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6   Being Human1

Imagine participating in a study about 
religion. After you have answered 
all the questions about your values 
and practices, you are asked to iden-
tify your religious affiliation using a 
checklist something like this:
	F agnostic (I don’t know whether 

there is a god.)
	F atheist (I do not believe a god 

or any gods exist.)
	F Buddhist
	F Christian (Catholic)
	F Christian (Orthodox)
	F Christian (Protestant)
	F Hindu
	F Jewish
	F Muslim
	F Native or Indigenous religion
	F nothing in particular
	F other
Which box would you check? 

Would you answer quickly, or would 
you have to think about it? Would 
your answer be the same or different 
from others in your family? A recent 
study by Springtide Research Insti-
tute® shows that 61 percent of young 
people (ages 13 to 25) in the United 

States identify with a religion, leav-
ing 39 percent who indicate they do 
not belong to a particular religion. 
This same study shows that almost 
75 percent of young people say they 
are religious, suggesting that many 
who do not identify with a particular 
religion still find something valuable 
about religion.

Regardless of which religious 
affiliation box you would select on a 
checklist, this course is for you. It has 
been designed with awareness of, and 
respect for, young people regardless of 
religious tradition. It is not the intent 
of this course to convince students 
who are not Catholic to become 
Catholic; rather, the course provides 
an opportunity to learn about the 
faith of your school and also your 
own faith if you are Catholic. But no 
matter what your current beliefs are, 
learning more about the Catholic ap-
proach to faith and life can be a rich 
experience.

Before considering the specific 
beliefs and practices of the Catholic 
faith, also called Catholicism, this 

Spiritual
Hungers

religion  An organized system of beliefs, rituals, and ways of living that gives 
expression to a particular people’s faith in a god or gods.

Catholicism  The beliefs, rituals, and practices as lived out by those who identify 
with the Catholic religion.
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1Spiritual Hungers   7

spiritual  Relating 
to the nonphysical, or 
nonmaterial, aspects 
of human life and 
experience.

W      hat does it mean 
 to say that some-

one is religious or belongs 
to a particular religion?

Helen Keller, who lost her eyesight and hearing in early childhood, shares a pow-
erful reflection on spiritual experience in her autobiography, The Story of My Life:

I used to wish that I could see pictures with my hands as I do statues, but 
now I do not voften think about it because my dear (heavenly) Father has 
filled my mind with beautiful pictures, even of things I cannot see. . . . 
How happy your little Helen was when her teacher explained to her 
that the best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen 
nor even touched, but just felt in the heart. Every day I find out 
something which makes me glad.

One could imagine that Helen could easily have become angry, isolated, 
or cynical. Instead, her spiritual hungers were nurtured by people who loved 
her, and Helen’s resulting love, joy, and gratitude inspired everyone around her.

Im
age in public dom

ain

course explores religion more broadly. It considers 
common hungers that people experience and explores 
this question: What does religion provide that makes 
it valuable in people’s lives? This sets the context for 
the course’s exploration of Catholic Christianity.

People belong to a religion generally because 
it feeds the hungers of the human heart and mind. 
Just as we have physical hungers that require nurtur-
ing our body, we have hungers related to the parts 
of ourselves that aren’t material or physical. We 
refer to those as spiritual hungers. We’ll turn now 
to exploring three of those hungers: the hunger for 
meaning, the hunger for goodness, and the hunger 
for connection.

Hunger for Meaning

Davin met his friends Monica and Charlie for lunch 
at the neighborhood deli. Halfway through their 
sandwiches, Charlie asked: “So how is everyone 
doing? Like how are you really doing?”

Davin took a deep breath before replying. “Well, 
if I’m really honest, I’ve been feeling down lately. 

Helen Keller       Best Things   Lifeon the in
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8   Being Human1

It feels like all I’ve been getting is bad 
news. First, I bombed the math test 
a couple of weeks ago. Then we got 
the news that my uncle Desmond has 
cancer. Then there was that school 
shooting down south and the terrible 
floods up north. It’s sometimes hard 
for me to even want to get out of bed 
these days.”

“Oh no, Davin!” Monica ex-
claimed. “Will your uncle be okay? 
Isn’t he the uncle you always go hunt-
ing with?”

“Yes, that’s him,” Davin respond-
ed. “I don’t know yet how bad it is. 
They’re not saying much. He’s going 
in for more tests, and there’s proba-
bly going to be chemo or radiation. 
I didn’t really want to talk about all 
this negative stuff, but I needed to tell 
someone. Since you are my two best 

friends, I hope it’s okay that I shared 
it with you.”

“Of course, it is,” Charlie said. 
“And you’re not the only one feeling 
down. Life can seem overwhelming 
sometimes, but I have faith that God 
is there to help us through things like 
this. Just let us know how we can help 
you.”

“I don’t know about God,” Monica 
chimed in. “I can’t see why a loving 
God would let all this bad stuff hap-
pen. But I believe the universe wants 
the best for us, whether there is a God 
or not. Don’t lose hope!”

Davin smiled at his friends. 
“Thanks, guys. It’s really hard to be 
positive right now. I’m not sure what 
I believe in, but your support means 
a lot. Thank you.”

©
 kali9 / iStockphoto.com
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1Spiritual Hungers   9

friends, I hope it’s okay that I shared 
it with you.”

“Of course, it is,” Charlie said. 
“And you’re not the only one feeling 
down. Life can seem overwhelming 
sometimes, but I have faith that God 
is there to help us through things like 
this. Just let us know how we can help 
you.”

“I don’t know about God,” Monica 
chimed in. “I can’t see why a loving 
God would let all this bad stuff hap-
pen. But I believe the universe wants 
the best for us, whether there is a God 
or not. Don’t lose hope!”

Davin smiled at his friends. 
“Thanks, guys. It’s really hard to be 
positive right now. I’m not sure what 
I believe in, but your support means 
a lot. Thank you.”

We all want our lives to make sense, to have 
meaning. This is one of the deepest desires of the 
human heart. Most people find this meaning by 
believing in something bigger than themselves. 
Monica and Charlie both believe in something 
that helps them see the meaning in their lives 
and the lives of others. Charlie expresses his faith 
in God, a supreme being that he believes loves 
and cares for every person. Monica has faith in 
the goodness of the universe, believing that if we 
work on being our best selves, good things will 
result. Davin is still figuring out what he believes 
in, but he hungers for something that will give 
him strength and hope in dealing with the 
challenges of life.

Hungering for life to have meaning is a com-
mon human experience. When we feel that our 
life doesn’t have meaning, we can easily despair 
or feel sad. We all want to know that what we do 
matters. We also want to know that the things we 
experience—both good and bad—have a purpose. 
Even if that purpose isn’t clear, it is possible to 
have faith that it will become clear over time.

Meaning Leads to Faith
The hunger for meaning leads to the idea of faith. 
Faith means putting your trust in something or 
someone. Having confidence in this thing or per-
son gives meaning and purpose to a person’s life. 
Understood like this, faith doesn’t even require 
belief in a supreme being. It can mean believing 
in nature, the human race, your country, or even 
yourself. The point is that our hunger for mean-
ing points to the belief in something bigger than 
ourselves.

Do you believe in 
    something bigger 

than yourself? If so, what 
role does this belief play 
in your life? Does it give 
meaning to your life?

©
 G

round Picture / Shutterstock.com
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1 10   Being Human

Hunger for Goodness

A few weeks later, Davin, Monica, 
and Charlie were working on a his-
tory assignment together. They had 
just read The Hiding Place, by Corrie 
ten Boom. This book tells the story 
of the ten Boom family hiding Jews 
from the Nazis during World War II 
(1939–1945) and the consequences of 
this. Although the book is filled with 
horrors and injustices, it is also hope-
ful in showing the depth of human 
courage and determination.

“This book seems almost unreal,” 
said Monica. “I think most people 
would just give up when faced with 
those situations.”

“Except they had their faith in 
God,” replied Charlie. “It gave them 
hope that goodness and love are 
greater than evil and hate. That’s the 
point of faith. It gives us hope that 
good will win out, if not in this life 
then in the next.”

“But you don’t have to be a Chris-
tian to believe in the importance of 
goodness,” said Monica. “I’ve seen 
people from many different religions 
and even people with no religion 
making sacrifices to bring goodness 
into the world.”

“And does believing that goodness 
will win out mean having to believe in 
an afterlife? Can’t we believe good-
ness will triumph over hatred and evil 
in the here and now?” asked Davin. 

“I mean the ten Boom sisters saw 
moments of kindness and goodness 
even in the concentration camp. I’ve 
been trying to look for the moments 
of kindness and goodness around me 
every day. It’s like if I look for them, 
I see them; if I don’t look for them, 
I don’t see them.”

“That’s interesting,” Monica 
replied. “It’s almost like you’re saying 
that experiencing the goodness in the 
world requires a certain way of seeing 
the world. It’s something that’s there, 
but you don’t experience it if you 
aren’t looking for it.”
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A home in the Netherlands showing 
a place where Jews were hidden 
during World War II. 
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11

“I mean the ten Boom sisters saw 
moments of kindness and goodness 
even in the concentration camp. I’ve 
been trying to look for the moments 
of kindness and goodness around me 
every day. It’s like if I look for them, 
I see them; if I don’t look for them, 
I don’t see them.”

“That’s interesting,” Monica 
replied. “It’s almost like you’re saying 
that experiencing the goodness in the 
world requires a certain way of seeing 
the world. It’s something that’s there, 
but you don’t experience it if you 
aren’t looking for it.”

We have reasons to wonder whether goodness is re-
ally triumphing over evil. Just consider the ongoing 
news about violence, economic hardships, and in-
justices. Then there are the racial injustices, marked 
especially by the hate crimes committed because of 
race. Concern for global climate change continues 
to rise as the country experiences more and more 
weather-related disasters. We’ve lived through a 
pandemic during which schools were shut down 
and many people lost their lives. To make things 
worse, people in the United States and other parts 
of the world are sharply split on many of these 
issues, dividing families and communities.

Any one of these negative experiences can affect 
someone’s life. This is true because human beings 
have a deep desire for goodness, an expectation that 
the world is good, and a general belief that people 
will treat one another with kindness. When some-
thing happens that challenges these understandings, 
it can cause people to feel a sense of hopelessness 
for the future. Recent years have seen rises in de-
pression, especially among young people, because of 
struggles with feelings of sadness and hopelessness. 
A world filled with hate and injustice goes against 
the desire for goodness that seems built into us.

The hunger for goodness often leads to one of 
two responses when people face challenging and 
hurtful experiences. Some people fall into hopeless-
ness and despair. They mainly see pain and grief 
without much hope that things will get better. Other 
people face the same situation and say to themselves: 
“We can get through this. Things can and will get 
better with time and effort.”   These people see 
beyond their current painful situation with the 
hope that goodness will overcome their pain.

