care, but answers
that were really thought out. | agreed and
disagreed with some of their explanations, but |

got them answered. That was the biggest turning
point in my religious faith. It had finaly
occured to me why we would read scriptures
form the Bible, and why we would learn about
what God expects form us. In those 3 days, the
past 12 years of my life finally made sense.
From that point forward | was not only proud of
being a Christian, but proud that | cut agood
portion of time out to do somthing that | found
important.

“ Believe nothing, no matter where you read it,
or who has said it, not even if | have said it,
unlessit agrees with your own reason and your
own common sense.”

- Buddha

“A LifeLong Traveled”

A testimonial through

An assortment of writings
From over the years

Five paths are here today

but only | can chose the way

1,2,3, or 4 but only | can chose the door
hurry up clocks ticken

hurry go

chose faster

but | don’t know

which to take, which to follow

which has substance, which is hollow
guess | will have to find my way
through a path soon to be

the path that follows me

those paths will still be there

| will cross them on my way

but on mine | chose to stay

look through the darkness and the light
into what will be

| chose the path | rule the day

but the creator rules me

and he creates

my destiny

| had a chance back then
| swung and missed the ball
Y ou gave me the bat to swing again



| swung and missed began to fall

| raised my handsto lift your name

| cried out I'm beaten, I’'m broken, lame
You called me back | tried to stand

| slipped and fell took the devils hand

| began to crawl the steep ascent

Y ou love me your strength you lent
And now | struggle I’'m on the way
To where| fell, so now | pray

Grant me each day my daily bread
And forgive me of my trespasses

| need your help, yet turn my head
| burn my beauty into ashes

Call your name but no faith to speak
A mustard seed could not be found
My words echo my despair so bleak
My ashes laid upon the ground

Thevalley is scorched and in ruin lay
My crops will never raise from seed
Here in the shadow | will stay

Until forever or when | please

Walking through the quagmire
My path so far behind

Taken arms, the evil ones squire
My way islost, my eyes are blind

L ooking down through the muck and haze

| see my history, my broken ways

My empty footsteps and broken dreams
The echoes of hopes loves and schemes
My footsteps are aright

Not d*** near perfection

| don’t need em to be pure as light

Just to be rid of my infection

| want to be just like you

To keep my boots from taint

For when it is time for my son to..

My steps can lead him firm and straight
| struggle, more and more each day

My faith like athrill ride, cannot handle
| raise my hands then turn away
Turning back | light my candle...

Pass on the flame look up and smile
streaks from past sins reconciled

So | begintosing...

When | am tried

and lost in life' s frivolity

when trouble comes

and my soul lost in misery

| will stand and shout from the mountains
abba please deliver me

When | am calm

and lost in your tranquility

when promise comes from you so faithfully
I will stand and shout up to the heavens

my lord, my god, im so in love with thee

“ Doubt, indeed, is the disease of thisinquisitive,
restless age. It is the price we pay for our
advanced intelligence and civilization. It isthe
dimnight of our resplendent day. But as the
most beautiful light is born of darkness, so the
faith which springs from conflict is often the
strongest and the best.”

- Robert Turnbull, Life Pictures from a Pastor’s
Notebook

Last year | remember watching Water Walkers
sing in the academic court and | amost cried. |
don’t have enough unconditional faith to believe
inreligion and I'm afraid I’ll never understand
that kind of belief.

Where does that faith come from? | can’t find it
inme.

Religion is not the safest topic to bring up in my
house.

My father is extremely anti-religion. He
believes that to have religion means to give up
all reason, knowledge, science, and free-
thinking. He thinks that everyone of faithisa
moron.

And thisisjust his opinions on the mainstream,
accepted religions like Christianity.

My dad is very proud of me for being his atheist
daughter, and he has told me so several times.



He thinksit's great that his daughter rejects
religion just like him.

He knows I’'m Wiccan.
He doesn't know I'm serious.

He laughs at me constantly and always makes
fun of me. He asks me why | can't just solve
everything with magic and he taunts me about
having "witchy powers".

He knows absolutely nothing about what |
believe, yet he belittles it every single day.

Most people have no ideawhat | believe. Most
people would judge me immediately if they saw
the pentacle necklace | wear every day hidden
beneath my clothes.

| believe in both God and Goddess as equal
partners. | believe they are present in every
thing, every creature and everyone. | revere
nature and think we as humans could learn alot
from observing itslessons. | believe that
whatever we send out, whether it be could or
bad, returnsto us. | believe we should seek the
least possible harm in our actions.

| believein magic.

| do NOT believe in the kind of magic you're
probably thinking of.

| cannot fly. | cannot instantly change the
universe. | cannot control the weather or fire, or
see auras, or read minds, or any other ridiculous
"witchy power" most people think of when they
hear the word magic. What | do doesn't always
work, either.

| believe magic is away of gathering both our
own life energy and requesting the energy of the
Lord and Lady to assist us in pushing chance
towards the desired outcome. If | still sound
crazy, think of it as prayer with props.

