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The pur pose of this qual i ta tive study was to exam ine how spir i tu al ity influ ences the moti va tions
and prac tices of a multi cul tural group of 16 women adult edu ca tors who are teach ing for social
change, who were strongly informed by a par tic u lar reli gious tra di tion as a child, and have rene -
go ti ated a more rel e vant adult spir i tu al ity. Find ings reveal the fol low ing five themes of spir i tual
expe ri ence as described by the par tic i pant spir i tu al ity as the following: (a) a spi ral pro cess of
mov ing beyond and “re-membering” spir i tual val ues and sym bols of the cul ture of ori gin; (b)
life force, inter con nec ted ness, and whole ness; (c) piv otal expe ri ence of a per ceived higher
power that facil i tates heal ing; (d) the devel op ment of authen tic iden tity; and (e) a way of life
requir ing both inner reflec tion and out ward social action.

Teaching for social change is a work of pas sion for many adult emancipatory
educators—a pas sion fueled by a deep under ly ing eth i cal, social, and often a spir i -
tual com mit ment on the part of the adult edu ca tor. It is impor tant work, and at the
dawn of the new mil len nium, many adult edu ca tors are attempt ing to teach across
bor ders of race, gen der, class, national ori gin, and sex ual ori en ta tion to increase
cross-bor der under stand ing and to work toward greater equity between dom i nant
and oppressed groups. Some edu ca tors are doing this by teach ing classes in higher
edu ca tion that explic itly deal with these top ics, whereas oth ers are work ing with
grass roots com mu ni ties on pro jects aimed at social change.

How adult edu ca tors might respond to the edu ca tional needs of a multi cul tural
soci ety has been a sub ject of some dis cus sion in fem i nist and crit i cal ped a gogy in
the past few years and in con sid er ations of how adult edu ca tors can chal lenge sys -
tems of power, priv i lege, oppres sion, and col o ni za tion and cross bor ders of race,
gen der, class, and national ori gin in this era of glob al iza tion (Brookfield & Preskill,
1999; Giroux, 1992; Hayes & Colin, 1994; John son-Bailey & Cervero, 1998;
Tisdell, 1998; Walters & Manicom, 1996). Teaching across these bor ders for social
change is dif fi cult, requir ing a will ing ness to deal with con flict, resis tance, and

308

ELIZ A BETH J. TISDELL is an as so ci ate professor in the De part ment of Adult and Con tinuing Ed u -
ca tion at Na tional-Louis Uni ver sity in Chi cago, IL.

ADULT ED U CA TION QUAR TERLY, Vol. 50 No. 4, August 2000 308-335
© 2000 Amer i can As so ci a tion for Adult and Con tin u ing Education



strong emo tions as groups engage in crit i cal dia logue and, hope fully, move to social 
action. What has been miss ing from the lit er a ture is atten tion to what drives this
under ly ing com mit ment or how spir i tu al ity informs the work of such emancipatory
adult edu ca tors work ing from these crit i cal, fem i nist, or antiracist edu ca tional
frames. This is some what sur pris ing because almost all of those who write about
edu ca tion for social change cite the impor tant influ ence work of edu ca tor and activ -
ist Paulo Freire, who was a deeply spir i tual man strongly informed by the lib er a tion
the ol ogy move ment of Latin Amer ica (Freire, 1997). With the excep tion of the
recent study on com mu nity and com mit ment by Daloz, Keene, Keene, and Parks
(1996), in which the con nec tion between spir i tual com mit ment and social action is
implied, empir i cal research on how spir i tu al ity relates to a com mit ment to do social
jus tice work is extremely lim ited. Clearly, there are both male and female adult edu -
ca tors and activ ists teach ing for social change who are moti vated to do so partly
because of their spir i tual com mit ments; but many are women of dif fer ent race and
class back grounds guided by crit i cal, fem i nist, or antiracist edu ca tional per spec -
tives who have also had to rene go ti ate their adult spir i tu al ity in light of hav ing been
raised in patri ar chal reli gious tra di tions. How has their spir i tu al ity changed over
time, and how does it moti vate and influ ence their adult edu ca tion prac tice for
social jus tice? In light of the lack of adult edu ca tion lit er a ture that deals with
women, spir i tu al ity, and social jus tice, the pur pose of this study was to exam ine
how spir i tu al ity influ ences the moti va tions and prac tices of a multi cul tural group of 
women adult edu ca tors who are teach ing for social change, who were strongly
informed by a par tic u lar reli gious tra di tion as a child, and have rene go ti ated a more
rel e vant adult spir i tu al ity. This study sug gests impli ca tions for how adult edu ca tors
may draw on spir i tu al ity in their own emancipatory adult edu ca tion prac tices, and it 
also offers begin ning insight on women’s spir i tual devel op ment in the often ignored 
(by devel op men tal the o rists) sociocultural con text.

