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Abstract  
 
All 9th graders at Lyons Community School take a required semester-long social studies 
course, “World Religions in NYC.”  Throughout this course they learn about six different 
religions, looking at each one’s unique understanding of the world.  They study origins, 
sacred texts, beliefs, rituals, daily practices and visual culture of each religion and how 
those religions are practiced in NYC.  For their final project, students create a tour of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in which they develop a theme that is meaningful to them 
which they see expressed and explored in multiple religions.   
 
An important part of this course is making site visits to places of worship for the major 
religions that we study.  Because of First Amendment issues, it is important to make clear 
to students and families that these visits are a required part of their learning and the visits 
are for academic (secular) purposes only.  The template provided in this project provides 
a clear structure for the academic study of a place of worship that can be used for any site 
visit of any religion.  The student handouts and other materials included below show how 
this template may be used to structure a visit to a Hindu temple. 
 
 
Broader Goals of the Course 
 
The course serves two broad purposes: 
 

1) It acquaints students with a broader understanding of the people in the NYC 
community.  Despite living in an extremely diverse city, my students – like many 
adults – do not come into meaningful contact with people who are very different 
from themselves. This course is designed to enable them to think about themselves 
as the sort of person who engages with other people, the sort of person who can get 
to know, go to school or work with people who may have vastly different world-
views and life stories (See Goldschmidt, “Being There: What do Students Learn by 
Visiting Houses of Worship?” pg 3) 

 



2) Enter student “into a conversation” that has taken place across time and cultures 
“about what makes life meaningful.”  Religion gets at some of the deepest questions 
that all people - perhaps especially teenagers - have about the meaning of life.  
Warren Nord and Charles Haynes argue that “every educated human being should 
have some grasp of the answers that people have given to these questions” because 
of the profound influence these questions and different ways of answering them 
have on our lives.  (Nord and Haynes, Taking Religion Seriously Across the Curricu-
lum, pp 37-38) 

 
 
 
Specific Goals of the Project 
 

● Students will be able to articulate how the sacred space reflects the core beliefs, 
worldview and practices of the religion. 

● Students will design/create three photos that demonstrate what they have learned 
in the space and write about what they have created. 

● Over the course of the five site visits conducted throughout the semester, students 
will grow increasingly comfortable entering unfamiliar spaces and practicing 
strategies for becoming exploring and learning in new spaces. 

 
 
Relevant State Standards 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.1 
In discussion and writing: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis  
of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 
Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in 
groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9-10 topics, texts, and issues, 
building on others' ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.7 
Analyze the representation of a subject or a key scene in two different artistic mediums, 
including what is emphasized or absent in each treatment. (This relates to how ideas in 
core texts of the religion are represented in the art and architecture of the space.) 

 
 
 
 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/9-10/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/9-10/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/9-10/7/


 
Project Sequence 
 

1. Do Now:  Personal response and observations of the space.  Write for 15 minutes – 
exploring the space with the senses.  Using the sentence starters on their worksheet 
students are guided to observe more deeply as they write and reflect throughout the 
15 minutes. 
 
Rationale: This part of the visit allows students to become accustomed to the space,    

to develop their own ideas, questions and connections without the teacher or 
others mediating their experience.  It also enables students to take a more 
secular or academic approach to the space because the sentence starters simply 
direct them to make observations.  Clearly, they are not expected to worship or 
to be having a religious experience.  

 
 
 

2. Concept development/text analysis: Read/review texts that reflect the religion’s 
unique worldview and identify the ways that important concepts in the religion are 
reflected in what we observe in the space. 
 
Rationale:  The goal of this part of the visit it to allow students to see how the 

important concepts in the religion are lived by participants of the religion and 
how the space has been constructed or is used to support those beliefs/practices. 

 

 

 

3. Site specific activities (incomplete) 
 

● Divya Dham Temple: Student presentations on the Hindu gods 

● Zen Temple: 

● Kehila Kedosha Janina Synagogue: Meeting with community leader, tour of 
museum of Greek Orthodox Jewish life 

● Islamic Cultural Center of New York: Meeting with imam 

● Saint John the Divine  
 
 
 
 
 

 



4. Exit - Capturing what you have figured out:  
 

a. Students take a set of only 3 photos that reflect what they have discovered in 
the place of worship.   

b. Students write about their photos using provided template, which will change 
over the course of the semester as student writing skills develop. 

  
Rationale:  The students capture what they have observed and learned by carefully 

creating three images and writing briefly about each of them.  Students need to 
home in on the most salient aspects of the visit and use visual thinking strategies 
to create an image that conveys what was most important about the visit. [Note: 
students need to be exposed to the different types of photos before the first site 
visit.] 

 
 
 Types of photos students might take: 
 

1 – Look back over what you wrote when we first entered the temple.  
Photograph one aspect of the temple that caught your eye in those first 15 
minutes. 

 
2 – How can you represent the religion’s beliefs or practices in a photo?  Take 

one photo that reflects an aspect of the religion’s worldview and how it is 
practiced here in the temple. 

 
3 – What “world religion themes” do you see reflected in the temple?  Where?  

Take one photo that reflects a theme. (This would be based on a list of 
themes or topics that we generate early on the in semester and add to 
throughout the course.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For information about the Religious Worlds of New York 

summer institute for teachers, and more resources to enrich your teaching 

 on religious diversity, see: www.religiousworldsnyc.org. 

 
 
  

http://www.religiousworldsnyc.org/


 
DRAFT – HINDU TEMPLE VISIT 

Name: ____________________________ Date: ___________       

Location: Divya Dham Temple, Queens NY 

Who are the Hindu gods?   How and why are they worshipped? 
 