Goodness Is Connected to Hope
Hopelessness and despair are both valid responses 
to negative, painful experiences. Both come from 

Draw a vertical line 
    down the center of 

a sheet of paper to create 
two columns. In the left 
column, write signs of 
goodness you see in 
the world. In the right 
column, write signs of 
evil you see in the world. 
Which column is longer, 
and why?

©
 Bilanol / Shutterstock.com
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1

the same place: the spiritual hunger 
for goodness. If we didn’t have this 
hunger, experiencing something bad 
or hurtful wouldn’t really bother us 
(outside of any physical pain). But 
because it does bother us, we can say 
that the hunger for goodness points 
to a reality that is spiritual because it 
goes beyond the physical or material 
world.

The hunger for goodness is con-
nected to hope. Hope is the expec-
tation and desire that things can 
and will be better than they are now. 
A hopeful person who has failed at 
something that really matters keeps 
trying with the belief that they can 
do better. A hopeful person who is 
struggling with money believes that 
their financial situation will improve 

in the future. A hopeful person seeing 
the injustice of racism believes that 
people’s hearts can change and that 
respect for people’s dignity will im-
prove. This isn’t just wishful thinking.

Hunger for Connection

Davin, Monica, and Charlie were 
talking after binge-watching their 
favorite show at Davin’s house during 
their semester break.

“That is so corny,” Charlie pro-
claimed. “As if those two characters 
could become friends after all the 
abuse they dumped on each other.”

“I think it’s great,” replied Moni-
ca. “A lot of people who start out on 
the wrong foot end up liking each 

Hope      Your Healthand

Research shows that people with hope are healthier, physically and 
emotionally. A Psychology Today article states: “Many studies have 
shown a wide range of physical health benefits of increased hope, 
including a higher-functioning immune system, better prognosis in 
chronic illness, and decreased sensations of pain.” Not surprisingly, 
researchers have also shown that people with higher levels of hope 
have lower levels of anxiety and depression. Researchers have 
also identified practices that help people cultivate hope, including 
these:

• spending less time consuming news, which 
tends to focus on and repeat negative stories

• spending less time on social media, especially 
if your feed is filled with gossip and negative 
perspectives

• before going to bed, recalling one positive 
experience that shows the presence of 
goodness in the world

©
 Billion Photos / Shutterstock.com
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Spiritual Hungers   13 1

other. Remember the characters Clare 
and Chad and how they disliked each 
other when they first met? Turns out, 
they were guilty of the very things 
they didn’t like in each other at first. 
Once they recognized that, they ended 
up becoming best friends.”

“I once heard that the opposite of 
love isn’t hate,” said Davin. “The op-
posite of love is apathy, just not caring 
about the other person at all. I think 
our natural desire is to want connec-
tion with other people. But sometimes 
we avoid connecting with other people 
because we’ve been hurt in some way 
and don’t want to be vulnerable again.”

“I don’t know about all that,” re-
plied Charlie. “All I know is that I love 
the two of you.”

“We love you too!” said Monica and 
Davin as they all laughed together.

Every human person hungers for con-
nection. Consider how people thrive 
and are happy when they are part of 
a caring and accepting community. 
Or how people suffer physically and 
emotionally when surrounded by mean 
and uncaring people. Or worse, how 
awful it is to feel alone and completely 
unconnected to other people. Many 
studies support the critical importance 
of being connected to loving and 
caring people. For example, one study 
found that being alone too much— 
often called social isolation—increases 
the risk of premature death regardless 
of the cause.

The hunger for connection is not 
limited to relationships with other 
people. Think of the role that pets play 
for many people. Have you ever heard 
someone with a cat or dog say, “I don’t 
know how I would get along without 
them”? Human beings also hunger 
for a connection with nature. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, people 
flocked to outdoor activities in record 
numbers. When their connection with 
friends and family was limited, people 
realized how healing and nurturing it 
is to be connected to nature.

Many people experience another 
kind of hunger for connection. It is 
the connection to a power greater 
than themselves. Throughout human 
existence, people have recognized that 
their connection to a higher power 
is what gives life meaning and hope. 
Some even go so far as to say that 
without this connection, their spiritual 
hungers are never truly satisfied.

Connection and Love 
Go Hand in Hand
The hunger for connection is related 
to love. Loving and being loved are the 
ways we express our connection with 
others. Being able to share love with 
others is an essential part of being 
human. Think about times you have 
felt really loved by a family member or 
friend. Would it be accurate to say that 
these were times when you also felt 
the closest to them, the most connect-
ed to them? Love and connection go 
hand in hand.
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Thriving, Not Just Surviving
Let’s conduct a thought experiment. Assume that 
the spiritual hungers for meaning, goodness, and 
connection are part of every person’s experience. 
What do these hungers point to? People will have 
different answers to this question. Some will say that 
these hungers are the result of biological evolution—
that these hungers are hardwired into our brain for 
our survival. This answer has some truth to it. The 
hunger for meaning motivates us to grow and 
invent, the hunger for goodness motivates us to help 
one another, and the hunger for connection moti-
vates us to form supportive groups and communities.

Another perspective builds on this survival an-
swer. This perspective says that our ways of satisfying 
our spiritual hungers do more than help us survive. 
They help us thrive and grow into our full potential 
as human beings. People who embrace this perspec-
tive believe that human beings exist for more than 
just survival. We have been created to imagine new 
and better futures, to create beautiful works of art, 
to explore and understand the world, to celebrate 
life with dance and song, to be sources of love and 
goodness to friends and strangers alike. The hungers 
for meaning, goodness, and connection call us to use 
our imagination, intelligence, and creativity in ways 
that lead to a truly happy and fulfilled life.

The ways we feed our spiritual hungers are part 
of our spirituality. Every person has a spirituality, 
whether they call it that or not. This is because 
everyone experiences hungers that go beyond 
physical needs. A person’s spirituality is expressed 
through actions, beliefs, values, and attitudes that 
characterize their life.

Responding to our spiritual hungers involves 
choices. On the one hand, we can choose to nur-
ture our spiritual hungers in healthy ways. A person 
might do this through connecting with other people, 
praying, serving others, or intentionally being open 

Draw three interlock- 
      ing circles. Label 

one “Meaning,” one 
“Goodness,” and one 
“Connection.” In the 
“Meaning” circle, write 
down things that give 
meaning to your life. In 
the “Goodness” circle, 
write down good things 
you experience and hope 
for. In the “Connection” 
circle, write down things 
and people you feel 
connected to. Is there 
something that all three 
circles have in common?

spirituality  Ways 
of tending to the 
part of the self that 
is not physical. It is 
expressed through 
actions, beliefs, 
values, and attitudes 
that characterize a 
person’s life.

14   Being Human
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Spiritual Hungers   15 1

to new experiences. This leads to a 
life that is joyful and thriving. On the 
other hand, we can starve our spiri-
tual hungers, or worse, feed them in 
unhealthy ways. This could happen 
if a person withdraws from others, is 
resentful and unforgiving, or does 
not take time to reflect and center 
themselves. This leads to a life that 
is joyless, selfish, and often self- 
destructive. Young adulthood is a  
time of life when people face these 
spiritual choices in a more conscious 
way.

As you read this book, try to see 
in it an invitation to reflect on any 
hungers you experience related to the 
spiritual, or nonphysical, aspects of 
yourself and to consider the role reli-
gion can or might play in helping you 
satisfy those hungers. The world’s reli-
gions have long provided wisdom and 
support for feeding spiritual hungers. 
First, they provide practices intended 
to help people grow in their spiritual 
lives and to become their best selves. 
They also provide a community of 
people that support one another.

Second, the world’s religions are a 
source of knowledge and experience 
about spiritual truths. Over many cen-
turies, religious people have reflected 
on their spiritual experience. Gifted 
people within these traditions—they 
might be called buddhas, prophets, 
saints, rabbis, and so on—have special 

insights. These teachers pass on their 
wisdom to new generations through 
writings and oral traditions so that 
we might benefit from them.

You do not have to belong to a 
religion to live a spiritual life. Many 
people throughout human history and 
from around the world, however, have 
found that a religion’s beliefs, practic-
es, and community have helped them 
develop fulfilling spiritual lives.

Let’s consider the changes that 
are occurring in the lives of teens and 
the spiritual opportunities that these 
changes bring as we continue to think 
about what religion provides that 
makes it valuable in people’s lives.

©
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1. Why is the hunger for meaning important in the lives of 
human beings?

2. Describe two possible responses to challenging and hurtful 
experiences.

3. Describe three different kinds of connection that most people 
find important in their lives.

4. Define spirituality.

ReviewFor

Most people don’t spend a lot of time 
thinking about where they are in their 
life’s journey. This is just as true of 
teens as it is of adults. The demands 
of school, family life, and extracurric-
ular activities can keep high school 
students busy. If you are the typical 
student using this book, you are in 
the period of adolescence. These are 
crucial years of human development 
when a person moves from being a 
child to being an adult. It is a period 
of rapid change and physical, mental, 
and emotional growth. Let’s look at 
some of the growth that occurs during 
adolescence and how it impacts a 
person’s capabilities and decisions, 
especially regarding their spirituality.

Growing Body, 
Mind, and Heart
During adolescence, human beings 
undergo amazing growth in their 
physical, mental, and emotional 
capabilities. The growth in young 
people’s bodies, minds, and emotions 
is more rapid and extensive during 
adolescence than at any other time of 
life, except perhaps during infancy. All 
this growth leads to new capabilities, 
new possibilities, and new decisions. 
You are probably familiar with these 
changes, but let’s review some high-
lights.

A  Time   
Unique Growth

of

16   Being Human
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1A Time of Unique Growth   17

Changing Body
Adolescence is marked by the start of puberty, 
which typically occurs between the ages of eight 
and fourteen. These are some of the physical 
changes that occur during puberty:
• The body grows faster than at any other time of 

life except between birth and age two. During 
puberty, young people will grow on average about 
two inches taller each year over several years.

• The body grows more muscle, becoming stronger, 
and develops greater physical stamina. Physical 
reaction times also improve. These changes lead 
to greater athletic ability, for example.

• The body becomes capable of starting new life.
Keep in mind that the timing and amount of 

these changes varies widely between individuals. 
Growth spurts will also be uneven, sometimes hap-
pening quickly and other times more slowly. There is 
no “normal” except what is normal for each person.

Changing Mind
Although the human brain reaches 90 percent of 
its adult size during childhood, it continues to go 
through dramatic changes, sometimes called brain 
remodeling, during adolescence. These changes 
in the brain lead to changes in the way you 
and your peers may think and make decisions. 
Here are some of the mental changes that 
occur during adolescence:
• Unused connections in the brain are 

discarded, while other connections grow. 
The part of the brain where more connec-
tions are pruned away are in the back of 
the brain, the part that is more primitive 
and reactionary. Until this pruning pro-
cess is complete, adolescents tend to be 
more impulsive, sometimes acting with-
out thinking through the consequences.

W   hat changes in 
 your body, mind, 

and emotions have you 
experienced over the last 
two years?

