In a world of torment, they are at peace. 

[BOY: (chanting) Allah hu achbar Allah, hu achbar.  Allah hu achbar Allah, hu achbar.  (FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)]

In a culture infused with Paris Hilton, they are pure of heart.

[BOY: (chanting) V’ymaru Amen.

BOYS: Amen

BOY: Barachu et Adonai Ha’mvorach

BOYS: (praying raucously)]

(FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)

At a time when many question, they feel THEY have the answers.

[CLASS (in unison): God created man male and female in His own image and the knowledge – righteousness and holiness to rule over the other creatures.]

(FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)

Americans are a religious people.  And not just in what we now call “The Red States.”  We attend religious services in percentages far higher than people in western Europe, where according to a 1999 Gallup survey 49% said God was important in their lives, as opposed to 83% for Americans.  Millions of our children grow up going to church on Sunday, answering the call to prayer on Friday or walking to the synagogue ….  Many others are raised in far stricter religious environments, not only at home

[FATHER: God is love (whole family joins in) God is good.  And we thank him for our food.  Amen.]

But also attending religious school.    

[GIRL: Arabic is also the language of the Qur’an.  

PRINCIPAL: The language of the Qur’an.  Right.  And also the language of Heaven.  So you better learn Arabic now so you can go to Heaven.]  

(FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)

This is a look at some of those kids, and the formation of their religious beliefs..  They’re American kids.  Between 10 and 12 years old …. A time in life when character, personality and self-perception are first developing and when they are just beginning to learn the rules of the religious lives they were born into …..  Absorbing what it means to have God guiding your life.  Fighting the doubt.  Fighting the impulse to do those things you’re told are evil.  Learning honesty.  Morality.  Learning to care for others because it’s “The Right Thing To Do.”  Learning too that: According to our faith, WE have the truth.

[TEACHER: Left to ourselves, without the help of God, we would choose our own path.  OK?  Because we are sinful.]

Learning that … “In our faith, God smiles on US alone.”

[TEACHER: And we know that – like I stated, we have to follow the example of the prophets, right?  And who started the Hajj?

BOYS (all yell)]

Raising children this way can create strong communities filled with people of deep, abiding faith.  But we also know the dark side of absolutism.  Because we see it on the news in Srebrenica, Darfur, Northern Ireland, the West Bank and the World Trade Center.  

[GIRL 1: OK, since Jesus was a Jew, why didn’t the Christians be Jewish people?

GIRL 2: Because he wanted to start His own religion.]

But that level of toxicity – that hatred of “The Other” ….  needn’t always be the norm.  The lives of these kids hold clues about how to accomplish THAT too.  We’ll look at all this, but let’s meet them first.

[WAHAB: This is my bed.  And this is my desk – sometimes it gets messy.  And that’s my closet.  It’s messy too.]

This is Wahab Sayed.  He’s 10 and he’s in the 6th grade at Washington Islamic Academy in Franconia, Virginia.  

[GAVI: This is my desk.  I like to do architecture stuff.  So I have this desk that can move up and down.  It’s really cool.

PAUL: Wow, and so you do drawings here.

GAVI: Yeah.  Lots (leafing through paper) and lots of drawings.]

Gavriel – “Gavi” Brown is an Orthodox Jew.  He’s 12 and in the 7th grade at the Melvin Berman Hebrew Academy in Rockville, Maryland.  

[KATE: This is my room.  It's my little wing of the house.  And so I have my CDs and my complete bulletin board of my favorite Christian Music bands.]

This is Katherine, “Kate” Oakley.  An evangelical Christian.  She’s in 6th grade at Immanuel Christian School in Springfield, Virginia.  Kate, Gavi and Wahab are children of the three disparate branches of monotheism.---Islam, Judaism and Christianity.  Goodness knows their traditions have clashed over the centuries.  But – as you’ll hear – the lives of these young people have many commonalities.  While they, and their parents might tell you they have little in common with the others, in so many ways they are more LIKE each other than different and …. when their up-bringing DOES  place them in opposition, it’s more often opposition to the general, secular society, than to religious people of other faiths.  These are children from families for whom God is not just present on weekends or holidays.  As Wahab’s mother says

[YASMIN: God is at our home all the time.]