RE LATED LIT ER A TURE

With the excep tion of the subfield of adult reli gious edu ca tion, spir i tu al ity has
been given lit tle atten tion in main stream aca demic adult edu ca tion, and its con nec -
tion to dis cus sions of emancipatory adult edu ca tion efforts is even more lim ited.
This may sim ply be because spir i tu al ity is dif fi cult to define. It is a rel a tively elu -
sive topic that can some times be con fused with reli gion. Indeed, for many of us, our
adult spir i tu al ity is clearly informed by how we were social ized both reli giously
and cul tur ally. Yet, spir i tu al ity is not the same as reli gion; reli gion is an orga nized
com mu nity of faith that has writ ten codes of reg u la tory behav ior, whereas spir i tu al -
ity is more about one’s per sonal belief and expe ri ence of a higher power or higher
pur pose. In seek ing to give spir i tu al ity (as opposed to reli gion) a def i ni tion, Ham il -
ton and Jack son (1998) con ducted a qual i ta tive study of women in the help ing pro -
fes sions’ con cep tions of spir i tu al ity. Par tic i pants’ def i ni tions cen tered on the fol -
low ing three main themes: fur ther devel op ment of self-aware ness, a sense of
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inter con nec ted ness, and a rela tion ship to a higher power. Although this def i ni tion
does give a sense of the psy cho log i cal aspects of spir i tu al ity as broadly related to
mean ing mak ing, it does not get at the poten tial rela tion ship of cul tural expe ri ence
and spir i tu al ity, nor does it get at the con nec tion between spir i tu al ity and a com mit -
ment to social jus tice, which is the focus of this arti cle. Nev er the less, these three
themes of spir i tu al ity—greater self-aware ness, a sense of inter con nec ted ness, and
an expe ri ence of a per ceived higher power—appear to be com mon aspects of what
spir i tu al ity is about for most who con sider it an impor tant mean ing-mak ing aspect
of their life.