C   onsider the view 
 that social media 

can be harmful to young 
people’s self-esteem. 
Experts note that when 
teens compare them-
selves to the influencers 
they follow on social 
media, they often feel 
inadequate or even 
deprived. On a scale of 
one (no influence) to five 
(high influence), rate the 
impact you think social 
media has on your feel-
ings of self-worth.

©
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• The part of the brain that is growing more 
connections is the front of the brain. This is 
the decision-making part of the brain, which 
is responsible for impulse control, problem- 
solving, and long-term planning. This process 
takes time and happens later in adolescence. 
As it continues, adolescents may think through 
consequences more thoroughly and spend more 
time thinking about and planning their future.

• The brain’s chemistry is changing as new hor-
mones and chemicals are produced, flooding the 
brain with new sensations. Higher levels of the 
neurotransmitter dopamine bring new feelings 
of physical pleasure and satisfaction. Higher 
levels of the neurotransmitter serotonin help 
regulate and smooth out moods and behaviors. 
The experience of alternating quickly between 
emotional highs and lows is a sign that these 
hormonal levels have not yet balanced out.

Changing Heart
The rapid physical and mental changes that occur 
in your body and brain during the teen years are 
the foundation for changes in emotions, or the life 
of the heart. This is unavoidable, so you, your fam-
ily, and your friends should accept these changes as 
natural and normal. These are some of the common 
emotional changes you may experience:
• Due to changing brain chemistry, feelings inten-

sify. You might find that things that previously 
made you a little sad or a little happy can make 
you very sad or very happy. This can be confusing 
or even frightening.

• The same changing brain chemistry can lead to 
big and sometimes sudden mood swings. You 
might start out the day feeling positive and 
happy, and by lunchtime be feeling angry, sad, 
or hopeless—maybe all three!

T   hink about a big 
 decision you 

recently had to make. 
Were you tempted to 
rush to a decision, or 
was it easy to take your 
time thinking about all 
the possible outcomes?
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• Biological changes can lead to 
sexual attraction, which can lead 
to dating and close friendships. The 
attraction can be to someone of 
the opposite sex or of the same sex, 
which does not necessarily have any 
bearing on eventual sexual identity.

• Because of biological changes, you 
may compare yourself to others. If 
this happens, it could affect your 
self-esteem.

• As the front part of the brain 
continues to develop, you may 
find yourself thinking more and 
more about the future. This might 
lead to feelings of excitement and 
adventure in anticipation of new 
experiences. Or it could lead to 
feelings of frustration, anxiety, 
or sadness if you do not see a path 
to a future you want to experience.

If you or your peers are not ready 
for these emotional changes or do 
not have caring people to help you 
through them, there can be nega-
tive impacts. For example, changing 
hormones might make you raise your 
voice over something that isn’t that 
bad. Or you might have tears in your 
eyes when hearing something a little 
sad. These things could cause people 
to be upset with you or maybe make 
fun of you, even though your reactions 
are perfectly normal given the phys-
ical and emotional changes you are 
experiencing.

We could add many more chang-
es to these lists, but these points can 
help you appreciate the significance 
and the far-reaching consequences of 
the changes you and your peers are 
going through. Of particular concern 
in this course is the significance these 
changes have for your ability to think 
and act spiritually.
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Growing Spiritually

Davin, Monica, and Charlie were sitting together 
in the school lounge during their free period. “How 
are you guys doing on your religion essay?” Monica 
asked. “You know, the one where you have to de-
scribe your personal spirituality. I don’t even know 
where to start. I mean, I don’t pray, and I don’t go to 
church, so what is there to write about?”

“I’m almost done,” Charlie responded.
“Yeah, teacher’s pet!” Monica laughed. “I mean, 

your family goes to church and probably prays 
together and all that stuff. Easy for you to write 
about.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Charlie said. “But the essay is 
supposed to be about my personal spirituality, not 
just what my family does. It’s got me thinking about 
what God means to me and how I relate to God.”

“It really helped me when Mrs. Rhodes said that 
spirituality is about all of our life,” Davin chimed in. 
“So, I’ve been writing about my decision to join the 
football team even when my dad had doubts about 
it. And about what music means to me—how it 
calms me and helps me relax. I’m even writing about 
the time I went to see a counselor about my sadness 
last year.”

“Hmm . . .” mused Monica. “Maybe I’m making 
this harder than it has to be.”

Every person has a spirituality, that is, a way of tend-
ing to the part of the self beyond the physical—the 
part of the self that hungers for meaning, goodness, 
and connection. As a young person’s body, mind, and 
heart grow during adolescence, their awareness of 
their spiritual hungers also grows. As teens are more 
aware of these hungers, the possibilities for their 
spiritual life also grow.

Divide a sheet of 
 paper into three 

columns. Label the first 
“Beliefs,” the second 
“Values,” and the third 
“Actions.” In the appro-
priate columns, write 
down the beliefs, values, 
and actions that best 
describe your personal 
spirituality.

20   Being Human
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Children normally mimic what 
they see, and they often trust the 
adults in their lives. So as a child, a 
person’s spirituality may be deter-
mined primarily by their family and 
their religious community (if they 
belong to one). It is common during 
adolescence to begin to explore spiri-
tual questions more deeply, as Charlie, 
Monica, and Davin are starting to do. 
And teens who identify with a par-
ticular religion may find themselves 
wanting to explore for themselves 
beliefs they have grown up with.

Even if a person doesn’t actively 
participate in a religion, it doesn’t 
mean they don’t have a spiritual life. 
In the conversation between the 

three friends, Monica initially seems 
to be assuming that because she isn’t 
religious, she doesn’t have a spiritual 
life. This isn’t true. A person does not 
have to belong to a religion to grow 
spiritually.

To better understand how young 
people’s spiritual lives grow, consider 
each of the following five scenarios, 
keeping these questions in mind as 
you read through each one:
• Can you see how a change in body, 

mind, or heart led to the new situ-
ation?

• Can you identify the spiritual hun-
gers connected to the situation?

Questions       Religionabout

As our spirituality develops, we might find ourselves 
having a lot of questions. Some of those questions 
will revolve around religion. It is natural to have 
such questions, especially as a young person. 
Discussions about religious questions are a good 
way to understand and grow your spiritual life. 
But sometimes authority figures discourage reli-
gious questions. From the Springtide Research 
Institute study mentioned earlier, here is one 
young adult’s experience:

I questioned my religion when I was pretty 
young, but a lot of my questions were kind 
of shut down by family members too. So, 
I couldn’t really ask them. But as an adult, 
probably a few years ago, I started asking 
questions again.

If you have religious questions, seek out a trusted, 
caring adult to discuss them with!
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A Driving Dilemma
Delores’s situation. Delores is old enough to 

begin taking driver’s education classes. Her father 
is pressuring her to sign up, but she isn’t sure she 
wants to right now. For one thing, it would cut into 
her time volunteering at the animal shelter. But 
more importantly, she believes that to battle climate 
change, people need to drive less, not more. She’s 
checked out the city’s bus routes and bike paths, and 
she’s made a plan for using the bus and her bike to 
get wherever she needs to go. But she hasn’t told her 
father yet because she knows he will not be happy 
with this decision.

Reflection on Delores’s experience. Delores’s 
growing body and mind have made her ready to 
drive a car responsibly. And her spiritual hunger for 
goodness causes her to want to make this decision 
in a way that makes the world a better place. Her 
spiritual hunger for connection makes her want to 
please her father, but it also pushes her to do what’s 
best for the whole planet, which is now causing a 
conflict. 

To Play or Not to Play? 
Hakeem’s situation. Hakeem has really grown 

in the past year. He’s 6 inches taller! He has started 
questioning if he should join the basketball team 
this year. On the one hand, it could be a lot of fun 
and his height could give him a real advantage. But 
he was on the team two years ago and hated it. He 
felt awkward and clumsy and sat on the bench most 
of the time. What if the same thing happens this 
year?

Reflection on Hakeem’s experience. 
Hakeem’s dramatic physical growth has led to this 
situation. And it is a spiritual issue because his spir-
itual hungers have been engaged. His hungers for 
meaning and connection could be satisfied if he 
tries out and becomes a successful player. But what 

©
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if Hakeem doesn’t do well? Then 
those hungers could be frustrated. 
Hakeem is facing one of the great 
truths of the spiritual life—that grow-
ing spiritually often requires taking a 
risk.

Torn between Two Parents
Ayesha’s situation. It’s been 

over three years since Ayesha’s par-
ents divorced. She mostly lives with 
her mom and spends an occasional 
weekend with her dad. At first, it was 
great living with her mom, but lately 
they’ve gotten into more and more 
arguments. Her mom is very tradi-
tional in her faith and makes Ayesha 
wear conservative clothing whenever 
she goes out. Because of this, Ayesha 
is feeling more and more like an 
outsider at school and even with her 
friends. Her father is not as conserva-
tive and lets her wear what she wants. 
He’s told her that she can live with 

him whenever she is ready. She’s 
wondering if moving in with him 
might be the best thing for her right 
now.

Reflection on Ayesha’s experi-
ence. Ayesha’s developing mind and 
heart are causing her to think about 
her life in new ways. She’s realizing 
she could have a choice in how she 
dresses. The increased hormones in 
her brain are causing her to feel stron-
ger emotions, leading to conflict with 
her mother. Her hunger for connec-
tion is strong right now, and it seems 
like some of her mother’s religious 
beliefs are keeping her from making 
new friends.

Friends or Friends?
Bruce’s situation. Bruce has a 

problem. He and Cara have been 
neighbors and friends since grade 
school. They eat over at each other’s 
houses, they do homework together, 
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they are in a band together, and they spend time play-
ing games and watching movies together. Lately, Cara’s 
been spending time with Sanjay, and Bruce is feeling 
some things he’s never felt before. Is it jealousy? He’s 
never thought of Cara that way before. But last night 
when they were watching a movie, she fell asleep with 
her head on his shoulder. And that felt confusing to 
him.

Reflection on Bruce’s experience.  Bruce’s 
growing body and heart might be causing his love for 
Cara to move from just friendship to romantic love. 
The spiritual hunger for connection really kicks into 
overdrive when sexual attraction is added to the mix. 
Bruce’s hunger for meaning and goodness makes him 
want to respond to this attraction in the best possible 
way. 

Switching Churches
Angel’s situation. Angel has been a Pentecostal 

Christian all her life. She believes in God and consid-
ers Jesus her friend. Her church is small, and everyone 
knows one another, but they have very few youth ac-
tivities. One of Angel’s Catholic friends invited her to 
a youth activity at the local Catholic parish, and Angel 
had a great time. She’s gone to several other Catholic 
events with her friend, including a national conference. 
Everything is so different, and Angel finds that she 
really likes the Catholic rituals and Eucharistic adora-
tion times. She’s thinking about joining the Catholic 
Church but is afraid people at her church will react 
negatively.