Which means.

[YASMIN: God is looking at all your actions, what you are doing.  If you are eating, how you have to eat.  How you have to do everything.  You cannot (laughs) do whatever you want.]

It similar at Gavi’s house where, everywhere you turn, there are reminders that this is a Jewish home.

FADE UP TO

[GAVI: And we have Menorahs.  Really nice ones.  Glass ones.  

PAUL: That one’s huge.  Where do you get candles for a menorah that big?

GAVI: Well it’s oil.

PAUL: Oh!

GAVI: This is the library where we have most of our Jewish books.  And we have some non-Jewish books, but they’re downstairs.

PAUL: Is that sort of a common thing among the houses in – either in the neighborhood or other Jewish kids that you know where there’s a big display case with lots of Jewish stuff in it?

GAVI: Yeah.  A lot.]

And, because they are Orthodox Jews, Gavi’s mother says their days are marked by a set of exacting rituals.

[ERICA: We begin our day with ritual.  We wash our hands in the morning, we say certain prayers thanking God for returning our souls to us.  (up inflection).  We have separate dishes, (tight) there’s all kinds of ways that our children pick up about what it means to separate yourself from the way that society may function (up inflection) And I think our ritual behaviors enforce that all the time.]

At Kate’s Christian house, it’s the same – God is present.  But it’s different.  As Kate’s mother says

[ELLIE: It’s not about rituals, it’s a moment–by–moment, hour-by-hour – He desires to walk with us (up inflection) and it’s our choice to invite Him to be a part of that.]

The view of the Evangelical is that, the outside world can best view Christ through the Christian.  So she, her husband and Kate seek to live their lives in a way they think Jesus would have.

[ELLIE: What do I want to pass on to my children?  I want them to understand that if all we were put here to do was to come to faith in Christ, then once we made that decision, He could just take us to Heaven.  We’re left here with a job and a purpose and our job and our purpose is to share that with other people and there’s nothing that will be more attractive to other people than to live like Christ did.  That will draw them and make them ask the question, “Wow, what is it about you that’s different?”  ]

Being raised this way, leads to another commonality with difference.  All three kids profiled in this program have developed, within the boundaries of their own traditions, a familiarity with God ….  As if  they’re on a first-name basis.

[PAUL: Do you talk to God?

KATE: Yes.  Talking to God – it helps so much ‘cause you get the reassuring feeling that He’s there and He understands everything that’s happening.

PAUL: Do you take time out from praying ever to – I don’t know – talk to God directly?

GAVI: Yeah.  

PAUL: About what?

GAVI: I don’t know if – if something’s bothering me or – let’s say I want, I don’t know something really badly.  Then I’ll just, you know ask Him.

PAUL: Do you ever call on God in times when things are going bad?

WAHAB: Yeah.  You should.  It’s good to say, like, “Oh Allah, help me in this” and ask Allah for help.

KATE: Sometimes when I get upset with my parents and you know I get in trouble and there’s punishments and stuff like that – when I’m upset or, you know, just don’t feel like my parents even like me anymore and I feel kind of like an outcast sometimes; talking to God – it helps so much ‘cause you get the reassuring feeling that He’s there and He understands everything that’s happening.

WAHAB: Like if you – like stuck on a problem  – OK you’re thinking – like really hard.  You’re trying to just think it through and you ask Allah “Help Me.”  And you’re working really hard and then maybe Allah will help you.

PAUL: You call on God when you’re having trouble?

GAVI: Yeah.

PAUL: Does God answer?

[KATE: He ALWAYS answers our prayers whether it’s in the way we want or not and if it’s not what we exactly ask for, it’s probably something we can use to build our relationship with Him or build stuff in our lives.]]

What you’re hearing are children building themselves a moral base.  Robert Coles is an eminent child psychologist and author of The Moral Life of Children and The Spiritual Life of Children.  