Spir i tu al ity in Adult and Higher Ed u ca tion

Despite the fact that there is rel a tively lit tle direct dis cus sion of spir i tu al ity in
aca demic adult edu ca tion, recently, the rec og ni tion of the spir i tual dimen sion has
begun to creep into some adult and higher edu ca tion dis cus sions, and this is likely
to be an area of some future dis cus sion. Most of these ref er ences focus on spir i tu al -
ity more gen er ally in teach ing and learn ing and is the focus the newly released
sourcebook on spir i tu al ity edited by Eng lish and Gillen (2000). Dirkx (1997) has
also noted that atten tion to “soul” in adult learn ing is impor tant, par tic u larly in
attend ing to group pro cess. He sug gests that our inter est is not so much to teach
soulwork or spir i tu al ity but, rather, to nur ture soul; that is, “to rec og nize what is
already inher ent within our rela tion ships and expe ri ences, to acknowl edge its pres -
ence with the teach ing and learn ing envi ron ment, to respect its sacred mes sage”
(Dirkx, 1997, p. 83). In a sim i lar vein, Palmer (1998) dis cusses the impor tance of
attend ing to par a dox, sacred ness, and graced moments in teach ing and learn ing in
devel op ing a spir i tu al ity of edu ca tion. Sim i larly, Young (1997) describes spir i tu al -
ity as the under pin ning of our val ues in higher edu ca tion. Eng lish (2000) dis cusses
very directly the focus on mean ing mak ing in adult learn ing as intri cately related to
the spir i tual quest of adults, whereas Vella (2000), in her dis cus sion of a spir ited
epis te mol ogy, sug gests that attend ing to the spir i tual dimen sion of adult learn ing is
part of hon or ing the learner as “sub ject,” and thus the author of his or her own life in
the quest for mean ing mak ing. Indeed, the sub ject of spir i tu al ity is cur rently a hot
topic in Human Resources Devel op ment (HRD) and some of the work place-related 
lit er a ture. How ever, as Fenwick and Lange (1998) sug gest in their cri tique of the
spir i tu al ity in the work place lit er a ture in the field, most of these dis cus sions have
lit tle or noth ing to do with the con nec tion of spir i tu al ity to social jus tice or
emancipatory edu ca tion. There are, of course, a few (not spe cif i cally con nected to
HRD or work place adult edu ca tion) who more spe cif i cally dis cuss the con nec tion
of work, spir i tu al ity, and the cre ation of a more just global econ omy. For exam ple,
Fox (1995) dis cusses the con nec tion between spir i tu al ity as “inner work” and the
revisioning of our “outer work” and the impor tance of rit ual and cel e bra tion in the
cre ation of a new cos mol ogy as the great par a digm shift of our time.
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Not sur pris ingly, in most ref er ences in adult edu ca tion, spir i tu al ity is dealt with
only from an indi vid ual, psy cho log i cal per spec tive and from the stand point of what
is pres ent in the learn ing envi ron ment in how indi vid ual par tic i pants con struct
mean ing through image, sym bol, and graced moments about the pur pose of their
life jour ney. Most dis cus sions of spir i tu al ity end here; yet, for many adult edu ca -
tors, their per ceived pur pose in the world relates directly to their emancipatory edu -
ca tion efforts. Few adult edu ca tion writ ers have dis cussed this, although the very
well-known activ ist-edu ca tors Hor ton and Freire (1990) were clear about the influ -
ence of spir i tu al ity on their own work. Hart and Holton (1993) have sug gested that
spir i tu al ity offers hope to emancipatory adult edu ca tion efforts; Walters and
Manicom (1996) dis cuss the impor tance of spir i tu al ity among grass roots
emancipatory adult edu ca tors work ing with women in an inter na tional con text.
They note that spir i tu al ity “is a theme that is increas ingly sig nif i cant in pop u lar
edu ca tion prac tice as cul tur ally dis tinct groups, women recov er ing ‘womanist’ tra -
di tions and eth nic col lec tives, draw on cul tural and spir i tual sym bols in heal ing and
transformative edu ca tion” (Walters & Manicom, 1996, p. 13). Other than these
instances, the field of adult edu ca tion has been rel a tively silent about the con nec -
tion between spir i tu al ity and emancipatory edu ca tion efforts. Yet, more recently
and more in dis cus sions of edu ca tion in gen eral, edu ca tors and cul tural crit ics are
begin ning to dis cuss the impor tance of spir i tu al ity in antiracist and emancipatory
edu ca tion efforts. In her own edu ca tion efforts, hooks (1994, 1999) very directly
dis cusses the impor tance of spir i tu al ity, and Sim mer-Brown (1999) dis cusses both
com mit ment and open ness in edu ca tion for cul tural diver sity and plu ral ism. These
emancipatory edu ca tion dis cus sions hint at the impor tance of attend ing to spir i tu al -
ity in social jus tice efforts; yet, there is lit tle data-based research that focuses on
how it informs the think ing or prac tices of edu ca tors. This study is one effort to get
at these issues.