Although what | believe really isn't dl that
absurd and I'm not the only one who thinks like
this, there are many people who would call me
crazy or damn meto hell. Most of these people
have no ideawhat Wicca (or any other Pagan

religion, for that matter) actually is.

Now that I've said abit about what is true, let
me say what isn't.

| do NOT worship Satan.

| do NOT sacrifice animals.

Or babies.

Or virgins.

| do NOT dance naked by fires.

| do NOT take drugs or have unprotected sex
with whoever moves.

| do NOT curse or hex people.

And | do NOT want to convert you, nor anyone
else.

| just want to be able to live amoderately happy
life while maintaining arelationship with my
deities. You can haveyours, or noneat al. Just
please leave me be.

It hurts enough to be told I'm stupid and crazy
from my own father every day; | don't need to
hear it from you too.

“1 never told my own religion nor scrutinized
that of another. | never attempted to make a
convert, nor wished to change another's creed. |
am satisfied that yours must be an excellent
religion to have produced a life of such
exemplary virtue and correctness. For itisin
our lives, and not from our words, that our
religion must be judged.”

-Thomas Jefferson

| believe in God.

True, | have never been a strong believer nor
have | really read the Bible. But | believe in
Him. Since my family was not very religious
either, we seldom attended church (actually,



amost never). But when | switched my piano
teacher, | had the chance to have a closer
acquaintance with God. | like to say He led me
to this path.

My piano teacher is a devoted Christian and
played the piano for her church chorus. She
invited me once and | ended up playing her
accompaniment. Then on, | attended church
with my family on Sundays. My pastor was
excellent at delivering his messages, but my
favorite part has to be the singing. | remember
going to church once and stood with my family
singing (I do not always play all the songs) and |
was suddenly struck with this awesome feeling.
| felt as if | could really feel God’'s presence
beside me. | felt asif He really understood how
| felt and forgave my sins. | was truly touched in
those moments. | do not know why those simple
lyrics moved me to tears, but | know that during
those moments (even if they only lasted in those
short seconds), | was overwhelmed by God. In
those moments, | truly, truly believed.

After one year, | switched piano teachers again
and we ceased going to church. But even to this
day, | still remember that indescribable sense of
faith and love for God in those simplistic lyrics.

Amen.

Knowing that God loves me enough to die for
me so | can live, and then choosing to come
back to life so we don’'t have a God who's
dead.... That makes me so happy when | think
about it, and sometimes | really want to tell
people about it because it’s definitely something
to share, but alot of people are either apathetic
or not open to hearing. So I'm usualy afraid to
try. But | figured here is agood place to put
what | usually don’t have the nerveto say in
person. And you can take it as alunatic
speaking if you want, but | am (surprise) areal
live person and these are true.

Growing up in the church, the story of Jesus
dying and coming back to life... it just becomes
so overtold that it doesn’t really mean much
anymore. But | have experienced God so many
times. I’ ve felt him prod me to do seemingly
unreasonable things, but everything comes

together like puzzle pieces at the end. I’ ve seen
the logic behind believing that such a God exists
presented by, believe it or not, science. I’ ve felt
him in anontangible manner before. I’ve had
things happen to me and people speak to mein
just the manner that | needed at the moment.
I’ve had conversations with him, where it seems
like I'm talking to myself, but | know I’'m not.
I’ve experienced the joy of knowing a God
loves me like s0. He's carried me through so
many hard timesin my life, | don’t think |
would have much of areason to live today if it
weren’t for him. And | wish | could elaborate on
all of these, but homework awaits for both me
and you (probably :P) and | don’t want to take
up the entire Verdaderaissue. :P But God is real
| can testify. | hope I’'m living like that’ s true,
and not just saying it.

“Religion is not ‘doctrinal knowledge,” but
wisdom born of personal experience.”

-Martin Luther

What do | believe in? | believein aloving,
caring, eternal, just, perfect, trustworthy,
constant God.

Thisis Jesus.

Thisisthe person | am so proud to call my best
friend. | can talk to him at any moment,
knowing he will be there for me, knowing that
he has the best in mind for my future. He gives
me peace and comfort in the most difficult
times- times where the crazinessin my life
threaten to take over dl sanity.

| know alot of people don’t know him and don’t
care because of preconceived ideas about
“christian people” and their inconsistencies, but
Jesus deserves a chance.

| wish people would forget the people that
represent him poorly.