[COLES: Of course they're talking to themselves which I'm not saying in a patronizing or condescending way.  These are conversations with themselves and God is being addressed.  Namely -- they are addressing God in a particular language as an aspect of themselves.  They know -- as you and I do know -- that God is not here. But they are addressing in that sense God through themselves, through their yearnings expressed by themselves to themselves and what they are hoping and praying is that somehow that conversation within themselves is heard around the universe.  That is spirituality at work!]

Along with providing comfort and the reassurance that they’re living in an ordered universe, Coles says the presence of God in these home and lives provides something more.

[COLES: Religious ideals are, in a way, they're our compass.  Religious values help us - quote – “children” - unquote in the sense of seekers against the enormity of the universe -- to find some meaning and direction.]

As a psychologist, Coles knows that religious instruction – both formal and informal – can assist children in developing what Freud called their super-ego, which regulates unacceptable desires and imposes morality.  As Wahab’s parents put it

[AMJED: We are working with our kids to be a good Muslim 

YASMIN: Good human being

AMJED: Good human being also, OK?]

Or as Kate’s mother says 

[ELLIE: Here’s what the God who created the entire universe thinks is right and here’s what He thinks is wrong.  I know as a person that when I’m held accountable by God, He’s already given me the standard by which I’m gonna be measured.]

As you listen, you can hear it working.  Like here, where Kate describes, what she thought God looks like when she was little. 

[KATE: I pictured Him as an actual person.  Looking at my dad and stuff like that – I pictured Him somewhat like that.  ]

When you view Him as “God, The Father,” then …. just like when mom and dad lay down rules …. Turn off the light when you leave a room.  Be kind to animals.  Don’t lie to people.  God does the same.

[WAHAB: It’s like God, He made up all the rules.  He made the Qur’an.  He sent prophets.  And through the prophets and Qur’an, He told us what to do.

KATE: There's definitely the ten commandments -- there's rules laid out.  But it's -- He gives me the choice of whether or not we can choose that.

GAVI: He knows what you're going to do, but you don't know what you're going to do.  It's kind of a free choice, but He knows what's going to happen.]

And the kids reject the secular, psychotherapeutic notion that these rules aren’t really coming from Heaven

[PAUL: Do you ever think whether that’s God that’s enforcing the rules or you think maybe it’s just your parents that are enforcing the rules and it’s this thing that’s been set up to say “Oh, you know, behave”

GAVI: No.  Uh-uh.  It's not like Santa Claus.]

Knowing the rules, and believing they come from a God who is watching, keeps them on the straight-and-narrow.

[PAUL: Do you ever fear that you’ll make God angry?

WAHAB: Yeah.

PAUL: Do you ever fear that you'll make god angry.

GAVI: Yeah!  I guess if I -- like don't eat something Kosher accidentally or something like that or purposely.  Which, I hope that never happens.  

PAUL: Does evil ever try to get inside of you?

KATE: Yes I think that I would definitely say that the devil is a real character.  And there is spiritual warfare occurring and stuff and I think that there definitely are times when I feel tempted to do wrong decisions and I know that that cannot be from God or “of God.” 

GAVI: We have a thing in our body that's called a Yetzer Charah -- like, an evil side of us – and if we overcome that, then that's a really good thing to do.

WAHAB: If you learn the good and bad things, then, for the evil comes inside, then you know “Oh, that’s not the right thing to do.” ]

Because along with a knowledge of the rules comes a knowledge, or at least a fear, of the consequences.  

[PAUL: What would the result be of making God unhappy?

WAHAB: You could get sick.  You can get – He can do anything to you.  He can destroy you, can make you sad or He could do something to your family or something that would make you not really happy.

GAVI: I don't know probably something bad happens, maybe you know like somebody dies in the family.  God forbid, but you know.  To make you realize what you did wrong. 

WAHAB: Like you know the Tsunami disaster that happened?  Maybe, He probably said that for the whole society, He could do that to anybody at any time.]

Yes there are those who say fear should not be a child’s motivator.  But Robert Coles would counter that the alternative, raising children without a fear of God can have negative reverberations, not just for the child, but for all of us.

[COLES, They're becoming citizens.  They're not only at home, they're in a community.  And they have to behave so that the community can function.  ]

[TEACHER: When you’re not sure about a law from the Torah, you have to be strict about it.  If you kept it.  ]

DISSOLVE TO

[TEACHER: Before we go to Mecca, we have to start by doing the eh ram.  What is eh ram again?  Wahab do you know?]