Reflection on Angel’s experience.  Angel’s 
growing mind and heart have expanded her under-
standing and appreciation of different religious tradi-
tions. Her hungers for meaning and connection are 
causing her to explore the possibilities for spiritual 
growth that a different religion might bring into her 
life. Her hunger for goodness, though, makes her un- 
willing to cause pain to the people in the church she 
grew up in. This is a challenging spiritual situation.

Have you faced an 
 experience like any 

of these five examples? 
What new choices have 
your growing body, 
mind, and heart brought 
into your life?
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These scenarios may help you appreciate the time 
of life you are in right now. Your growing body, 
mind, and heart are making you capable of under-
standing the role that tending to the spiritual 
aspects of yourself plays in your life and the lives of 
others. And because many people find that religious 
communities—with their organized systems of 
beliefs and practices—enhance their spirituality, this 
is the ideal time to study and think more deeply 
about how religion can be valuable in people’s lives.

Being Spiritual and Being Religious

After their teacher handed back their papers about 
their personal spiritualities, Davin, Monica, and 
Charlie gathered in the hallway. “What do you think 
about the question Mrs. Rhodes posed to us?” asked 
Monica. “Are you spiritual or religious or both?”

“I’m definitely both,” responded Charlie. “I 
believe in God and my church. My church family 
means a lot to me, and they give me a lot of support. 
My religion’s teachings guide my life.”

“I’m still figuring it out,” said Davin. “I guess I 
would call myself religious, but I don’t go to services 
very often, and I have a lot of questions about what 
my religion teaches. But I can see how important it 
is to my parents and other people in my family.”

“I’m definitely spiritual but not religious,” Mon-
ica declared. “I think it’s important to love others, 
take care of the earth, and speak for justice. I just 
don’t think I need to be part of a religion to do that.”

“I think it’s great that even though we have 
different answers to the question, we can still be 
friends,” said Charlie. “My grandparents told me 
that when they were growing up, people used to 
look at people from other religions as enemies. 
I’m glad it isn’t that way anymore.”

“Well, hopefully it isn’t that way anymore,” 
replied Davin. “Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

W   hat are the five 
  most important 

things in your life right 
now? How would you 
have answered this 
question five years ago?

T    hink of someone 
 who has different 

religious beliefs than 
you. Do their different 
religious beliefs make 
them different from 
you? How?
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Charlie, Monica, and Davin’s conversation is typical 
of the way many teens think about spirituality and 
religion. In this chapter so far, we have been using 
the words spiritual and religious almost interchange-
ably, as if they mean the same thing. And even 
though these two concepts are closely related in 
many people’s minds, they are not exactly the same. 
Let’s consider how being spiritual and being reli-
gious are connected and how they are different.

To be spiritual means that a person recognizes 
that human life is more than just meeting physical 
needs, such as the need for food, water, and air. It 
means recognizing that there are spiritual hungers, 
such as those discussed in this chapter, and appre-
ciating how experiences such as faith, truth, beauty, 
justice, and love satisfy these hungers. Being spiri-
tual means recognizing that practices such as prayer, 
meditation, reflection, and service are also ways to 
feed those hungers and making these experiences 
and practices part of one’s life. Ultimately, it means 
sensing that there is something larger than oneself, 
whether one believes in a supreme being or god.

For most people, to be religious means to iden-
tify with an established religion. This means being 
connected to a community with an organized system 
of beliefs, rituals, and practices, and a leadership 
structure that supports these things. A primary 
characteristic of a religion is the belief that a higher 
power is at work in the universe. The names for this 
higher power vary from religion to religion.

Belonging to a religion and following its beliefs 
and practices are ways many people respond to 
their spiritual hungers. The world’s religions provide 
opportunities to experience truth, beauty,  justice, 
and love. They provide ways for their members to 
practice reflection, prayer, meditation, and service. 
For most people who belong to a particular religion, 
their spiritual life and their religious life are pretty 
much the same thing.
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After reading the 
  explanations of 

spiritual and religious, 
what questions do you 
have? How would you 
explain to a friend how 
being spiritual and being 
religious are closely con-
nected but not exactly 
the same?
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As you are on your way to becom-
ing an adult, you have an opportunity 
to decide which spiritual experiences 
and practices have value for you, and 
what role religion will play in your 
spiritual life. Your developing body, 
mind, and heart will open you up to a 
deeper and more fulfilling spiritual life. 
Along the way, you will probably have 
more questions about religious beliefs 
and practices. Your thoughts on what 
religion provides that makes it valuable 
in people’s lives will grow and change. 
Before turning to look at the Catholic 
faith in chapter 2, let’s consider the re-
ligious truths held in common by most 
of the world’s religions.

Conversations about religion and spiritual-
ity can help us grow into our best selves if 
done respectfully. Here are some guidelines 
for having respectful conversations:
• Honor and respect the other person’s 

religious choices, whether the person 
belongs to your religion, another reli-
gion, or no religion at all. Do not try to 
convert the person to your beliefs.

• Be genuinely curious about the other 
person’s religious beliefs and practices. 
Do not attack or belittle their beliefs 
and practices.

• Be willing to share what you believe 
and why you believe it, but not in a 
way that comes across as the only 
way to believe.

• Be honest about your own religious 
questions and struggles. Everyone 
has them!

ReviewFor

1. Give an example of how an adolescent’s body is changing.
2. Give an example of how an adolescent’s mind is changing.
3. Give an example of how an adolescent’s heart or emotions 

are changing.
4. Give an example of how an adolescent's changing body, mind, 

and heart can lead to new situations and decisions connected 
to spiritual hungers.

5. What does it mean to be spiritual?
6. What does it mean to be religious?

Talking        Religionabout
and Spirituality

1171_UCC_SB_Pgs.indb   271171_UCC_SB_Pgs.indb   27 10/6/22   10:06 AM10/6/22   10:06 AM



1

What are the religious questions 
young people ask? By religious ques-
tions, we mean big questions about 
why we are here, what keeps us alive, 
and where are we headed. Consider 
this list of questions.
• How did the universe come to 

exist?
• Is there a god or supreme power 

responsible for creation?
• Is the universe basically a machine 

set in motion by God? Or is it 
something more?

• Does my life have a purpose?
• Does God care for me?
• When I die, is that the end for me?

How many of these questions have 
you wondered about? Have you ever 
talked about them with friends or 
family members? If you are a member 
of a religious faith, how does your 
religion answer these questions?

Since the first humans appeared 
on our planet, they have thought 
about questions like these. Over time, 
different religious traditions devel-
oped and provided answers to these 
questions. The traditions often started 
out small, associated with a particular 
tribe or nation. Many died out, but 

some grew and expanded across the 
globe. The largest worldwide reli-
gions that exist today are Christianity 
(which includes Catholics, Orthodox 
Christians, and Protestants), Islam, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Con-
fucianism, and Judaism. Many other 
smaller, but still important, religious 
traditions exist as well. The beliefs and 
practices of these global religions feed 
the spiritual hungers of human beings.

People of different religious back-
grounds sometimes disagree bitterly, 
and some of these disagreements 
have led to violence and war. This 
may suggest that huge and irrecon-
cilable differences exist among the 
world’s different religions, but this 
isn’t entirely true. When people from 
different religions talk to one anoth-
er with open minds and hearts, they 
find they have as more in common 
than not. In the last several centuries, 
religion scholars and religious lead-
ers have recognized that the world’s 
major religions hold many of the 
same core beliefs. Let’s consider some 
of these core beliefs as one more way 
to explore what religion provides that 
makes it valuable in people’s lives.

Shared Wisdom
World’s Religions

The

of the

28   Being Human

1171_UCC_SB_Pgs.indb   281171_UCC_SB_Pgs.indb   28 10/6/22   10:06 AM10/6/22   10:06 AM



1The Shared Wisdom of the World’s Religions   29

There Is a Divine Creator
Being in nature is a spiritual experience for many 
people. Walking amid trees, floating on a lake, or 
looking up at the night sky can bring a profound 
sense of peace. Even more, it brings a sense of 
wonder at the beauty, majesty, and diversity of the 
natural world. And it raises the question, How did 
all this come to be?

A core belief of the world’s religions is that the 
universe we know came to be as the result of divine 
creation. That is, the universe came into existence 
through the creative power of a supreme or divine 
being or beings. The name most used for the su-
preme being(s) in predominantly Christian coun-
tries such as the United States is God. Some of the 
world’s religions believe in only one god. This is 
called monotheism. These religions include Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, the Bahá’í faith, some forms 
of Hinduism, and several others. Many religions 
believe in multiple gods. This is called polytheism. 
These religions include Taoism, some forms of Hin-
duism, and the ancient Greek and Roman religions. 
Buddhism does not teach a belief in a divine creator, 
and for this reason many consider Buddhism a spiri-
tual tradition or philosophy rather than a religion.

This brings us to another point. In addition to 
believing that the universe was brought into be-
ing by God, the world’s major religions hold that 
creation is an expression of divine love, a love that 
brings all that exists to life. Another way of saying 
this is that God is in some way part of everything 
that exists, connecting all creation in divine love. As 
part of creation, human beings are also connected to 
one another, and to all of creation, by divine love.

P    ope Francis has said 
 on several occa-

sions, “Faith and vio-
lence are incompatible.” 
Many other religious 
leaders agree with him. 
If this is true, why are so 
many acts of violence 
committed in temples, 
synagogues, and church-
es or carried out in the 
name of religion around 
the world today?

divine  Related to 
or coming from God.

God  A name for 
the supreme being, 
creator of all that is.

monotheism 
The belief that there 
is only one God.

polytheism  The 
belief that there are 
many gods.

Imagine that someone 
 said to you, “There’s 

absolutely no reason to 
believe there is a God.” 
How might you respond 
to this person? Can you 
give some reasons show-
ing that belief in a divine 
creator is reasonable?
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Human Beings Are Made for Love
Another belief shared by the world’s major religions 
is that human beings are meant for love. We are 
created to be in relationship with the divine creator, 
with God. If you think of God as a power source 
with outlets to plug into, human beings were created 
to plug into those outlets. This is a crude image, but 
you get the idea. And not only do human beings 
have the ability to “plug into” God, more important-
ly, God desires to be in relationship with us. Human 
beings are unique (not more special than the rest of 
creation, just unique) in that we can freely choose to 
receive the love of God and share it with the rest of 
creation.

W    here and how do 
 you experience 

love in your life? What 
are the things that block 
you from experiencing 
even greater love? Are 
these blocks from inside 
of you or from things 
outside of you?

Can Science Prove 
That God Exists?
Science cannot prove or disprove the existence 
of God. The supreme being that created all space 
and time must exist outside of space and time. 
So science, the discipline that seeks to under-
stand and measure space and time, cannot 
measure God. However, this does not 
prevent human beings from making 
arguments for the existence of 
God. It does require using logical 
arguments, rather than scientific 
reasoning, when discussing 
the existence of God.