Religion to meis asimportant and yet as
personal as my favorite flavor of ice cream.
Murdering vanillaloversisjust asridiculous as
murdering those of a different religion. All the
same, relentless attempts at conversion is on par
with propaganda favoring chocolate. Even at
school, there are so many people that are
hardcore believers in their respective religions. |
have no problem with that, only when these
people take every "Hey what’sup” as an
invitation for a sermon. I'm Hindu, and just as |
believe in my religion | think anybody else has
the right to believe in anything they would like
to. | think spiritual discussion isimportant and
agood way to learn new ideas etc. , but | redly
hate the one dimensional people who, from the
begining, decide not to listen to anything you
have to say and simply respond with a"Oh yeah
well you're going to hell”. What the hell's up
with that? That's aload of bs. | never
understood how after me saying | am not a
Christian, you expect me to believein ahell.
This goes for all religions, by the way, not just
christianity bashing. Any sort of extremism does
not work for me. | mean seriously just f*ck off.
If I want to know more about your religion | can
ask you. And | mean they al say the same thing,
does nobody notice that. If all the bigshots of
their religions would've f*cking used
turnitin.com or something half of them would've
been rejected since they're all the same values
and everything. Thisiswhat | feel about most
religions and their followers, asit was said by
Gandhi. "I like your Christ, | do not like your
Christians. Y our Christians are so unlike your
Christ." -- Mahatma Gandhi.

“ The thing always happens that you really
believe in; and the belief in a thing makes it
happen.”

-Frank Lloyd Wright

Well | am awriter, and | am areader. And there
was aquote | stumbled upon that's says,” our
greatest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our
greatest fear isthat we are powerful beyond
measure. It is our light, not our darkness that
frightens us. We ask ourselves.” who am | to be

brilliant. Gorgeous, talented, fabulous? actually

not serve the world. There is nothing
enlightened about shrinking so that other people
wont feel insecure around you. We are all meant
to shine, as children do. ....itisnot just in some
of us; itisin everyone. And aswe let our own
light shine, we unconsciously give other people
permission to do the same. As we are liberated
from our own fear, our presence automatically
liberates others’. | would like to point out the
greatest flaw in our “deepest” fear. My nameis
not important, and | am a Christian. | know the
light within me is not of my own making that
the gifts bestowed to me are not by chance. My
greatest fear isNOT that | am powerful it is not
the light that dwells within me that | fear. That
light is my greatest assurance and my strongest
comfort. But my greatest fear isthat | am
inadequate, that | would fall, that | would filter
the light within me and give the darkness
shadowed corners to hide in. the quote says my
playing small wont serve the world, but nor will
any part of me serveit either. | am servant to a
different master and what | do and where | go if
for him. | shine becauseit is hiswill, because it
ishislight that is within me that alows me to
shine welcome to the end of my story. No,
actualy im wrong there, welcome to the theme
my stories theme.

So what istherest of it? | was born a Christian,
not into a Christian home, (don’t get me wrong
it was a Christian home) | was born a Christian.
People say they remember when they first
accepted Jesus, | don't. It was like | was born
with afew years of thought under my belt, but |
still had alot of growing up to do.

So my life progressed from childhood onwards,
| grew, | still share most of the opinions of and
80 year old man. But | grew. And how you grow
isto pass through trials. To withstand stress or
opposition, and once you recover. Stand
stronger then before. So | grew some, pulled a
muscle here, sprained my wrist there thought
about gouging out my eyes once or twice.
(Metaphorically, Mathew Chapter 5: the
Beatitudes Verses 27-30) But | grew tall and
strong. The question is, am | strong enough?



The answer..... No. the problem with atheme of
astory, is that there are parts in the book where
you can't see it. When the hero is so enthralled
within the climax that | am consumed with the
situation, with thoughts like, after this how can
there be a happy ending? How can it go back to
where it was before? | tend to forget to ook
deeper; | forget that it' s astory, that there are
100 pages | eft for the author to make it right.
And asarule of al stories, fairy tales, myths,
legends, even with testimonies, thereis aways a
happy ending. The author cares for the character
he might put him through a hard situation, but
he sees our hero through. This example has
never spoken louder to me before, | anina
story, we dl know the end, as well asthe
beginning and | just told you the theme. But like
the hero who slays the dragon, the guy that gets
the girl, | sometimes forget that thereis an
author to my story. That before it began the
ending was aready made. See | got problems
also. The lord has blessed me with my life
have noillusions there. But as | said before, |
give sin ashadowed ally to hidein. | don’t mean
to, | don’t want to, and | hate that | do. but it'sa
flaw of mine, what can | say i am only human.
But those shadows are never satisfied, the
enemy is against us and he will do everything in
his power to snuff out my light inside. And not
even 5 days ago | spent an hour on the phone
with my youth pastor pouring my heart out
about my own transgressions, how | tried to be
next to the lord and | did al | can to be near
him. And through my own striving, through my
own forced ascent | slipped. And as | fell, | got
so consumed with the ground rushing up at me.