[COLES: They've learned how to follow directions.  What's right and wrong.  If they've gotten to the 7th grade, boy have they learned that.  They've learned how to keep quiet when the teacher says "Silence" (up inflection).  ]

[TEACHER: Now what do we know about when you multiply anything -- a number -- by one?  Or a variable.  Ellanah?

GIRL: It doesn't matter because

TEACHER: Exactly]

DISSOLVE TO

[TEACHER: Do you have any common factor – this one and this one?

BOY: I think it’s one over five?

TEACHER: Go ahead.  How did you get it?

BOY: Because 2 equals one]

[COLES: Think of all they've learned!  Which means how they've acquired a whole sense of not only morality but actuality: How you go about living with people.]

[PRINCIPAL: What do you do on the day of judgment?

GIRL: Um like Allah will get our record of good and bad deeds and

PRINCIPAL: If we have good deeds, what are we gonna do?

GIRL: We’re gonna go to Jenna.  

PRINCIPAL: What’s Jenna?  

GIRL: Jenna is the heaven where Allah is.]

DISSOLVE TO

[TEACHER: Kate?

KATE: They’ll be judged by the choices they made?

TEACHER: That’s right.  We will be judged on what we chose to do with our lives]

(FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)

But one would be naïve to suggest that there’s no potential danger in teaching children that there is only one truth, with a capital T.  For as Robert Coles points out

[COLES: Religion and even spirituality can also be an aspect of dismissing one's self from others.  Even of hating people.  Religions have fought one another and gone to war against one another.  That's a sad story.   When we start finger-pointing at others we are in huge jeopardy.]

You know where it leads, even on the playground.  Christian kids, calling Jews “Christ killers.”  Jewish kids making up derisive songs about Jesus to the tune of “Casper The Friendly Ghost.”  The answer, Coles says 

[COLES: In teaching our children our values -- we also teach them to understand the values of others (up inflection) and to understand, I'll use the word, a certain “Parity.”  In which they are co-equals of their fellow age-mates and fellow members of the human race.]

FADE UP TO 

[TEACHER: (in the classroom lecturing) We’re not trying to place judgments on different cultures.  We’re trying to just distinguish different cultures. So it’s not a matter of what’s good and what’s bad, it’s just that it’s different.  ]

In the case of Gavi, Kate and Wahab, right now there’s a desire to understand other people’s religions, but the understanding itself isn’t quite there yet.  So the seeds of trouble – of misunderstanding that can lead to hatred, remain.  For instance, Wahab appears to have confused the Christian Trinity – the Father, Son and Holy Spirit – with polytheism.  

[WAHAB: OK, well the Christians believe like Son of God – Jesus.  And I heard somewhere that some people say that he’s the Son of God and He’s God Himself and then also that he went to Hell for a couple – to forgive the sins.  So how can a God go to Hell?  That’s just plain weird.  God is only One.  And there’s no other God.  You can’t accept any partner with him.  That’s Shikh – and that’s the worst sin of Islam.  Allah will never forgive that.  ]

And Kate believes that, though all people are equal in God’s eyes, only Christians will go to Heaven.

[PAUL: When the rapture comes, what will happen to Jews and Muslims?

KATE: Well if they have not accepted Christ as their one and only savior, and believe that He died for us, and is sitting at the right hand of God in Heaven, if they do not believe that, and have Christ in their heart and believe that He died then I do not believe that they will go to Heaven.  It’s not that my religion is better.  A Muslim person might be practicing their belief, but if in their heart of hearts they believe that Christ died for us and they have Him in their heart, and they have accepted Him, then I still believe that they will go to heaven.]

As for Gavi, 

[GAVI: Muslims are – they’re tough because um I’ve – I’ve lived in Israel and there’s a lot of competition between us.   It’s hard.]

But even with these differences, there’s good reason to believe none of these kids will succumb to the kind of hateful or triumphalist behaviors that some people can fall into, because they’re being coaxed in a direction that tells them that’s not the way to go.