Im
age in public dom

ain

A person crawling under the 
edge of the sky represents the 
human quest to know what 
exists beyond space and time. 
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The world’s major religions hold 
that when we are connected to God, 
ultimately our lives will be blessed; 
that is, at a deep level we will be happy 
and be at peace. The flow of divine love 
will run through us as it is meant to. 
On the other hand, when our con-
nection with God is blocked, our lives 
will be unsettled and even unhappy. 
What blocks this connection? Things 
like greed, anger, anxiety, injustice, and 
ignorance can all hamper our ability 
to be connected to God.

This does not mean that a deep 
connection with God means never 
having problems, difficult relation-
ships, grief, or other hardships in life. 
It can mean just the opposite. It can 
mean that God knows our pain and 
the world’s pain and does not ignore 
it. Thus, a person deeply connected to 
God also experiences pain, grief, and 
hardship without trying to hide from 
it. However, having a strong relation-
ship with God can keep a person from 
falling into complete sadness and de-
spair, knowing that in the end God’s 
love will triumph.

The world’s great religions also 
teach a variety of spiritual practices 
that are meant to help human beings 
stay connected to God. Prayer, medita-
tion, religious rituals, forgiveness, serv-
ing others, and studying sacred texts, 
like Islam’s Qur’an and Christianity’s 
Bible, are some of the practices shared 

blessed To receive a favor or gift bestowed by God, bringing happiness.

Arguments for the

Existence    Godof

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), one of 
the greatest thinkers of the Middle Ages, 
developed these five well-known logical 
arguments for the existence of God:
1. Life is in motion. For life to be in mo- 

tion, there must have been a “first 
mover” to get everything going. That 
mover is God.

2. An egg can't just cause itself to be an 
egg. There must be a cause outside 
the egg (in other words, a rooster and 
a hen!) that causes it to be an egg. 
Likewise, there must be a first cause 
outside all creation that caused cre-
ation to come into existence, and that 
first cause is God.

3. For the possibility of everything else 
to exist, there had to be something in 
existence first. This something is God.

4. There is something we call truest 
and best against which we measure 
everything else that is true and good. 
This something isn’t just an abstract 
concept but is God.

5. The order in nature isn’t just a happy 
accident. An intelligent being exists to 
direct all things to their natural end, 
and this being is God.
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by many religions. By making these 
practices part of one’s life, people can 
stay connected with God, the source 
of love and blessing.

Human Life Has Purpose
Have you ever been asked what you 
want to be when you grow up or what 
you want to study in college? You will 
no doubt be asked these questions 
more often in your next few years of 
high school. These questions can feel 
annoying to young people who are 
still trying to figure out what they 
want to do with their lives.

Here’s some good news. The 
world’s great religions make a distinc-
tion between the work that you do 
and the kind of person you are. Your 
career and the work you do can take 
many different paths with few wrong 
choices. You can be a politician, a 
health care worker, a plumber or an 
electrician. You might be a minister, 
an artist, or a sports enthusiast. These 
are all possible jobs you might do. But 
they are not who you are. Who you 
are is more significant than what you 
do.

It might be better if people would 
ask what kind of person you want to 
be. When asked that, most teens give 
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133 1

these answers: “I want to be a good friend. I want to 
help other people. I want to be someone others can 
count on. I want to be a person who is happy and 
content.” These are all great life goals, and working 
on them determines the kind of person you will 
become.

The world’s great religions teach that who we are 
and who we are becoming matters. Human life has 
a purpose and a goal. Our purpose is to cooperate 
with God’s desire to be a source of beauty, joy, peace, 
and love. Because God has given human beings free 
will, we can bring harm to creation—including oth-
er humans. But because of our free will, we can also 
be—we should be—sources of healing. We can help 
creation become what God wishes it to be.

How would you an- 
   swer the question, 

What kind of person do 
you want to be?

©
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The religions also share a belief that the goal of 
human life is to be in union with God, to experience 
the fullness of God’s love for us. Some religions 
teach that we can reach this goal in this life, at least 
partially. Some religions teach that we reach this 
goal through reincarnation, living repeated lives in 
which we keep growing toward spiritual perfection. 
Some religions believe that we ultimately reach this 
goal after death, when we see God face-to-face. No 
matter the specific belief, the world’s great religions 
agree that the goal of human life is to give and 
receive the love of God, to the greatest degree that 
we can.

Many of the world’s 
 great religions 

believe in some kind of 
heaven or paradise after 
death. Some people 
think of heaven as a 
reward for doing all the 
right things, and others 
think of it as a continua-
tion of a life already lived 
in union with God’s love. 
What are your thoughts 
on life after death?

ReviewFor

1. What is the difference between monotheism and polytheism?
2. How are creation and divine love connected?
3. Give an example of a logical argument for the existence of 

God.
4. What happens when human beings are connected to God?
5. According to the world’s major religions, what is the purpose 

and goal of human life?

34   Being Human
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reflectre�ect

Religion, A Love Affair
Suppose someone wants to become a 
world-class soccer player. Do they only 
go out on soccer fields by themselves 
and practice endless hours, teaching 
themselves how to play? That’s not 
the way the best soccer players achieve 
their goal. The best soccer players join 
a good team and find a coach who 
knows how to bring the best out of 
them. They study the moves of the 
world’s best players. They value the 
wisdom and experience of the great 
soccer players who have gone before 
them. And they keep practicing, prac-
ticing, practicing.

The same is true for our spiritual 
lives. If we want to become the best 
version of ourselves, if we want to live 

lives filled with the most meaning, 
goodness, and love, it’s best not to try 
to do it all on our own. As you move 
from childhood to adulthood, you 
have the opportunity to decide what 
the best version of yourself will be and 
how you will become that person. The 
great religions of the world are filled 
with wisdom to guide and support you 
in becoming that person.

The rest of this course takes a deep 
dive into how one specific faith—the 
Catholic faith—helps people live lives 
of meaning, goodness, and connection. 
The exploration begins in chapter 2, 
with discussion of the Catholic un- 
derstanding of how people come to 
know God.
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Section
Student 

Book Pages
Learning Objective

Spiritual Hungers 6–16 To examine the role of spirituality and religion in 
human life.

A Time of Unique 
Growth 16–27

To refl ect on the rapid physical, mental, and emo-
tional growth that occur during adolescence, and 
how this growth impacts adolescent spirituality.

The Shared Wisdom 
of the World’s
Religions 

28–35
To explore the big questions of human existence, 
and how the world’s major religions have ap-
proached these questions.

 Chapter 1
Being Human:
Hungering for
Meaning, Goodness, 
and Connection

This chapter explores the hungers of human life: 
the need for meaning, goodness, and connec-
tion. These needs are described with particular 
focus on the adolescent person, in both the 
physical and spiritual realms. The role of spiritu-
ality and religion is presented in the context of  
human life in all its fullness. 

At a Glance

To access additional resources for this chapter, including a digital chapter overview presenta-
tion, a reading guide, and links to videos and articles, go to www.smp.org/uccresources.
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 Spiritual
Hungers
Whether or not they belong to a particular 
faith tradition, almost 75 percent of young 
people say they are religious. The spiritual 
hungers we share as human beings are also 
experienced by adolescents. These spiritual 
hungers provide the context for exploring 
Catholic Christianity. 

Activities 

Religious Identity (15 minutes)

Objective: To engage the students in refl ection on their personal religious 
identities. 

Materials Needed
 slips of paper, one for each student

1. Direct the students to open to page 6 in the student book, and draw 
their attention to the checklist. 

2. Ask them to imagine that they are participating in a study about religion 
and to identify which box they would check if presented with such a reli-
gious affi liation checklist.

3. Distribute a slip of paper to each student, and ask them to record the 
affi liation option they would check. Instruct them to not add any identify-
ing information on the paper. 

4. Invite the students to refl ect on the following questions: 
• Did you make your selection quickly, or did you have to think about it?

• Is your answer the same or different from how you imagine others in 
your family would answer?

5. Instruct the students to record the box they checked and to take notes 
about their answers to the questions in a place where they will be able 
to fi nd them at the end of the course, or plan to have them submit their 
answers to you to keep track of until then. Collect the slips, and tally the 
number of people who selected each item on the checklist while they 
work.
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6. Share your tallies with the students, and ask them to share any thoughts 
they may have in response. (Note: Consider making a note for yourself 
to repeat this exercise at the end of the course, asking the students to 
refl ect on any changes in their selections or answers to the questions.)

Hungry for What? (20 minutes)

Objective: To help the students identify their own everyday hungers 
through a personal fact-fi nding activity, and to explore how these hungers 
can symbolize and lead to hunger for God. 

Materials Needed
 copies of the handout “Hungry for What?” on page 28, one for each

student

1. Introduce this personal fact-fi nding exercise by distributing the handout 
“Hungry for What?” Review the instructions on the handout, and ask the 
students to complete the tasks, which are described there and included 
here:
• Put a check mark by the hungers you experience.

• Add any hungers for nonphysical things that you experience that are 
not on this list.

• Circle the fi ve hungers you feel most often or most intensely.

• Record your thoughts about when you experience the fi ve circled hun-
gers, what you do to satisfy them, and what gets in the way of satisfy-
ing them.

Teacher Note
The students may need your help to understand “Christian 
(Orthodox)” on the checklist, as some may think of “orthodox 
Catholic doctrine” or may even think someone who identifi es 
as Orthodox is necessarily Jewish. Note for them that Orthodox 
Christianity refers to the Eastern Orthodox Churches separat-
ed from the Western (Roman) Catholic Church in the Schism of 
1054. These Orthodox Churches are familiarly known by their 
countries of origin (i.e., Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, and 
so on). Additionally, the Catholic Church has within it what is 
known as “Eastern Catholic Churches,” which retain the Eastern 
liturgical worship style but are in union with the Catholic Church 
around the world under the leadership of the pope.
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2. Arrange the students into small groups. Ask them to each share one of 
their circled hungers. Then ask them to compile a list of the ways they 
satisfy their hungers and a list of what gets in the way of satisfying those 
hungers. Explain that the students are perfectly free to share whatever 
they wish, or to keep to themselves whatever they wish. Circulate among 
the students to help keep the discussions moving.

3. Reconvene the class. Ask each group to choose one group member to 
share one hunger, ways they satisfy that hunger, and what interferes with 
satisfying that hunger. 

4. Add these points to clarify the reasons for doing this activity:
Ø Let’s remember that we are talking about nonphysical, spiritual hun-

gers. How we deal with those hungers—whether we ignore them or 
feed them—says something about our spirituality. Spirituality is the 
way we tend to the part of ourselves that is not physical. Our actions, 
beliefs, values, and attitudes express our spirituality, our “inner spirit.”

Ø This entire course is an invitation to recognize and refl ect on your own 
nonphysical, spiritual hungers, and to consider how religion can help 
you satisfy those hungers.

5. Note that one of the hungers on the list is a hunger for God. Ask the 
students to consider how a person might realize they are hungry for God? 
Share the religious perspective that sometimes people don’t know they 
are hungry for God until they have tried to fi ll themselves up with every-
thing else! Restlessness or general unhappiness is often a sign for many 
people of their inner hunger for something more.