| forgot that every word was aready planed, that
every action was accounted for. See in that hour
| was talking to my pastor and spilling out that |
liked this girl, but she is definitely not good for
my relationship with god. And through the rush
of my own words, through my own confusion,
god grabbed hold of me. | was so focused on the
fall that | didn’t see his hand reaching down to
catch me and pull me to him. And it wasn’t until
| wastalking to a friend that | noticed his hand
was there. And so my climb has begun again.
And | strive to come closer to the lord. Never
forgetting that Hebrew 12:2, “let us fix our eyes
on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our
faith...” he wrote the words that gave me life,
and will write me the best happy ending | could

ever ask for. There may be timeswhen | can’'t
find the moral of the story through the chaotic
way of life the world can unleash on you. But |
can take comfort that he will always be there for
me. That even when | can’t see it, the theme of
my story is still there.

(Testimonial given during my Mexico mission
trip in April of 2007)

“ One needs something to believe in, something
for which one can have whole-hearted
enthusiasm. One needs to feel that one's life has
meaning, that one is needed in thisworld.”

-Hannah Senesh

Let metell you about Jesus. My Jesus. I’'m not
talking about 2000 years ago. I’'m talking about
today. Right now. Helovesme. Heloves
“me.” Even when I'd like to escape, even when
I’d like to leave this life, just for a moment,
He' sthere. And He' sthere when | go down,
when | fal, when | want to do things that would
hurt me, when | feel sick to my stomach (orisit
my heart?) and depressed because | don’t
understand myself, or anything for that matter.
Heisthere. He sthere when I’'m crying and |
think no oneislistening. And He' stherewhen |
feel lonely because everyone seems to be
studying for some sort of test, and no one seems
to have the timeto just talk for one minute about
something besides grades. He's there when |
make mistakes. And He's there when | doubt.
When | wonder how all these things can be
happening in my life.

And then, there’'s “those”’ times- the times when
my heart races because | just know that
something is about to happen. The timeswhen |
open my mouth to speak, and the words that
come out are not my own. Thetimeswhen |
wake up in the middle of the night and just pray,
with more honesty than | could muster up
during daylight. The timeswhen | feel an
overwhel ming presence that could be nothing
less than that of the all powerful God. The
times when I’m so filled with love and joy that |
see everyone around in adifferent way. The



times when I’ ve been so overcome with passion
that it’'s borderline scary. The timeswhen | hear
the voice of God, and haveto act uponit. The
times when | jJump up and down, just because
I’m so happy to be alive, and to be living (there
is, as I've found, a difference between the two.)
The times when | know I'm accepted by Him,
regardless of the way | act. Freedom. So go
ahead- ask me about Jesus. My Jesus.

i didn't grow up in areligious household.
sundays weren't spent at church, nor were
saturdays spent at temple. maybe my parents
didn't want to push religion on me (or maybe
dad just wanted to watch footbal | on sundays
instead). either way way, i've always been sort
of agnostic. yet it seems like for most of my life,
i've been around religious people. one day,
when i wasllittle, and i was flying back home
from my grandma’s house, a lady who was
sitting next to me on the airplane started talking
to me about jesus. of course, being about 4 i had
never heard of jesus and she spent a good half
hour trying to get me to pay attention. needless
to say, i was bored and didn't really care
because, well, i was four. and ever since then,
i've been unable to comprehend why people
have spent time trying to convert me. just
because i ask about your religion doesn't mean
i'm trying to convert - i'm just curious. religion,
faith, belief... well i guessi've thrown myself
out of religion, and only have faith enough to
believe in myself. and for now, that's ok. maybe
one day i'll throw myself back into the religious
boxing ring, trying to figure out wherei stand,
but for now, i'm pretty content on just having
faith in myself. at least, that'swhat i believe.

“ Keep your dreams alive. Understand to
achieve anything requires faith and belief in
yourself, vision, hard work, determination, and
dedication. Remember all things are possible
for those who believe.”