Spir i tual De vel op ment

This study is pri mar ily about how spir i tu al ity informs the work of a multi cul -
tural group of fem i nist or antiracist women emancipatory adult edu ca tors. To make
sense of how these women per ceive and carry out their work as emancipatory edu -
ca tors, it was nec es sary to under stand some of their life his tory—some of their spir -
i tual jour neys or spir i tual devel op ment as related to their cul tural and life expe ri -
ences. Thus, the lit er a ture on spir i tual devel op ment also informs this study. Weibust 
and Thomas (1994), in their dis cus sion of learn ing and spir i tual devel op ment in
adult hood, note that atten tion to “unity con scious ness as know ing” (p. 124) and
how adults seek wis dom through spir i tual learn ing and open ness to par a dox is an
impor tant unex plored area of adult devel op ment and learn ing. As I have dis cussed
else where (Tisdell, 1999), so, too, is the area of how cul ture informs spir i tual expe -
ri ence. There is, in fact, a pau city of lit er a ture that spe cif i cally dis cusses spir i tual
devel op ment as change over time or that attends to the sociocultural con text. Tay lor
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(1998) makes the obser va tion that some have used Mezirow’s the ory of
transformative learn ing as a jump ing-off point to exam ine ways adults trans form
thought pro cesses and develop through other ways of know ing, includ ing through
spir i tu al ity. How ever, as Tay lor (1998) notes, Mezirow’s the ory is pri mar ily driven
by ratio nal ity; he does not dis cuss trans for ma tion as spir i tu al ity and neglects the
role of uncon scious thought pro cesses in learn ing. The spir i tual devel op ment lit er a -
ture that does exist tends to cite the land mark Fowler (1981) study of faith devel op -
ment, which resulted in a stage the ory (six stages) of faith devel op ment based on a
sam ple that was 97% White and Judeo-Chris tian. Although he draws on the work of 
Piaget and Kohlberg, he takes issue with them for “their restric tive under stand ing of 
the role of imag i na tion in know ing, their neglect of sym bolic pro cesses gen er ally
and the related lack of atten tion to uncon scious struc tur ing pro cesses other than
those con sti tut ing rea son ing” (Fowler, 1981, p. 103).

Despite some of the lim i ta tions to Fowler’s study, it con trib utes to our under -
stand ing of how peo ple con struct knowl edge through image and sym bol, an area
that has been ignored by most devel op ment and learn ing the o rists. Clearly, there are 
other authors (mostly from the holis tic health move ment or in the pop u lar press)
who have dis cussed the power of image and sym bol in con struct ing knowl edge and
in access ing forms of spir i tual knowl edge. For exam ple, Myss (1996) pro vides
ways of work ing with and using images and sym bols over time to enhance spir i tual
devel op ment, and both Bolen (1994) and Borysenko (1996) spe cif i cally dis cuss
women’s bio log i cal and spir i tual devel op ment by draw ing on myth, met a phor, and
sym bol. But nearly all authors who dis cuss spir i tual devel op ment as change over
time tend to ignore the impor tance of the sociocultural con text in devel op ment, and
in so doing, they tend to priv i lege a White, mid dle-class expe ri ence pri mar ily
informed by the Judeo-Chris tian tra di tion. This is why Merriam and Caffarella
(1999) are call ing for more direct atten tion to sociocultural issues and more inte gra -
tive per spec tives on all aspects of adult devel op ment.