Hunger Gone Sideways (30 minutes)

Objective: To acquaint the students with the twelve steps of Alcoholics 
Anonymous as a way to explore how a hunger for God may “go sideways” 
when people try to satisfy the hunger in unhealthy ways, such as through 
alcohol.

Materials Needed
 copies of the handout “The Twelve Steps,” on page 29, one for each

student 

1. Distribute the handout “The Twelve Steps.” Ask the students to take 
turns reading aloud each of the steps, from one to twelve. 
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2. Ask whether anyone has heard of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) or Narcot-
ics Anonymous. Explain that anonymous means “no name.” The found-
ers of Alcoholics Anonymous wanted people to feel free to share their 
struggles in privacy. Participants usually share only their fi rst names until 
they are sure they can trust the group to keep what they share confi den-
tial.

3. Offer the students time to speak about their knowledge of twelve-step 
programs, but caution them to speak in general terms and not to name 
names or reveal personal relationships. Instead of saying “my uncle”
or “my cousin,” advise them to identify the person as just “someone
I know.” 

4. Explain that Alcoholics Anonymous was founded by an alcoholic, a man 
named Bill W. (later known as Bill Wilson), and a Catholic priest who had 
helped Bill become sober. Together they wrote the Twelve Steps as a gu-
ide for support groups to help others become sober.

5. Ask a student to read step 2. Emphasize that many participants name 
God as the “Power greater,” but others simply name the collective power 
of the group as the “Power greater.” Explain that whatever this Power is 
or is called, the AA program considers belief in it essential for the partici-
pants to stay sober and healthy.

6. Invite a student to read step 3. Explain that participants in this program 
learn that none of the steps are optional. They are done in order, and are 
done over and over. The program becomes a way of life, requiring con-
tinual work, for many participants. For someone who has suffered from 
addiction and perhaps lost family and friends because of it, these steps 
can guide the way to a full human life.

7. Explain that many people struggling with addiction have found a Power 
greater, or God, by following these steps. They realized that their addic-
tion was “hunger for God gone sideways” and found ways to satisfy this 
hunger without alcohol. Explain that addiction can be a complicated dy-
namic and that not all addiction results from satisfying a hunger for God 
in an unhealthy way. Also be sure to note that Alcoholics Anonymous is 
not the solution for everyone struggling with addiction to alcohol.

8. Ask a student to read step 12. Note that many participants discover what 
the authors of this program call a “spiritual awakening.”
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The Art of Positive Conversation (15 minutes)

Objective: To help the students engage in focused conversation in order to 
experience overcoming loneliness by taking a sincere interest in what others 
have to say. 

Materials Needed
 slips of paper with each student’s name written on one
 a basket or bowl
 a bell

1. Introduce this activity by asking about student conversations, whether in 
person or through texting or social media. Are these conversations some-
times too critical, mocking, or dismissive? If so, ask the students how this 
makes them feel. Note that criticism can lead to feelings of loneliness. 
Explain that true listening does not mean looking for ways to poke holes 
in someone else’s opinions. 

2. Tell the students that they will engage in a period of positive listening 
and conversation. You will draw two names at a time from the bowl or 
basket. The fi rst name will be the Talker. The second name will be the 
Listener. After 5 minutes, you will ring a bell, and the roles will switch. 

3. Explain that the role of the Talker is to talk, and the role of the Listener 
is to listen, without criticizing or interjecting their own opinions. The Lis-
tener can speak, but only to draw out the Talker and help them by asking 
questions. After 5 minutes, the Listener will get a chance to be the Talker.

4. Draw the names, two at a time, and allow a few moments for the pairs 
to sit near each other. Assign a topic of conversation, such as “Describe
a good movie or TV show you have seen,” “Describe one of your favorite 
books,” or “If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you 
go and why?” (Choose the topic before you begin drawing names, to 
give the students a chance to think about their responses.) Keep time, 
and note the 5-minute mark by asking the Talkers and Listeners to switch 
roles. 

5. Invite the students to share their experiences, asking these or similar 
questions:
Ø Was it hard for the Listeners to keep their opinions to themselves?

Ø Did the Listeners keep an open mind and just appreciate what the
Talkers were saying?

Ø How did the Talkers feel when they could simply give their opinions 
without fear of criticism or negative feedback? 
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Ø Did the Talkers feel appreciated because they were being heard and 
understood? 

Ø Might such conversations help people in general feel less lonely in 
everyday life? 

6. Summarize the various comments. (You may want to repeat this exer-
cise every so often to help the students get to know and appreciate one 
another as both Talkers and Listeners.)

Student Book Activities
The activities provided in the student book, reprinted here along with page 
numbers where they appear, can be used in class or as homework. See 
the introduction of this guide (pages 9–10 ) for suggestions of ways to use 
them, such as paired exchanges, small-group discussions, role-plays, fi sh-
bowl discussions, journal or essay writing, or test questions.

Page 7  What does it mean to say that someone is religious or belongs to
a particular religion? 

Page 9  Do you believe in something bigger than yourself? If so, what role 
does this belief play in your life? Does it give meaning to your life?

Page 11  Draw a vertical line down the center of a sheet of paper to cre-
ate two columns. In the left column, write signs of goodness you see in the 
world. In the right column, write signs of evil you see in the world. Which 
column is longer, and why?

Page 14  Draw three interlocking circles. Label one “Meaning,” one “Good-
ness,” and one “Connection.” In the “Meaning” circle, write down things 
that give meaning to your life. In the “Goodness” circle, write down good 
things you experience and hope for. In the “Connection” circle, write down 
things and people you feel connected to. Is there something that all three 
circles have in common?

For Review
1. Why is the hunger for meaning important in the lives of human beings?

The hunger for meaning is important because human beings want to 
know that what they do matters. Those who feel that their lives are with-
out meaning can fall into sadness and despair. People who believe their 
lives have meaning tend to live with joy and hope. The hunger for mean-
ing leads to the idea of having faith in something bigger than ourselves.
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2. Describe two possible responses to challenging and hurtful experiences.

One possible response to challenging and hurtful situations is to fall into 
hopelessness and despair. A second possible response is to see beyond 
the current painful situation with the hope that goodness will overcome 
the current pain.

3. Describe three different kinds of connection that most people � nd im-
portant in their lives.

One kind of connection is the connection people have to other people, 
especially loving and caring people. A second connection is to nature, 
which can be a healing and nurturing connection. The third connection is 
to a power greater than themselves, which gives life meaning and hope.

4. De� ne spirituality.

Spirituality is the term that describes the ways of tending to the part of 
the self that is not physical. It is expressed through the actions, beliefs, 
values, and attitudes that characterize a person’s life.

 A Time of
Unique Growth
Adolescence is a crucial time of human 
development. Learning about what can be 
expected during the rapid physical, men-
tal, and emotional growth can help the 
adolescent understand these changes and 
become comfortable with them. Changes 
in the body, mind, and heart can be upset-
ting, but they can also be signifi cant in the 
adolescent’s growing ability to think and 
act spiritually.

Activities

My Values (30 minutes)

Objective: To help the students discover their own spiritual values through 
a self-survey, and to help them consider living other spiritual values they
may have been neglecting. 
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Materials Needed
 copies of the handout “My Values,” on page 30, one for each student

1. Explain to the students that they will be taking a survey about values 
that may help them clarify their values and how they are living them.

2. Distribute the handout “My Values.” Review the directions.

3. Arrange the students into small groups. Ask them to answer the discus-
sion questions found below the values assessment on the handout. 

4. Ask the small groups to share what they discussed. 

5. Invite the students, individually, to refl ect further on their own values by 
completing the “Personal Refl ection” section of the handout, which asks 
them to create these three lists: 
• their fi ve highest values 

• the values they hold that don’t appear in the list on the handout 

• ways they might live the values they hold more fully 

6. Conclude by inviting the students to name values they added to the list. 

A Letter to God (30 minutes)

Objective: To help the students use a letter-writing activity to realize that 
their physical, mental, and emotional changes are natural and normal, and 
to know that each person is God’s creation at work.

Materials Needed
 the song “Please Be Patient with Me,” by James Bignon and the Deliver-

ance Mass Choir, available on YouTube (optional)
 copies of the handout “A Letter to God,” on pages 31–32, one for each 

student

1. Introduce this activity by briefl y recalling the creation of the world—the 
sun, the moon, the stars, the planets. Remind the students that the same 
Supreme Being who created the world also created each one of them. 
Explain that God’s creation of them is still going on—Explain that God
is truly at work in them and in the happenings of their lives.

2. Play the song “Please Be Patient with Me,” or move to step 3. 

3. Distribute the handout “A Letter to God.” Invite the students to write
a letter to God. Explain that most who believe in God are confi dent 
that God already knows what their unique situation in life is. However, 


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putting one’s thoughts in a letter helps a person feel connected to God 
so that they remember that God knows. Read the sample letter on the 
handout. Assure the students that their letters will not be collected. 
These letters are confi dential, between the student and God. Encourage 
them to begin by thanking God for something good in their lives, and 
then go on to describe their situation to God.

4. Ask the students to look at the last line of the handout, which says “My 
Thoughts about God’s Reply.” Give the students time to write what they 
think God is saying to them at this time. Assure them that even if they 
don’t think God is saying anything now, they might recognize an answer 
at some other time.

Student Book Activities 
The activities provided in the student book, reprinted here along with page 
numbers where they appear, can be used in class or as homework. See the 
introduction of this guide (pages 9–10) for suggestions of ways to use them, 
such as paired exchanges, small-group discussions, role-plays, fi shbowl dis-
cussions, journal or essay writing, or test questions.

Pagwe 17  What changes in your body, mind, and emotions have you expe-
rienced over the last two years?

Page 17  Consider the view that social media can be harmful to young peo-
ple’s self-esteem. Experts note that when teens compare themselves to the 
infl uencers they follow on social media, they often feel inadequate or even 
deprived. On a scale of one (no infl uence) to fi ve (high infl uence), rate the 
impact you think social media has on your feelings of self-worth.

Page 18  Think about a big decision you recently had to make. Were you 
tempted to rush to a decision, or was it easy to take your time thinking 
about all the possible outcomes?

Page 20  Divide a sheet of paper into three columns. Label the fi rst “Be-
liefs,” the second “Values,” and the third “Actions.” In the appropriate 
columns, write down the beliefs, values, and actions that best describe
your personal spirituality.

Teacher Note
In the next chapter, an activity called “Reply from God” will be 
presented, adapted from “A Meditation,” by Cardinal Newman, 
which offers a perspective from a Catholic wisdom fi gure. You 
might want to ask the students to save their “A Letter to God” 
handout until this activity is presented.
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Page 24  Have you faced an experience like any of these fi ve examples? 
What new choices have your growing body, mind, and heart brought into 
your life?