-Gail Devers

Prayer is, basicdlly, talking to God, like a
conversation. Thething is, at one point in my

life, | started offering Him the same things over
and over again. | said the same prayers, asked
for the same things, phrased things the same
way. If | started talking that way to you, you
would probably dub me a broken record, call me
boring, and then ditch me for someone more
charismatic. God, though, didn’t |eave me when
| was giving him the same things. And you
know what? He didn’t leave me when | outright
lied to someone. He didn’t leave me when |
judged another person. He didn’t leave me when
one day, | screamed in my head, “Why are you
doing thisto me?’ Hedidn't likeit, I'm sure,
but He didn’t leave me. He won't leave you if
you ask Him not to. In fact, he never will
because He loves me with alove so deep that he
won’'t abandon or forsake me. Lately, God has
been teaching me to pray. He has been speaking
through me and shaping my words when | offer
them to Him and | can feel a change happening
inme. Butitisn't just me. It’s our schoal. It’'s
the world. Revivd isliterally on its hinges,
ready to come and exert itself. You have only to
ask to receive the greatest gift in the world. |
know that | am shunned by some people for
saying these kinds of things, but from an eternal
standpoint, that doesn’t really matter. People
often call me ‘pure’ and ‘innocent,” but | am so
far from that. | make mistakes like the next
person and disappoint my God and my Saviour
like the next person, but | can come back to Him
and know that he still loves me. How many
people out there are willing to give you a
million second chances and still love you as
much as He did the day you were born? How
many people out there pay such loving attention
to you every moment of your life? What an
amazing love.

“In God's Hands”

Religionisasin,

And God is up there high.

| bet he is watching the world going insane,
With aglance of smile.

When the Bible and the Koran are displaying,
On the sametable,

Which one do you prefer to read?

Which one do you prefer to burn?

If | say God does not exist,

Will you knock me down?



In the words of Jesus,

| shall not reply.

| haven’t found the answer to why people
chooseto believein,

Religion...

I mean, YOU CAN LIVE WITHOUT IT,

Y ou were born without it.

What drives you so angrily to enforce it?

Y ou have your HEAVEN and | residein my
HELL.

You read your BIBLE and | tear mine pages out.
And trust me, you are not sinful,

Religionis,

It breaks everything apart, monster of ideology.
It formsabarrier

Between you and me,

Between right and wrong,

Between truth and faith,

Between war and peace.

Just remember,

GOD DOESNOT LIVEIN YOU,

YOU LIVE IN GOD’'SHANDS,

And, whereis God.

“ Faithisthe art of holding on to things your
reason has once accepted in spite of your
changing moods”

-C. S Lewis

So thissummer | decided to put on afree
carwash with my youth group as away to show
love to the community. No donations accepted.
So in the beginning | decided it was going to be
God'’ s project, and not mine. He was going to
run everything because | figured he can run his
carwashes alot better than | can so it’ll probably
turn out better than if | tried to run everything.
What a step of faith for meto take. | knew we
had some supplies from the carwash we had last
year, but | wasn’t sure what exactly we had. So |
didn’t check our supplies until two days before
the carwash, trusting that God was going to
provide them somehow. All | did was ask
everyone if they had hoses or newspaper we
could use. That day | found that my church had
more buckets and towels than | had imagined. |
couldn’t find the sponges where they were
supposed to be, but that’s ok because | figured
we could use towels instead or something, and

didn’t worry about it. So the day came, and |
went to church uncertain if our length of hose
was enough to reach from the spigot to the
parking lot, but (not kidding) | suddenly saw
hoses lying around everywhere, just waiting for
me to use. Maybe they’ ve always been there,
but I’ ve never noticed them. Whatever the case,
God had provided me hishosesto use. | didn’t
even have to email everyoneto ask if anyone
would let us borrow their hose. And then we
couldn’t get the water to turn on. We found out
that there’ s no knob, but you can turn the thing
on with pliers. And someone’s dad “ happened”
to have pliers on him. God’s pliers | say. And
then someone commented about having no
sponges, so | told him that they were supposed
to be in so-and-so aplace, but | couldn’t find
them when | looked. So he said he’d go check
again, and lo and behold, he came back with
two sponges. | have no ideawhy | didn’t see
them. He said he thought there might be more,
but he didn’t want to look more because there
were too many spiderwebs. So | sent someone
else to go look, and they came back with a
couple more sponges. And | guess what
happened was more people went to look for
more sponges, and everyone came back with
more sponges until... we had quite enough for
everyone to use. Now how did that happen?
Why didn’t | see them? They were supposed to
be in abag too. They obviously weren’t when
these people went to look. Amazing isn'tit?:]
God provided his sponges when | trusted that he
would. Didn’t | say he could organize this
carwash better than | could? | can go on and on
about how he provided food, and people with
cars to wash, and helpers| didn’t even know
knew about it. But | think what I've said already
is enough to show that God works. | guess you
can call them all coincidences, but it makes alot
more sense to me if God really was behind al
these things. And considering the work (or lack
thereof) | put into this, afailure should' ve
occurred. Thisisacompletely true story, by the
way. No exaggeration or addition of details,
though this story is told in hindsight (I didn’t
even notice the sponges coming from nowhere
till later) and from my point of view asa
Christian behind-the-scenes leader.