FADE UP TO 

[TEACHER: Times up.  Now, flip the paper please.  I’m gonna give you another one.  And this time you’re gonna use your books Insh' Allah.  Textbooks.]

The real rub for parents and teachers—is to tell children “we’re special” without always teaching that “we’re better.”  As Gavi’s principal puts it,

[RABBI KLUGERMAN: We want them to be Jewish and observant Jews not to the denigration of any other religion.  And in fact they know that a lot of our teachers – if they hear students making denigrating comments about other religions we’ll call them on it.  ]

Teaching quote-unquote “The Truth” while being mindful of what others believe is a difficult balance to achieve because not all religious people think it the right way to go.  Here’s Kate’s mother

[ELLIE: We seem to be fascinated with the notion of tolerance.  The definition of: There is no absolute truth, you can have your truth, I can have my truth.  I can define it anyway I want to and I can change my definition tomorrow if it’d like.  ]

She rejects that idea.  Kate’s father explains why.    

[DAVID: There are pillars to your faith that are immutable.  If there’s other things out there that stand contrary to those positions, a logical minds says you have to reject them.  You can’t have two opposite points and them both be “truth.”  If you can pick and choose, you build a religion of your own making because it feels good to you.  But He also gave me a mind to discern when something that I might enjoy or makes me feel good is not aligned with the faith that He has laid out for us.]

In contrast, Gavi’s parents take a view that is more in line with secular society.  That there is no absolute truth.

[ERICA: We believe that truth claims are not interesting unless they’re questioned.  We haven’t raised them in an environment that is afraid of the truth.  And I don’t know what Truth – with a capital T – is and I think we’re trying to teach them that truth doesn’t necessarily have a capital T.]

Though she and her husband realize that sets them apart from other Orthodox Jews.

[JEREMY: No, it’s not a philosophy that’s shared by 

ERICA: By ultra-Orthodox

JEREMY: By ultra-Orthodox, any more than it’s shared by fundamentalist Christians who believe that if you’re not a fundamentalist Christian and believe Jesus is The way, the truth and the life, you will burn forever.  And I’m sure fundamentalist Muslims believe the same thing in their own way.  So I think that on the right wing of all religions is a fundamentalist exclusivity.]

One reason this balance is so tough is: While accepting the beliefs of others might serve the larger society, there’s always the possibility it can sow doubt, which can eat away at the community of the faithful.  So the schools approach the issue of tolerance from slightly different angles.  At Gavi’s school, the principal says the key is making kids comfortable with their own faith.

[RABBI KLUGERMAN: Why is a bully a bully?  Most of the time it’s because they’re not comfortable with who THEY are and therefore they going to either force people to conform to them or try to use might to make the other people conform, just to make sure that – you know – “If I’m right, therefore you’re wrong.”  What we try to do in Judaism, is: We believe we do have the truth, but not exclusively in terms of that anybody else has to follow it.]

Wahab’s principal says they handle it by creating a separation between religion and politics.

[DR. NUSARIAT: The problems is not in religion.  It’s in interpreting the religion.  Some people choose to interpret whatever they read from the Qur’an or the Bible or other holy sources the way that serves their own political agendas.  And this is very dangerous.  In the United States, Islamic schools, as far as I know, we all agree on this fact: That children have to be taught to be tolerant and accepting and this is a reality.  ]

At Kate’s school, the principal says they teach the kids to remember that everyone is created in the image of God.  

[MR. DANISH: There are some interesting opportunities in a school like this (tight) I see, one of them that comes to mind is the way that our students are taught to pray for students in other parts of the world.  Prayer is the means by which our students actually learn to care about someone else.  Prayer allows us to take our differences to God and lay them at His feet.]

FADE UP TO

[TEACHER: I think it is time to go ahead and put your things away.  Get your snack and when the bell rings you are dismissed.]  

