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Enlightening Myself

“Look at the candle light, breathe in and out calmly. Think of nothing more than the candle light. Close your eyes and become the candle light. Think of nothing but the candle light…” Ms. McDuffie chants as the entire class focus’ their mind, body and spirit to gain nirvana, or enlightenment. Susie McDuffie, my high school World Religions teacher, is a petite woman with the looks of a past hippie. The way she taught was very different to John Gatto’s seven lessons that are part of a hidden curriculum throughout the United States. John Gatto’s lessons; Confusion, Class Position, Indifference, Emotional Dependency, Intellectual Dependency, Provisional Self-Esteem, and One Can’t Hide; did not fit the ways that  Ms. McDuffie taught throughout the semester. Gatto teaches the un-relating of everything while Ms McDuffie gives a good understanding of the materials being learned. My teacher made everyone feel equal instead of labeling students like what John Gatto does. Also, her lessons were always complete and the bell was never considered like an On/Off. These lessons that are significantly different to John Gatto’s are confusion, class position and indifference. 

One of the lessons that I have learned from my teacher is that of confusion. “I teach you how to accept confusion as your destiny” (Gatto 175). Unlike Ms. McDuffie, John Gatto teaches everything out of context, the un-relating of everything. However, Ms. McDuffie was very knowledgeable on the subject that she teaches, World Religions. Everyday in class, when we first walked in, she would have us sit down and write a journal about the religion we were learning the day before. We would write a summary of what we understood about that religion she had assigned us. She would then collect these journals and review what we understood about the religion she had given us to read the night before. When she was done with them, she would go on the board and write down the names of people that she wanted to see. My name was written almost everyday because I usually didn’t understand what certain parts of the religion meant. When I went to see her, she would explain to me the extra things that I didn’t catch about the religion. She always clarified the confusion that I had and she made me understand the text far beyond what my mind can decipher.

The lesson of class position was also taught in her class. Once a week, she would have the entire class practice the religion that we were learning. As we all gathered in a circle, we set our mind off into nirvana. In the middle there was usually an object that related to that religion. Ms. McDuffie had us do something different for each religion. For Buddhism, she wanted us to stare at a candle light and think of nothing but that light. I patiently stared at the light and only thought about the light, nothing else was going on in my head. After a few minutes passed by, she had us close our eyes and picture the candle light in our mind. We would then see the candle light in our mind and we were able to become one with the light, reaching the spiritual state of nirvana. Every time we did this, I learned the importance of that religion. I knew how the monks felt and perceived life. Participating in these practices made me feel that I understood every bit of that religion, and I did. Gathering around together with my classmates made me realized that I was neither higher nor lower in the class. “…numbered classes is that everyone has a proper place in the pyramid and there is no way out of your class except by number magic” (Gatto 175). There was no pyramid of some sort in Ms. McDuffie’s class. Additionally, this made me feel more confident in my studies. 

Another important lesson that McDuffie has taught us is Indifference. “The lesson of bells is that no work is worth finishing, so why care too deeply about anything?” (Gatto 176). There were no lessons of bells in her class. She would complete her lectures before the end of the period and she even  took the class on a field trip after school was dismissed. We went on this field trip to the Ramakrishna Monastery after school to learn more about another religion. At the Ramakrishna Monastery we had a conversation with the monk about the religion. He explained to us many of the things that the monks do at the Monastery and we were all curious as to how it felt like to live like them. The monk then led us through a spiritual walk through the forest in order to show us their purpose, to be one at peace. Later, we went into the temple to practice meditation. We meditated for about fifteen minutes until we felt spiritually awaken. I thought that this field trip was not going to be important and be a waste of time. However, I left the monastery more eager and curious about the other religions of this world. Ultimately, I started to study more outside of class instead of fixating my eyes to what is known as the television.

After taking this class I considered myself more of a Buddhist rather than a Catholic. She taught me everything without confusing me. And when things did get confusing, she was always there to help. Also, participating with the class helped me realize the importance and value of the religion. If I didn’t get this first hand experience from her, I would have never considered myself a Buddhist in the first place. There were no lessons of bells in her class; she had always finished everything with perfect understanding of the material. That was the first time in high school, that I had earned an A. 