Religion. The word to acommon high school
student would sound like alist of rules and
regulations. For me however, I’ ve experienced
religion in an entirely different way than the
preconceived ideas most people have. Through
actively living out my Christian life for the last
year, | am overwhelmed by the amazing
blessings God has put in my life when | simply
desire to serve him, others, and forget about
trying to fit in at high school. With my
priorities set straight, | seetheworld in a
completely new picture. | seethat | don’t have
to gain the approval of othersto be happy. Faith
in God, has given me strength to accomplish my
dreams, guidance through critical period of my
life, and assurance to who | am in God. Without
faith in Jesus Christ and his sacrifice for my
sins, | would be in aterrible mess this very day.
High school has become way more than just a
penitentiary, the way it isto most students at
MontaVista, with intense academic program.
High school to me is the most enjoyable time of
my life. | have finally figured out what kind of
person | want to be and | get to practice these
attributes daily with my peers. Everyone always
complains about how * high school sucks so
bad”, but I’ ve learned through my beliefs, how
to make the best out of it.

“You block your dream when you allow your
fear to grow bigger than your faith.”

-Mary Manin Morrissey

| was waiting impatiently. I’'m not a patient
person, and | don’t like to be made to wait.
Especially for other people. And even more so,
when they had my project and | needed it to turn
in right now. She never showed up. Not only did
| not have aproject to turn in, | had no partner
to help explain to the teacher why either. For
starters, | had no ideawhy my partner was
absent. Second, | marveled at my decision to
leave her with the project. It was one of those
kinds of projects, ones that you would spend
hours and hours slaving away at, because the
teacher said absolutely NO late work. Well,
eventually | worked up the confidence to
approach my teacher and tell her that | didn’t
have a project and that my partner had it and

that | didn’t know why she wasn’t here. | half-
expected my teacher to give ashrug and say
“too bad” but she nodded in acknowledge and
that wasit. | should have thanked her, but |
wasn’'t in the mood to thank anyone.

My partner showed up the following day and |
asked if she had the project. She looked at me
with aweird expression on her face for a few
seconds and then realized what | meant. She
rummaged through her bag for a few more
minutes looking for it and when she found it
half crinkled and dlightly stained, | asked her to
hand it in. She complied and upon returning to
her seat in front of me, | asked why she had
been absent yesterday. She replied with simply,
“oh, | got sick.” | didn’t bother to ask for amore
thorough explanation, or maybe even an
apology. We amost failed the assignment
because it was late. It’susually arule that for
such big projects, you have to get it to school
even if you're sick and don’t show up.

She had destroyed my faith in her, in al
group/partner projects. Up to thisday, | hate
group projects unless we get to choose groups,
or I'm allowed to work with aclose friend. |
don’t trust anyone with any work anymore. I'd
rather do it all alone than to have to “trust”
someone to do part of it. After al, | can only
control myself, therefore | can only believein
my own words.

Coming from a family that decided to stop
believing in our culture’s faith and become
Atheists and Agnostics, faith is not something |
was taught about very much. | have always
known that | don't believe in the Abrahamic
religions, but | still felt a need to have some sort
of label for my belifes. | used to think there was
no such thing. Then | found about Modern
Satanism and the Church of Satan, founded by
Anton Szandor LaVey.

Most people think this means | sacrifice virgins
or torture animalsin rituals. Far fromit, I'm a
vegetarian. For thisreason very few people
know about my religion. Most people don’t
realize that in Modern Satanism, Satan is
considered to be a symbol of man’s desires, and



babies, virgins, and animals are not sacrificed in
Hisname. Heisnot seen as In the Satanic
Rules of the Earth it says: [d]o not harm little
children and [d]o not kill non-human animals
unless you are attacked or for your food.
Modern Satanism is De Facto Athiestic in
nature, and promotes individualism and an “eye
for an eye”. Diversity is encouraged, andin
Satanism, you are your own God.

Most people would probably freak out if | had a
Sigil of Baphomet (a pentagram with 2 points
up inscribed in 2 circles, with agoats head in
the middle, and the Hebrew letters spelling
livyatan (leviathan) written around the points) to
school. Hopefully, writing this can explain to a
few people that Modern Satanism isnot as
terrible asit is made out to be.

“1 may not have gone where | intended to go,
but | think I have ended up where | intended to
be.”

-Douglas Adams

When | was eight when a single experience
changed how | perceive the world.

It was on a sunny day in the middle of autumn,
just asthe treesin the park began to shed their
summer's coat and lay bare the crisp and frail
skeletons beneath. The sky was a continuous
stretch of pale blue, not asingle cloud in sight to
capture aray of heat. My face was around
patch of glee, my puffy cheeks red with joy as |
dashed too and fro across the dewy grass.

There were hoops to climb on, slidesto dide on,
and barsto swing on. Up and down, in and out;
it was anever-ending series of activity. | finally
sank down to the tan bark, finished with my
escapade. | promptly decided to seek out new
amusement. So | got off the tan bark and took a
walk around the park.

