ESSAY 1: How Do I Know What Is Real?		McGinn RL101
WHAT IS REAL?
I)   Purpose: Why are we doing this assignment?
A) Religions deal with the fundamental questions of human life: Why is there something rather than nothing? What is the point of life? What is the purpose of my life? How do we know what is true or real? Is what we can experience with our five senses the full extent of reality? What are beauty, goodness, and justice? Do human beings create anything of lasting value? Is death annihilation or a transition to another phase of life? How ought one to live in light of the answers to the foregoing questions? For millennia, since at least 50,000 B.C.E., human communities have asked these questions. The major religious traditions of the world arose through the efforts of those who tried to provide an “answer” to such ultimate questions.
B) The purpose of this introductory class is to learn how to engage in academic study of religions and religious phenomena. This purpose would be fulfilled by learning about the answers various religious traditions provide to fundamental questions like those listed above. However, looking at one’s own responses to questions like these adds a deeper dimension to such study. The experience of trying to discover one’s own answers helps students to understand on a more experiential level the significance of both the answers and the questions. By struggling to name their own responses, students acquire a “gut feeling” for what the religious traditions of the world provide for their adherents.
C) Young adults often are asking many of these “ultimate questions” before they begin this class. Students may be challenging the answers provided by the religious tradition in which they were raised. Those who were not raised in a religious tradition may be asking themselves whether there would be value in adopting one. This assignment is designed to help students who are on a spiritual “quest” to begin to explore in a deeper way at least some of the important questions they already are asking.
D) This essay raises the question of what is at the heart of reality. The analysis of terms in this assignment prepares students for the next writing assignment, which will analyze the significance of a ritual in one of the contemporary world religions, and for the subsequent one, in which they will outline their own sense of what is real, valuable, and right.
II)   Specifications: What are the parameters for this assignment?
A) Since the films are required for the assignment, parenthetical references to the film scenes (e.g., Matrix, s.15) will be sufficient. However, you will need to refer to outside sources for the definitions of terms (real, true, false, doubt, faith), and those references will require standard Chicago Manual of Style humanities-style footnotes. (For sample references, see http://www.jcu.edu/Bible/AcademicExcellence/Writing/Headings_n_Refs.htm#Refs.) No Select Bibliography or Works Cited page is necessary, as long as these CMS footnotes are included.
B) NO WEBSITES ARE PERMITTED for this assignment. For the definitions part of this assignment, I recommend that you consult reference tools like the Oxford English Dictionary (available through the Grasselli Library at https://library.jcu.edu/validate?url=http%3A%2F%2F0-www.oed.com.library.jcu.edu%3A80%2F) , the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
[bookmark: _GoBack](http://plato.stanford.edu/contents.html), and The Sacramentum Mundi: An Encyclopedia of Theology (edited by Karl Rahner, et al. [New York: Herder and Herder, 1968–1970]; available in print only). Certain entries in the Middle English Dictionary also will be of use: see “lief” (http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/m/mec/med-idx?type=id&id=MED24975; our current term, “be-lief,” is a compound word from “lief"), “trust” (http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/m/mec/med-idx?type=id&id=MED47298),  and “feith” (http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/m/mec/med-idx?type=id&id=MED15481, the earlier spelling of “faith”).
C) All the other specifications of good writing apply. These are spelled out on the main Assignments page, and in more detail on Dr. McGinn’s writing website: http://www.jcu.edu/bible/AcademicExcellence/Writing.
D) Carefully proofread all your written work. Misspelled words, incidences of exclusive language, or other careless mistakes will have a significant negative impact on the grade for the assignment.
III)   Directions: How do I do this assignment?
A) Read all the directions for this assignment before beginning it.
B) View the following two feature films. Take notes while doing so.
1) A Beautiful Mind (2001)
2) The Matrix (1999)
C) Using specific examples from the films you viewed, write formal answers to the following questions. Be sure to cite the various scenes in the films as you discuss them. 
1) Each of these films deals in some way with the question of what is real or true and how one comes to know the Real or the True. What is real? (Give a formal definition of the term, not just examples.) How can a person know what is real? (Give your criteria of knowledge.) How can one distinguish between what is real vs. what is illusory? (What characteristics does “reality” have that “illusion” does not, and vice-versa?)
2) Each of these films demonstrates that, at their root, “faith” and “doubt” do not concern the acceptance or rejection of unproven assertions. Rather, “faith” and “doubt” operate in the realm of interpersonal relationships. What are “faith” and “doubt” according to the films you viewed? (Again, give formal definitions.) How do they work? Why are both important to being a sane, adult human being? (Make sure you state the importance of each attitude.) 
3) In each of these films, there comes a point in life when the main character has a breakthrough experience. The person’s old way of looking at the world has broken down. It no longer makes sense to the person; it no longer “works.” The character becomes “disillusioned,” and must achieve a new understanding of life and “reality.” For the two films you viewed, where do you see this happening? How did the character understand life before and after the experience of disillusionment? Explore one of these examples in detail, showing the process of challenge, leading to doubt, and then to a new understanding or “vision” of the world. How was this change of worldview significant in the life of this character? How did the person’s life change as a result?
4) Choose an incident in your own life when something like this has happened to you. As specifically as possible, analyze that incident in retrospect. What prompted your experience of disillusionment, leading to doubt? How did you arrive at your new vision of life? How is your life different now than it was before this experience?
D) Reflection/Evaluation: In a few sentences, respond to the following questions.
1) Look back over the experience of writing this essay. What did you find difficult? Easy? What parts of the assignment were particularly helpful to you?
2) How would you change the assignment to make it more effective in uncovering what you believe and why?
IV)   Submission: What do I do when I have finished answering the questions?
A) Scan the notes you took when watching the two films (III.B) and save the scan as a PDF. If you typed your notes on your laptop while viewing the film, save that file as a PDF. This will be uploaded to the Blackboard form when you submit your assignment.
B) Proofread your answers carefully. Read them backwards to check for typos. Read them aloud (preferably to someone else) to make sure that your syntax and grammar are correct, and that your sentences clearly convey what you are trying to say. Let the assignment sit for a day or so.
C) Re-read your answers and make whatever corrections and improvements suggest themselves. Proofread your assignment again or ask someone else to proofread it for you. Make any necessary corrections and improvements.
D) Open the Essay form on the Blackboard and copy/paste your answers into the appropriate sections. Include the film citations in the body of the answers, insert two blank lines, and then copy/paste the footnotes for that section into the same question block.
V)   Grading:
A) This assignment will be graded on both its content and formal features. For the sample grading schema, see http://www.jcu.edu/Bible/AcademicExcellence/GPs/101WhatIsRealGP.htm.
B) The movie notes are a required part of this assignment. The essay grade will be docked 10% if the notes are omitted.

VI)   Due Date:
A) Typically, this assignment is due the first Sunday evening after the term begins. See the class schedule and/or Blackboard assignment for the exact submission deadline.
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