Spir i tu al ity and De vel op ment in a Sociocultural Con text

Wuthnow (1999) recently con ducted a study, from more of a socio log i cal per -
spec tive, of 200 adults who grew up in reli gious homes to see what pat terns their
spir i tu al ity has taken since child hood. He gives a bit more atten tion to the
sociocultural con text than have other research ers in the past. Although the major ity
of the sam ple was White and from the Judeo-Chris tian tra di tion, his sam ple was
more diverse than Fowler’s, with 20% being peo ple of color, and 13% being Hindu,
Mus lim, or other non-Judeo-Chris tian tra di tions. The study sug gests some devel -
op men tal pat terns for those who grew up and were social ized into reli gious tra di -
tions. For exam ple, the spir i tual path of the more mature par tic i pants required a
deep ques tion ing of their child hood tra di tions and, often, spe cific points of depar -
ture from it. Main taining the iden tity affirm ing parts, how ever, in addi tion to
insights from a more broad ened and inclu sive per spec tive, often led to a renewed
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and more devel oped spir i tual prac tice. In fact, it often led to an increased appre ci a -
tion of diver sity not only of spir i tual per spec tives but also of inter est and desire to
work against reli gious and racial big otry and for their par tic u lar tra di tions to be
more cul tur ally inclu sive. Thus, Wuthnow’s (1999) study sug gests the begin nings
of attend ing to sociocultural issues in reli gion and spir i tu al ity.

There is clearly a lack of research-based lit er a ture about spir i tual devel op ment
in gen eral. What lit er a ture that does exist gives almost no atten tion to cul tural
issues, so there is pre cious lit tle about the spir i tual devel op ment of women of color.
Thus, the best source of knowl edge about this is prob a bly women writ ers of color
who allude to spir i tual issues. In regard to her own work as an edu ca tor, hooks
(1994, 1999) very clearly addresses this, attempt ing to teach to chal lenge sys tems
of oppres sion based on race, gen der, and class. Hill Col lins (1998), speak ing a bit
more gen er ally, notes that “spir i tu al ity pro vides an impor tant way that many Afri -
can-Amer i can women are moved to strug gle for jus tice. . . . Spir i tu al ity remains
deeply inter twined with jus tice in Black women’s intel lec tual his tory . . . and thus
influ ences Black women’s crit i cal social the ory in par tic u larly ways” (p. 244). Sim -
i larly, Gunn Allen (1992) speaks to the con nec tion between cul ture, spir i tual sym -
bol, and the “per sonal choice-com mu nity respon si bil ity” dia lec tic in Amer i can
Indian com mu ni ties. Chicana fem i nist writ ers Anzaldua (1987) and Castillo
(1996), in dis cuss ing iden tity and polit i cal issues of Chicana fem i nists, dis cuss the
sig nif i cance of the psy cho log i cal, spir i tual, and polit i cal sym bol of La Virgen de
Guadalupe in Chi cano cul ture. They sug gest that Chicana fem i nists frame La
Virgen as the Aztec/mother/god dess and two-in-one-cul ture lib er a tor in a way that
cre ates a mean ing ful, life-enhanc ing, woman-pos i tive spir i tu al ity that informs
work ing for jus tice in the world. None of these writ ers are writ ing about spir i tual
devel op ment or even emancipatory edu ca tion efforts per se. They are, how ever,
writ ing about the larger expe ri ence of women of their own cul tural group and how
spir i tu al ity relates to their iden tity and to their work ing for social jus tice in the
world. Their work, in addi tion to the work of fem i nist theo lo gians as dis cussed in
such edited works as Ruether (1996) and King (1996) (who dis cuss women’s social
action efforts grounded in fem i nist the ol ogy), offers insights both from a
sociocultural per spec tive on spir i tual devel op ment as well as how spir i tu al ity
informs women’s teach ing for social change.