On abench beneath a canopy of reddish mottled
|eaves was an old man with a green winter coat
throwing peanuts to squirrels. With an old,
gnarled hand thick with the wrinkles of age he

would reach into a small bag and come out with
asmall fistful of nuts. | stood and watched as
the brown creatures inched forward timidly
before snatching their prises away. Beforelong
these were followed by more, and soon squirrels
were running and scampering all around.
Needless to say, | was delighted.

| sat beside the old man, hopping onto the bench
and looked up at him. Heturned to me and
looked, tossing another handful of peanuts to the
squirrels.

“Why are you doin' that?’ | wanted to know.

He smiled sadly and reached into his peanut
bag, pulling out yet more. Camly he threw
them to his squirrels and sighed. “The squirrels
aremy friends. | like to feed them.”

This caused me to think for a second, and |
looked down to watch them play. | looked back

up.
“Why are they your friends?’

He gave asmall chuckle and cracked a smile.
“Who else do the squirrels have? | ook after
them.”

| thought for a second, then replied, “Why do
you do that? Mom says you shouldn't feed the
squirrels.”

“Any why isthat?’

“l dunno.” | sat and thought about it. He sat
and threw out more peanuts.

“Why do you do that?’

“Because everyone needs someone to give them
something that makes their day better. | give the
squirrels peanuts, and they are happy. This
makes me happy too. Who wantsto live a
boring life every day?’

My curiosity quenched, | got up to run and play,
careful not to scatter the squirrels.



Religion has taught me to be good to others but
| learned why on a cold autumn day, from an old
man in awinter coat feeding squirrels.

Whenever someone asks, “ Are you Christian?’ |
always say “yes’. But then | always think to
myself, am | really? True, | was raised in the
Christian religion and going to church was al |
knew. I’ ve been baptized and | participate in
communion. But...I never think about it. When

| go to church | always get bored during the
gospel reading and can’t wait till we all stand up
and sing hymns again. I’'m not saying that |
don’t understand the meaning behind everything
I’m doing, or everything that church stands for.

I know what I’'m supposed to get out of the
whole church experience...but | never reach any
sort of enlightenment. | think | just personally
don’t understand why I’'m doing what I'm
doing. It'sreally hard to explain...but | just
don’t feel anything...

To further my confusion, | believe in practically
everything. Even though I’m most familiar with
the Christian religion, | don’t see my religion as
the ultimately correct one. | believe that all
religions are possible-like Chinese gods and
goddesses, witches, the supernatural, Greek
gods and goddesses, and so on. The possibilities
of every culture’s beliefs seem just as possible
as our own.

Even though I'm raised in the Christian religion
and refer to myself as one...because of my
acceptance of all religions, | can’t realy be
Christian....one of the creeds | repeat every
Sunday at church is“| believe in one god, the
father, the aimighty, the maker of heaven of
earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.” | don’t
realy fit that....do I?

“ Faith isa knowledge within the heart, beyond
the reach of proof.”

-Kahlil Gibran

My church youth group is areally important
place for me. It gives me a chance to get away

from school, and my friends that | have made
there are some of the closest friend is have ever
had. | owe these relationships to God and to my
church. | don’t think that | would be the same
person without them. | feel like church has
given me agreat positive environment to grow
up in and | am really thankful for that. | know a
lot of people around here don’t really have faith,
but when they try to tell me thereisno god, |
just look at the friends and experiences that |
have gained through my church and | can’t be
convinced. | may not know how to refute
science or debate morals, but my experience
with God has proven to me that my faith means
something.



Resour ces

ReligiousT olerance.org at http://www.religioustol erance.org/var_rel.htm. This website contains basic
information about 40 different organized religion and faith groups. Run by the Ontario Consultants on
Religious Tolerance.

ReligionOnline.org at http://www.religion-online.org/. This website contains a collection of religious
texts available online. These are written by recognized religious scholars and cover topics ranging from

theology to the sociology of religion.

The Four Agreements: A Practical Guide to Personal Freedom by Miguel Ruiz. A series of four
"agreements" are detailed, which make up alarger picture of unconditional human faith.

Faith Beyond Belief: A Journey to Freedom by David Eberly. David Eberly was a pilot whose plane
was shot down in the Iragi Desert and had to evade capture and find away to freedom. Thisis his
personal testimony of his experience and how his faith sustained him during that time.