Page 25  What are the fi ve most important things in your life right now? 
How would you have answered this question fi ve years ago?

Page 25  Think of someone who has different religious beliefs than you.
Do their different religious beliefs make them different from you? How?

Page 26  After reading the explanations of spiritual and religious, what  
questions do you have? How would you explain to a friend how being spiri-
tual and being religious are closely connected but not exactly the same?

For Review
1. Give an example of how an adolescent’s body is changing.

Possible answers could include:

• The body grows faster than at any other time of life (except between 
birth and age two). 

• The body grows more muscle, becoming stronger, and develops great-
er physical stamina.

• The body becomes capable of starting new life.

2. Give an example of how an adolescent’s mind is changing.

Possible answers could include:

• Unused connections in the brain are discarded while other connections 
are growing, causing adolescents to be more impulsive, sometimes 
acting without thinking through the consequences.

• The front of the brain is growing, helping adolescents think through 
consequences more thoroughly and spend more time thinking about 
and planning their future.

• The brain’s chemistry is changing, as new hormones and chemicals are 
produced, fl ooding the adolescent brain with new sensations.

3. Give an example of how an adolescent’s heart or emotions are changing.

Possible answers could include:

• Due to their changing brain chemistry, adolescents experience feelings 
intensely. 

• The same changing brain chemistry can lead to big and sometimes 
sudden mood swings.

• Biological changes can lead to sexual attraction, which can lead to 
dating and close friendships. 
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• Because of their changing bodies, adolescents may start compar-
ing their bodies with other people’s bodies, leading to them feeling 
self-conscious about their appearance.

• As the front part of their brain continues to develop, teens may start 
thinking more and more about the future in positive or negative ways.

4. Give an example of how an adolescent’s changing body, mind, and heart 
can lead to new situations and decisions connected to spiritual hungers.

Answers will vary.

5. What does it mean to be spiritual?

Being spiritual means that a person recognizes that life is more than just 
meeting physical needs. It means recognizing spiritual hungers and how 
experiences such as faith, truth, beauty, justice, and love satisfy those 
hungers.

6. What does it mean to be religious?

To be religious can mean different things. For some, it means identifying 
with an established religion. For others, it can simply mean having belief 
in a higher power. For others, it might mean identifying with a particu-
lar religious tradition even if they no longer actively practice it or have 
doubts about some of its core aspects.

 The Shared
Wisdom of the 
World’s Religions
What big religious questions do young peo-
ple ask? Their big questions typically out-
line the primary concerns of human beings, 
concerns that have occupied the minds and 
hearts of the human race for literally ages. 
Over time, different religious traditions 
developed and provided answers to these 
questions. The core beliefs of the major religions are very much alike: 
the existence of God, the need for God’s love and love in the world, and 
the purpose of human life as a relationship with God and people. 
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Activities 

Sharing Wisdom (45 minutes)

Objective: To participate in a creative craft activity focusing on wisdom 
quotes from various world religions, thus opening the students’ minds
and hearts to the core values of these religions.

Materials Needed
 seven sheets of newsprint or poster board
 various colors of construction paper 
 markers, scissors, and glue for each of seven small groups
 one copy of the handout “Wisdom Quotes,” on page 33, precut

as directed 
 a bowl or basket to hold the seven quotes from the handout

1. Introduce the activity by reminding the students that the religions of the 
world share many core values and beliefs. Explain that some of these are 
expressed in the seven quotes in the bowl (or basket). 

2. Arrange the students into seven small groups. Ask a representative from 
each group to take a quote from the bowl. When each group has a quote, 
explain that they will be making a poster to illustrate that quote. The post-
er should include the quote itself. 

3. Distribute the newsprint or poster board and art supplies, or place them 
in a central location so that the groups can choose what they need as they 
work on their posters. 

4. Create an air of excitement and curiosity by directing the students not
to peek at the work of the other groups.

5. Give a warning before asking the groups to stop.

6. Ask each group to stand with their poster, and give them a minute
to read their quote and explain their poster. 

7. Display the posters in the classroom, the school, or in another appropri-
ate place. 
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Wisdom Close to Home (45 minutes)

Objective: To remind the students that the wisdom of many religious 
traditions is available close to home, in local churches, synagogues, and 
mosques.

Materials Needed
 several sheets of newsprint
 markers
 plain white paper, business-size envelopes, and stamps
 copies of the handout “Sample Letter to a Leader of a House

of Worship,” on page 34, one for each student
 internet access

1. Prepare by hanging the newsprint where possible in the room, each 
piece labeled with the name of a religion with a community in your 
area—for example, Judaism, Islam, Protestant Christianity, Catholic Chris-
tianity, Orthodox Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism. 

2. Remind the students that spiritual wisdom can be found in all the major 
religions of the world. 

3. Explain that the students will be taking a survey of the wisdom available 
to them, close to home.

4. Brainstorm with the class, asking them to think of the churches, syn-
agogues, mosques, and other houses of worship they know of in their 
neighborhood or city. Write each of these places on the appropriate 
newsprint. (If you live in a large city, you may have to limit the geograph-
ical area you will cover and survey only your immediate area as a “neigh-
borhood.”)

5. Ask the students to write letters to these houses of worship. If you have 
more houses of worship than students, each student would need to write 
more than one letter, or you would need to make selections about which 
houses to write to.

6. Direct the students to research their assigned religious community on-
line. Explain that they should fi nd the name of the leader and the mailing 
address. In addition, they should take notes on anything they can learn 
about ways their assigned community serves the wider community.
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7. Distribute the handout “Sample Letter to a Leader of a House of Wor-
ship” and the plain white paper and envelopes.” Ask the students to 
use the sample as a model for their letters. They should explain that your 
class has been learning about the wisdom of world religions. They should 
also thank the leader for their community’s presence in your city or town, 
for the wisdom they share with their members, and for the service they 
offer to the community (with examples from the research done in step 
6). Remind the students that they will need to write the address on the 
envelope, as well as the return address (your school name and address). 

8. Sign the letters with your name and a group signature that names the 
class (e.g., third-period ninth-grade religion class.) Individual signatures
of the students can be added too. 

9. Arrange for the letters to be mailed.

Student Book Activities 
The activities provided in the student book, reprinted here along with page 
numbers where they appear, can be used in class or as homework. See the 
introduction of this guide (pages 9–10) for suggestions of ways to use them, 
such as paired exchanges, small-group discussions, role-plays, fi shbowl dis-
cussions, journal or essay writing, or test questions.

Page 29  Pope Francis has said on several occasions, “Faith and violence are 
incompatible.” Many other religious leaders agree with him. If this is true, 
why are so many acts of violence committed in temples, synagogues, and 
churches or carried out in the name of religion around the world today?

Page 29  Imagine that someone said to you, “There’s absolutely no reason 
to believe there is a God.” How might you respond to this person? Can you 
give some reasons showing that belief in a divine creator is reasonable?

Page 30  Where and how do you experience love in your life? What are the 
things that block you from experiencing even greater love? Are these blocks 
from inside of you or from things outside of you?

Page 33  How would you answer the question, What kind of person do you 
want to be?

Page 34  Many of the world’s great religions believe in some kind of heaven 
or paradise after death. Some people think of heaven as a reward for doing 
all the right things, and others think of it as a continuation of a life already 
lived in union with God’s love. What are your thoughts on life after death?
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For Review
1. What is the difference between monotheism and polytheism?

Monotheism is the belief in only one god, and polytheism is the belief
in multiple gods.

2. How are creation and divine love connected?

God brought the universe into existence as an expression of divine love, a 
love that brings all that exists into life. God connects all creation together 
in divine love.

3. Give an example of a logical argument for the existence of God.

Possible responses could include:

• Life is in motion. For life to be in motion, there must have been a “fi rst 
mover” to get everything going. That mover is God.

• An egg can’t just cause itself to be an egg. There must be a cause out-
side the egg that causes it to be an egg. Likewise, there must be a fi rst 
cause outside all creation that caused creation to come into existence, 
and that fi rst cause is God.

• For the possibility of everything else to exist, there had to be some-
thing in existence fi rst. This something is God.

• There is something we call truest and best against which we measure 
everything else that is true and good. This something isn’t just an ab-
stract concept but is God.

• The order in nature isn’t just a happy accident. An intelligent being 
exists to direct all things to their natural end, and this being is God.

4. What happens when human beings are connected to God?

When human beings are connected to God, the world’s major religions 
hold that at a deep level they will be happy and at peace. This does not 
mean that human beings will not experience problems, or sadness, or 
grief, but they will be supported by divine love through these diffi cult 
times.

5. According to the world’s major religions, what is the purpose and goal
of human life?
The world’s major religions teach that the purpose of human life is to 
cooperate with God’s desire for each person to be a source of beauty, joy, 
peace, and love, with the ultimate goal of human life to be in union with 
God, to experience the fullness of God’s love for us.



Hungry for What?
Review the list of hungers below and follow these steps:

1. Put a check mark by the hungers you experience. 

2. Add any hungers for nonphysical things that you experience that are not on this list.

3. Circle    the five hungers that you feel most often or most intensely. 

4. Record your thoughts about when you experience the five circled hungers, what you 
do to satisfy them, and what gets in the way of satisfying them. 

meaning  

friendship 
God 
love 
faith  
goodness 
connection 

hope 
strength 
purpose 

justice 
knowledge 

wisdom 
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Having had a 
spiritual awak-
ening as the 
result of these 
Steps, we 
tried to carry 
this message 
to alcoholics, 
and to practice 
these principles 
in all our af-
fairs.

12
Sought through 
prayer and med-
itation to im-
prove our con-
scious contact 
with God as we 
understood Him, 
praying only for 
knowledge of 
His will for us 
and the power 
to carry that out.

11
Continued to 
take personal 
inventory and 
when we were 
wrong promptly 
admitted it.

10
Made direct 
amends to such 
people wherever 
possible, except 
when to do so 
would injure 
them or others.

9

Made a list of all 
persons we had 
harmed, and 
became willing 
to make amends 
to them all.

8
Humbly asked 
God to remove 
our shortcom-
ings.

7

Twelve Steps

Were entirely 
ready to have 
God remove all 
these defects of 
character.

6
Admitted to God, 
to ourselves, and 
to another hu-
man being the 
exact nature of 
our wrongs.

5

Made a search-
ing and fearless 
moral inventory 
of ourselves.

4
Made a decision 
to turn our will 
and our lives 
over to the care 
of God as we 
understood Him.

3
Came to believe 
that a Power 
greater than 
ourselves could 
restore us to 
sanity.

2
We admitted we 
were powerless 
over alcohol—
that our lives 
had become 
unmanageable.

1

(The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous are taken from 
www.aa.org/the-twelve-steps.)

   29

© 2023 Saint Mary’s Press
Understanding Catholic Christianity
Chapter 1



My Values
Rate the extent to which you put the following values into practice on a scale of 1 to 4 by    circling    the 
number after each value that best refl ects your experience.    