METHOD

This was a qual i ta tive research study, and the pur pose was to deter mine how
spir i tu al ity influ ences the moti va tions and prac tices of a multi cul tural group of
women adult edu ca tors who are teach ing for social change, were strongly informed
by a spe cific reli gious tra di tion as a child, and have rene go ti ated a more rel e vant
adult spir i tu al ity. In this case, women teach ing for social change included the fol -
low ing two groups of women: (a) women work ing in higher edu ca tion either teach -
ing classes that were spe cif i cally about gen der, race, class, sex ual ori en ta tion, or
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dis abil ity issues, or work ing in pro grams aimed at meet ing the edu ca tion needs of a
spe cific marginalized group; and (b) women work ing as edu ca tors (in the broad
sense) as com mu nity activ ists. There were a total of 16 par tic i pants: 4 Afri can
Amer i can, 2 Latina, 2 Asian Amer i can, 1 Native Amer i can, and 7 Euro pean Amer i -
can. (See Table 1 for more infor ma tion on the par tic i pants.) The par tic i pants were
well-edu cated (all had bach e lor’s degrees, most also had mas ter’s degrees, and 9
par tic i pants had doc toral degrees), and many par tic i pants were strongly informed
by the crit i cal, fem i nist, or antiracist edu ca tion lit er a ture cited ear lier. Cri te ria for
par tic i pant selec tion were that they (a) be women adult edu ca tors teach ing across
bor ders for social change either in higher edu ca tion or as com mu nity activ ists in the 
ways noted above, (b) had grown up or were strongly informed by a spe cific reli -
gious tra di tion as a child, and (c) note that their adult spir i tu al ity (either based on a
reappropriation of the reli gious tra di tion of their child hood or a dif fer ent spir i tu al -
ity) strongly moti vated them to do their social jus tice work. With the excep tion of
Lisa (a pseud onym), all of the par tic i pants were strongly social ized in a spe cific
reli gious tra di tion as a child. Lisa’s grow ing up was informed by the Uni tar ian tra -
di tion in the sense that her mother was a Uni tar ian, although Lisa was never
required to attend the Uni tar ian church. Although it may be that Lisa only loosely fit 
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TA BLE 1

The Par tic i pants

Child hood Re li gious 
Pseud onym Age Race/Eth nic ity Back ground Work Con text

Afua 44 Af ri can Amer i can Protestant/Cath o lic Higher ed u ca tion
Anna 53 Af ri can Amer i can Pres by te rian/Bap tist/ Higher ed u ca tion

 Cath o lic
Ava 37 Creole/Latina Cath o lic Higher ed u ca tion/CBO
Beverly 55 Na tive Amer i can Cath o lic Higher ed u ca tion/CBO
Elise 48 Af ri can Amer i can Con gre ga tional Higher ed u ca tion
Greta 51 White Cath o lic Higher ed u ca tion
Har riet 44 White Pen te cos tal CBO
Julia 46 Chicana Cath o lic CBO
Lisa 40 White Unitariana CBO/non profit
Mariposa 50 Chi nese Amer i can Bap tist CBO/non profit
Maureen 56 White Meth od ist Higher ed u ca tion
Nancy 50 White Jew ish Higher ed u ca tion
Pa tri cia 40 White Pres by te rian Higher ed u ca tion
Rachael 50 White Jew ish CBO/non profit
Shir ley 50 Af ri can Amer i can Bap tist Higher ed u ca tion
Sue 69 Ko rean Amer i can Pres by te rian Higher ed u ca tion

Note: CBO = com mu nity-based or ga ni za tion.
a. Lisa only very loosely grew up in flu enced by the Uni tar ian tra di tion.



the “grow ing up in a reli gious tra di tion” cri te rion for selec tion, she was kept in the
study because she offered some very inter est ing insights about spir i tu al ity as a
social activ ist and edu ca tor whose spir i tu al ity informed her work.