Find a quiet place to sit, away from other people and explore this space with your senses. When you 
are ready, use the following sentence prompts to get yourself writing about what you see. Write for 15 
minutes – you need to fill in every line, write everything you are thinking/feeling. There are no wrong 
answers. 
 
1. First Glance.  The first thing I notice is …     My eye is drawn immediately to…  
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Deeper Observation.  Looking / Smelling / Listening closer, I notice … 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Emotional/ Visceral Response:  This (place/area/object) reminds me of …     This 
(place/area/object) makes me feel … 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
4.  Analysis: How do you think this space helps Hindus worship? 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Understanding worldview 
 

DOCUMENT #1: 
According to Hindu belief, “God can be approached in a number of ways.  A devoted person can relate to God as 
a majestic king, as a parent figure, as a friend, as a child, as a beautiful woman, or even as a ferocious Goddess. 
Each person can relate to God in a particular form, the ishta devata or desired form of God. Thus, one person 
might be drawn towards Shiva, another towards Krishna, and another towards Kali. Many Hindus believe that all 
the different deities are aspects of a single, transcendent power”. 

 

“It is too simplistic to define Hinduism as belief in many gods or 'polytheism'. Most Hindus 

believe in a Supreme God, whose qualities and forms are represented by the multitude of 

deities [gods] which emanate [come] from him. In other words, many Hindus believe that all the 

different deities [gods] are aspects of a single, transcendent power.  God, being unlimited, can 

have unlimited forms and expressions.”                                                            

Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/hinduism/concepts/concepts_1.shtml 

 
How can Hinduism be considered both monotheistic and polytheistic?   
How can Hinduism be considered BEYOND both monotheism and polytheism?  
What evidence of these beliefs can you find in the temple? 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
DOCUMENT #2 

Adapted from - http://www.patheos.com/Library/Hinduism/Ritual-Worship-Devotion-Symbolism/Worship-and-
Devotion-in-Daily-Life. Written by: Jacob N. Kinnard 

 

The most common religious act in Hinduism is puja, which is often translated simply as "worship." It 
literally means "honor."  
 
During puja, Hindus do not just honor the gods and goddesses, but also they form a sort of 
relationship with the god. A typical temple puja might involve the following steps: 
 

1. The statue is first clothed in plain clothing. 

 

2. Then music is played, prayers are recited, and the plain clothes are removed. According to Hindu 

belief, the god is not yet present in the image; the image is simply an empty container for the god.  

http://www.patheos.com/About-Patheos/Jacob-N-Kinnard.html


 

3. The image is prepared to be bathed, first by being rubbed down with various liquids. It is then 

bathed with water that has been specially blessed. 

 

4. Now that it is bathed, the image is re-dressed with particularly fine clothes, given a sacred thread, 

perfumed, and bejeweled and decked with flowers. 

 

5. The priest or priests then recite sacred verses and mantras, essentially inviting the god or 

goddess to enter the statue. 

 

6. The god, having now inhabited the image, is offered food. 

 

7. All of this is typically performed behind a screen. When the screen is finally removed, and the act 

of darshan takes place. Darshan is the moment when the god literally sees the human, and also 

when the human sees the god.  This is where the relationship is formed. 

 

8. As one of the final acts in the puja ritual, the priest will take a lamp to the followers gathered in the 

temple, who cup their hands over the flame and then touch their eyes and faces, symbolically 

bringing the light and warmth of the god into themselves. 

 

9. Finally, the gods are fed. The leftover food is understood to be a gift from the gods. The eating of 

these leftovers is important because we humans eat the same food of the gods, and thus are, in a 

sense, equal to them. However, it also demonstrates that we are lower than they are–we eat their 

leftovers.  

 
Looking at this statue, what rituals do you think have already taken place? 
What rituals do you think might take place later? 
Why do Hindus do puja? 

 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 

http://www.patheos.com/Library/Glossary/Darshan.html


 
 

Hindu god presentations 
Take notes on each presentation (not your own) 

 
Name of Presenter: _____________________  

God:  Durga      Ganesha       Hanuman        Kali       Krishna       Lakshmi        Parvati         Shiva         Vishnu 

People worship this god because . . . 

One thing I find interesting about this god is . . . 

One thing I liked about the presentation was  . . . 

 

 

Attribute 1 (sketch) 

 

Attribute 2  (sketch) 

 

 

Other notes 
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One thing I liked about the presentation was  . . . 

 

 

Attribute 1 (sketch) 

 

Attribute 2  (sketch) 

 

 

Other notes 
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Name of Presenter: _____________________  
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Capture what you have learned 
 
Take three pictures with and write about them below. 

 
Photo 1:  Look back over what you wrote when we first entered the temple.  Photograph one 
aspect of the temple that caught your eye in those first 15 minutes. 
 
Photo 2:  How can you represent Hindu beliefs and practices in a photo?  Take one photo that 
reflects an aspect of Hinduism’s worldview and how it is practiced here in the temple. 
 
Photo 3:  Look over the religion topics that we began to develop in class this week.  Do you 
see any of those topics reflected in the temple?  Where?  Take one photo that reflects a world 
religions topic. 

 
 
Homework:   

1) Email your three photos to me. 

2) Answer the following questions about ONE of your photos:   

a. Why did you take this photo?   

b. What did you see in this image that particularly caught your eye?   

c. What does this image show about Hinduism? 

d. Why did you pick THIS photo instead of the other two?  What is special about this photo? 

 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 