Truth  1 2 3 4

Beauty 1 2 3 4

Justice 1 2 3 4

Love 1 2 3 4

Friendship 1 2 3 4

Being helpful 1 2 3 4

Serving others 1 2 3 4

Learning  1 2 3 4

Respect  1 2 3 4 

Gratitude 1 2 3 4

Cooperation 1 2 3 4

Authenticity 1 2 3 4

Inclusion 1 2 3 4

Caring for the Earth 1 2 3 4

Discussion Questions
What values rated highest in your small group?  

What values rated lowest?  

Personal Refl ection
List fi ve of your highest values:  

List values you hold that don’t appear on the list:  

List ways you might live the values you hold more fully:  

I admire this value, and 
I put it into practice 
almost every day.

I rarely, if ever, put this 
value into practice in my 
life.

1 2 3 4
Even though I appreciate 
this value, I don’t put it 
into practice very often.

I admire this value, and I 
put it into practice fairly 
often.

Name: 
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Sample Letter 

Dear God, 

My teacher said we should start with thanking you
for something. I thank you for my friend Zach. He
is teaching me to play the guitar. We hang out at each
other’s houses a lot and ride bikes. So thank you for a 
good friend. 

And then we should write our situation. My situation is 
mainly I am kind of miserable. Everything is changing. 
It is embarrassing. Yesterday I was talking and my voice 
cracked and I ended up squeaking! It was horrible. I used 
to get along with my family, but now my brothers and 
sisters just bother me and my mom and dad are giving 
me more chores to do. All I want to do is go to my room 
and listen to music, and they want me to do things with 
them that are so boring. We have a Teen Service Club at 
church, and I like helping with them, but the rest of my 
life is kind of hard now. I hope you can help. Thank you. 

James 

A Letter to God
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My Thoughts about God’s Reply

My Letter
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—Mohammed (The Qur’an 2:195)

And do good; Indeed,
Allah loves the doers
of good.

Wisdom Quotes

—The Dalai Lama (Tibetan Buddhism)

My religion is very
simple. My religion
is kindness.

—C. S. Lewis 
(Protestant Christian)

The Christian does not think 
God will love us because we 
are good, but that God will 
make us good because he 
loves us.

—Buddha (Buddhism)

Radiate boundless
love toward the
entire world.

—The Prophet Micah (Micah 6:8)
 (Judaism and Christianity) 

What the Lord requires:
Only to do justice and to
love goodness, and to walk
humbly with your God.

—Jesus (John 15:12) (Christianity)

This is my
commandment:

love one another
as I love you.

—Mahatma Gandhi 
(Hinduism)

My religion 
teaches me to 
love all equally.

(The Scripture quotations on this handout are taken from 
the New American Bible, Revised Edition © 2010, 1991, 
1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc., Wash-
ington, D.C. All Rights Reserved. No part of this work may 
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, 
or by any information storage and retrieval system, without 
permission in writing from the copyright owner.)
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Sample Letter to a Leader of a House of Worship

St. Ann High School
 2500 Parish Drive
 Hillsdale, Illinois
 September 8, 2025

Rev. Richard Smith
Hillsdale Baptist Church
1680 Main Street
Hillsdale, Illinois 

Dear Reverend Smith,

Our ninth-grade class at St. Ann High School has been learn-
ing about the wisdom tradition found in various religious tra-
ditions. We are writing to houses of worship in our area, and 
we wish to thank you and your community for your presence 
in our city. We realize that your members share God’s light and 
love with the entire community, and we would like to thank 
you and your members for sharing your wisdom in this way. 

Thank you especially for [mention a special good work you 
may know of that this community does for the wider commu-
nity, such as sponsoring a soup kitchen, having a particular 
festival, or caring for those who are homeless].
We are grateful for your presence in our community. 

Sincerely, 

[insert teacher’s signature]

[insert teacher’s name and name of class]

[class members’ signatures may follow, but this is optional]
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Name: ______________________________________ 
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Chapter 1 Test 
Multiple Choice 
Write the letter for the best or most appropriate answer in the space provided before each question. 

______ 1.  The word spiritual means _____. 
a. relating to the physical aspects of human life 
b. relating to the economic aspects of human life 
c. related to the nonmaterial aspects of human life 
d. relating to the social aspects of human life 

______ 2.  Biological changes in adolescence sometimes lead to negative impacts, like _____. 
a. raising your voice unnecessarily 
b. sudden tears 
c. mood swings  
d. all of the above 

______ 3.  The world’s major religions hold that when we are connected to God, our lives will be _____. 
a. blessed  
b. free of trouble  
c. painful 
d. sad  

______ 4.  When the front of the brain grows, later in adolescence, the result is _____. 
a. better impulse control 
b. problem-solving ability 
c. long-term planning ability 
d. all of the above  

______ 5.  A core belief of the world’s religions is that the universe we know came to be as the  
result of _____. 
a. random happenstance  
b. divine creation  
c. extraterrestrial activity  
d. human intervention  

______ 6.  Our spirituality is expressed through our _____. 
a. actions and beliefs 
b. values and attitudes  
c. a but not b 
d. both a and b 
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______  7.  Some of the physical changes that occur during puberty include _____. 
a. faster growth  
b. more muscle development  
c. sexual development  
d. all of the above 

______  8.  The way we feed our spiritual hungers is called our _____. 
a. outer life 
b. spirituality 
c. belief system  
d. search for value 

______  9.  A belief shared by the world’s major religions is that human beings are made for _____. 
a. love 
b. work  
c. recreation  
d. exploitation  

______  10. The hunger for connection can be satisfied through relationships with _____. 
a. other people 
b. nature 
c. a higher power 
d. all of the above 

______  11. The back of the brain is more primitive and reactionary. During adolescence, this 
part of the brain is gradually _____. 
a. developed 
b. pruned  
c. enhanced 
d. lost  

______  12. How can religion help satisfy spiritual hungers? 
a. through spiritual practices  
b. through a supportive community  
c. through knowledge of spiritual truths  
d. all of the above 

______  13. How can we choose to respond to our spiritual hungers? 
a. in healthy ways 
b. in unhealthy ways  
c. a but not b 
d. both a and b 
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______  14. _____ means putting your trust in someone or something. 
a. Goodness 
b. Purpose 
c. Faith 
d. Meaning  

______  15. The world’s major religions hold that creation is an expression of divine _____. 
a. curiosity 
b. love 
c. egoism  
d. manipulation  

Matching 
Match each word or phrase in the word bank with its description. 

______  16. The name of that period of human development when a person 
moves from being a child to being an adult; a time of rapid 
physical, mental, and emotional growth. 

______  17. Typically occurs between the ages of eight and fourteen. 

______  18. An organized system of beliefs, rituals, and ways of living that 
gives expression to a particular people’s faith in a god or gods. 

______  19. Related to or coming from God. 

______  20. A word best avoided to describe adolescent development, 
because changes during puberty vary from person to person, 
with no one standard pattern. 

______  21. Dramatic changes in the brain during adolescence. 

______  22. To receive a favor or gift bestowed by God, bringing happiness. 

______  23. The belief that there is only one God. 
______  24. The changes in the brain, producing new hormones and 

chemicals, that result in highs and lows, not yet balanced out. 
______  25. The belief that there are many gods. 

______  26. The beliefs, rituals, and practices as lived out by those who 
identify with the Catholic religion. 

______  27. Results from biological changes, leading to dating and close 
friendships.  

______  28. A name for the supreme being, creator of all that is.  

______  29. Ways of tending to the part of the self that is not physical. It is expressed  
through actions, beliefs, values, and attitudes that characterize a person’s life.  

______  30. Bodily changes during adolescence, like rapid growth and increased muscle strength. 

a. physical changes  

b. spirituality  

c. God  

d. divine  

e. monotheism  

f. Catholicism  

g. blessed  

h. puberty  

i. brain remodeling  

j. brain’s chemistry  

k. normal 

l. sexual attraction  

m. polytheism  

n. religion  

o. adolescence  
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True or False 
Mark each statement as true (T) or false (F). 

______ 31. Over time, different religious traditions have developed and provided answers  
to the big questions of human existence. 

______ 32. Most people find meaning in life by believing in something bigger than themselves. 
______ 33. Huge and irreconcilable differences in belief exist among the world’s different religions. 

______ 34. The hunger for goodness leads to one of two responses: hopelessness and despair,  
or hope that goodness will overcome pain. 

______ 35. In adolescence, awareness of spiritual hungers grows and possibilities for spiritual life grow. 

______ 36. As part of creation, human beings are totally independent of one another, and of all  
creation, by divine decree. 

______ 37. In adolescence, teens may want to explore for themselves beliefs they have grown up with. 

______ 38. A person does not have to belong to a religion to grow spiritually. 
______ 39. Things like greed, anger, anxiety, injustice, and ignorance are no hindrance to our ability  

to be connected to God.  
______ 40. The world’s great religions also teach a variety of spiritual practices that are meant  

to help human beings stay connected to God.  

Essay 
Respond to one of the following questions in complete sentences. 

A. Human beings hunger for meaning, goodness, and connection. Select one of these three hungers,  
and then do the following: 

1. Explain why it is considered a spiritual hunger. 
2. Discuss ways people can satisfy it. 

B. Explain why science cannot prove or disprove the existence of God. 

C. Describe what it means to be religious and to be spiritual. Are religion and spirituality related?  
If not, why? If so, explain the relationship. 
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Chapter 1 Test Answer Key 
Multiple Choice 

1. c 
2. d 
3. a 
4. d 
5. b 
6. d 
7. d 
8. b 
9. a 

10. d 
11. b 
12. d 
13. d 
14. c 
15. b 

Matching 
16. o 
17. h 
18. n 
19. d 
20. k 
21. i 
22. g 
23. e 
24. j 
25. m 
26. f 
27. l 
28. c 
29. b 
30. a 

True or False 
31. T 
32. T 
33. F 
34. T 
35. T 
36. F 
37. T 
38. T 
39. F 
40. T  

Essay 
A. For part 1, the answer should explain that the selected hunger is considered spiritual because it relates to 

the parts of ourselves that are not material or physical. For part 2, answers will vary but should demonstrate 
knowledge of the relevant material in the student book (see pages 7–9 for meaning, pages 10–12 for 
goodness, and pages 12–13 for connection). 

B. The core answer is that science cannot prove or disprove the existence of God. If a supreme being exists, 
that supreme being that created all space and time must exist outside of space and time. So science, the 
discipline that seeks to understand and measure space and time, cannot measure God. 
Students may also add that this does not prevent human beings from making arguments for the existence 
of God. It does require using logical arguments, rather than scientific reasoning, when discussing the 
existence of God. 

C. The student should discuss the meaning of both spiritual realities and religion. Being spiritual means 
relating to the nonphysical aspects of human experience. Being religious means committing to an organized 
system of beliefs, rituals, and ways of living to express faith. Some students will see the two as interlocking 
realities; some students will see spirituality as a reality separate from religion. 

 
 
 
 