Religion isNot a Four-L etter Word
Rev. Rick Sherrill
Bethel Lutheran Church, Cupertino, CA
www.bethelcupertino.org

On the wall of my office hangs an old bumper sticker that reads. “ Reject Religion, Embrace Jesus.”
While this phrase reflects my obvious bias as a Christian, it aso serves as adaily reminder that religion
has an image problem in our society. In short, we have avery difficult time defining what religion is or
what it is supposed to accomplish. Furthermore, we have very little idea how to talk about it without
becoming either reticent or preachy. The subject of religion has neutered more dinner table
conversations that politics, taxes and celebrity rehab gossip combined. The diversity of opinionsis

staggering.

There are those who think religion is a beautiful thing and those who think religion is responsible for
nearly all the world’s major problems. There are those who change religions as often as they change
outfits and those who define who they are based on who they worship. There are those who think that
religion is all about making you a better person and those who think religion is al about making the
world a better place. There are those who think religion is aquest for truth and those who think religion
isajourney of faith. For some, religion is nothing more than rules and rituals. For others, religion is
nothing less than arelationship with the creator of the universe. All of these viewpoints were
passionately expressed in this month’ s student submissions.

Perhaps we need some guidelines for how to talk about religion, with the hope that honest conversation
will lead us through the quagmire of hot button issues and wild misconceptions to a more complete
understanding of each other. For those who are sincerely struggling to be faithful in aworld of faithful
people, here are is aroadmap for talking about religion:

Keep in mind that no religionisal good or all bad. Whileit’s true that human history is rife with
examples of people who have maimed, pillaged and killed in the name of this god or that god, thisis
only part of the story. Many of the world's hospitals and schools, especially in the third world, have
been financed and built by people acting on their religious beliefs. In fact, the largest relief efforts
following both the Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004 and hurricanes Katrina and Ritain 2005 were
mounted by faith-based organizations. There are always two sides to every story.

Remember that religious fanatics do not speak for the majority of religious people. Not al Muslims
fly planesinto buildings. Not al Christians protest outside abortion clinics. Not all Hindus believe
in astrict caste system. The one thing that binds religious fanatics together, no matter which faith
group they claim to represent, is that they al make the headlines. Don't fall into the trap of
stereotyping people based on the nightly news.

Remember that no religion has amonopoly on truth. In a society where the word “truthiness” is now
an officia dictionary entry, many religious people are becoming more adamant than ever that it's
their way or the highway. Thisisnothing more than human arrogance with acapital A. While the
god | follow makes exclusive claims about himself and his kingdom, | am quite sure | don’t have al
the answers and can learn from my brothers and sisters from every corner of the religious landscape.
One of the phrases | use every day in my line of work is, “god isgod, and I’'m not.” People who are
secure in their beliefs have no need to fight for their version of the truth.



Engage in conversations about religion without a secondary agenda, namely converting people.
Nearly every maor world religion has a missionary component, meaning we are all wired to help
people believe as we believe. However, we reduce or even eliminate our ability to listen to and learn
from others when our god is conversion. Nothing does more damage to the human family than
religious people who look at othersas“lost” or “targets for conversion” instead of complex human
beings living in a complex world.

Put away your religious weapons. Many Christians | know use the bible to browbeat and
marginalize those whom they perceive as different. Others can’'t talk about Christianity without
mentioning hell as athreat for not drinking their particular brand of religious Kool-Aid. I’ ve often
been told by other Christians that I’'m not really a Christian because | don’t worship Jesus exactly as
they do. Thereisan ancient Greek word for this type of thinking: hogwash. It’s time we checked
our weapons at the door.

Above al else, remember that the study of religion is not simply a matter of the head but a matter of
the heart. Great minds have studied religion across the globe. Y ou can pick up their books and learn
agreat deal about the beliefs of people living in your neighborhood or sitting across from you in
calculus. However, you can never truly understand someone’s religion until you hear that person’s
stories. When I'm asked why | believe in Jesus Christ, | don’t recite the highpoints of Christian
history or whip out my bible and start quoting scripture. | tell the story of how Jesus provided a
peace beyond understanding when | lay in ahospital bed receiving treatment for cancer. | tell the
story about how Jesus gave me the strength to reconcile my relationship with my father. | tell the
story of holding my newborn children in my arms and grasping the idea that Jesus holds me the same

way.

| dream of the day when Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Wiccans, Jews, Bahai, Satanists, Agnostics,
Christians and many others can sit down together and share their stories without fear. Then, and only
then, will our classrooms, our schools, our neighborhoods and our world begin to understand that
religion is not a four-letter word.



Upcoming I ssues and Submission Deadlines

Issue Deadline

Abuse 6pm, Sunday, January 13th

Waysto Submit

1. Visit usat www.verdadera.org. You can submit stories here, learn
more about Verdadera, and meet staff members.

2. Stories can be turned in to any staff member — hardcopies or emalils,
anything is welcomed. Staff members are also there to help answer your
questions about issues, topics, anything.

3. Email it to ver dader a.entries@gmail.com
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