(FADE AND LEAVE UNDER)

But the presence of doubt can still cause problems.  It’s of particular concern in Wahab’s Muslim family, where it is frowned upon.  Here’s Wahab’s father,

[AMJED: These are the words of Alla, Supana Whatalah, OK?  These are the guidance sent through the prophet Muhammad and these are the way and these are the truths.  Of course they will say “How can I know?” OK?  But when we say that “This is the truth because of these reasons – because this happened this way” and before that Muslims lived this way and act, whoever didn’t follow those guidance were destroyed (up inflection)  We try to teach them they way.]

These are lessons Wahab has internalized.

[PAUL: Do you ever have doubts about the things you’re taught about God?

WAHAB: No.  When you speak something, you have to have trust in that person who you’re learning something from.  If you have trust in that person, then you can decide “Yes, that’s true”  because you trust that person.  If you don’t trust the person then it’s not really – would you believe him?  Not likely.

PAUL: Is it right to question things and ask “Did it really happen?”  

WAHAB: Sometimes, yeah it’s right, to ask for explanations, ask “Why is this like this?  How is this like this?  What happened?”  And then if you get the answer for it then you should – basis on that you should listen to it and stop doubting over it.  

PAUL: So I guess the idea is: If you have a doubt, you go and talk to somebody who’ll convince you that it’s right.

WAHAB: Who can explain it to you.  

PAUL: And so if they explain it to you, then you’ll understand it and you’ll know why it’s correct.

WAHAB: Yeah.]

FADE UP TO 

[SOUND WINDOW FROM GAVI’S HOUSE]

This is a different approach than at Gavi’s house where questions – and even doubt about Judaism – are welcomed.  Here are Gavi’s parents

[JEREMY: Did God really create the world in 6 days?  We talk about it all the time with them, “What’s really true?  What does it mean? Why would something be written in a certain way?”  I mean we could spend hours talking about this ]

Again, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

[GAVI: Everyone thinks that their God is the real God.  I mean our God may be the real God but nobody can – nobody will ever know.  

PAUL: But if your God’s not the real God, then why are you praying to Him?

GAVI: Well He may be.  I think that He is, but – and that the other ones are wrong but – you know they think the same thing.]

[ERICA: It’s sometimes a painful thing to watch your children grapple with it, but I think that we’d all be naïve to think, as parents that our children didn’t have these questions and if our children feel that it’s not safe to ask them, it doesn’t mean that the questions are going to go away.]

That’s a sentiment that Kate’s father shares.

[DAVID: Everyone has doubts.  Everybody has questions that we might not even know the answer to in our lifetime.  But I think it’s the things that you don’t discuss that probably do the most damage.]

What Kate has taken away from that lesson is this

[PAUL: Do you ever doubt the things that you’re told about God 

KATE: I don’t know.  I don’t think so as much, because I feel that like my beliefs are strong enough and I – um, you know – just from reading the Bible and things like that and from being taught and stuff.

PAUL: So you never question things that you’re told about God?

KATE: No not really (tight) I feel God can make anything happen so I don’t think that I question things that I’m taught.  I think it is good to question stuff but not so much a doubt but more of a question like “How is that” you know “How is it that possible?”  You know like looking for like an answer, not so much as “I don’t really think that happened.”]

As for where these lessons will take any of these children – whether they’ll stray or remain true ….. whether they’ll stray and then return …. Whether the will come to love others or hate them.  All of this, as we monotheists say, “God knows.”  Parents and teachers can take things only so far.  As child psychologist Robert Coles says

[COLES: This is why I think Jesus and before Him the Hebrew Prophets emphasized childhood as an important aspect.  “Suffer these children.”  Be with them.  Learn from them.  Jesus was always telling people that.  “Be as children” meaning: Assume for yourself that kind of human challenge not only to pay attention even to Jesus, but be your own kind of leader and moral entrepreneur -- I use the word again -- that is “investigator” and “experimenter” and taking to your own mind and heart -- yes your soul, these religious matters so that they live in you, rather than their being parroted or that you're going through a certain exercise in a church for an hour or a synagogue or a mosque.]

The hope, of course, for Kate, Gavi and Wahab, is that as they learn mystery and surrender and suffering and grace  …. And as they also come to know and understand tolerance, caring, peace and humanity …. They will be a benefit to all of society – secular and religious. … better Christians, better, Jews, better Muslims and as they say, God willing, better citizens.  