The o ret i cal Frame work

In gen eral, qual i ta tive research attempts to find out how peo ple make mean ing or 
inter pret a phe nom e non (Merriam, 1998). Some forms are strictly inter pre tive and
only want to know how par tic i pants make mean ing of their life expe ri ence. Other
forms, with crit i cal, fem i nist, or cul tural the o ret i cal under pin nings, are con cerned
with giv ing voice to those who have been silenced or marginalized (McLaughlin &
Tierney, 1993; Vaz, 1997) and with the emancipatory pos si bil ity for those par tic i -
pat ing in the research (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1999; Lather, 1991). This study was
informed by a crit i cal poststructural fem i nist the o ret i cal frame that is con cerned
with giv ing voice to par tic i pants whose per spec tives have been marginalized or
ignored. Such a frame work sug gests that the positionality (race, gen der, class, etc.)
of research ers, teach ers, par tic i pants, and stu dents affects how one gath ers and
accesses data and how one con structs and views knowl edge as well as how one
deals with cross ing bor ders in research and teach ing (Denzin & Lin coln, 1998;
Fine, 1998; Tisdell, 1998). Thus, my own positionality as a White, mid dle-class
woman who grew up Cath o lic and has tried to nego ti ate a more rel e vant adult spir i -
tu al ity in addi tion to the fact that I teach classes spe cif i cally about race, class, and
gen der issues were fac tors that affected the data col lec tion and anal y sis pro cesses
(see below). Fur ther more, this study was about a multi cul tural group of women
adult edu ca tors, in which more than half of the par tic i pants were women of color.
My pri mary pur pose was to find out how these women inter pret how their spir i tu al -
ity influ ences their work in their attempts to teach for social change and how their
spir i tu al ity has changed over time since their child hood. I was attempt ing not only
to pro vide some data-based infor ma tion about how their spir i tu al ity informs their
work but I was also try ing to exam ine the cul tural aspects of spir i tu al ity. In essence,
I was inter ested in look ing at the often ignored sociocultural dimen sions of spir i tu -
al ity and to explic itly make vis i ble the spir i tual expe ri ence of women of color as
well as the expe ri ence of White, Anglo women.

Data Col lec tion and Anal y sis

The pri mary means of data col lec tion were audiotaped (and tran scribed),
semistructured inter views that lasted from 1½ to 3 hours. To explain why I was
inter ested in the topic, I did share with all of the par tic i pants some of my own back -
ground (in roughly 5 to 10 min utes) prior to the data col lec tion pro cess. I gave par -
tic i pants a snip pet of my own attempts as a White woman at antiracist and gen der-
inclu sive adult edu ca tion in addi tion to the gen eral way in which my back ground
and cur rent spir i tu al ity inform my work. Due to time con straints, this was kept to a
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min i mum, although I did tell par tic i pants that I would be happy to share more about
that at a later time, and I also asked par tic i pants if they had ques tions prior to the
inter view. I believe this pro vided a con text for why I was doing this work, helped
cre ate a rap port with par tic i pants, and made the inter views a shared con ver sa tion in
which spe cific top ics were pur sued as they arose nat u rally. Fur ther more, I was
attempt ing to avoid what Fine (1998) and oth ers refer to as “othering” the par tic i -
pants: gath er ing very per sonal data from par tic i pants while giv ing none about
myself. Thus, I gave par tic i pants the oppor tu nity to ask me ques tions if they so
desired. Inter views focused on par tic i pants’ def i ni tions of spir i tu al ity, the shar ing
of three sig nif i cant spir i tual expe ri ences, how their spir i tu al ity has changed over
the years and moti vates and informs their adult edu ca tion prac tice, and how their
spir i tu al ity relates to their own race, eth nic ity, and cul tural back ground. Many par -
tic i pants also pro vided writ ten doc u ments of their own writ ing that addressed some
of their involve ment in social action pur suits and/or issues directly related to their
spir i tu al ity, or they sent e-mails offer ing fur ther clar i fi ca tion on issues we had dis -
cussed. Thus, the mul ti ple sources of data col lec tion meth ods of inter views and
doc u ments was a means of tri an gu la tion.

Data were ana lyzed through out the study. At the sug ges tion of Merriam (1998),
a pre lim i nary anal y sis was done after each inter view. Data were coded and re-coded 
accord ing to the con stant com par a tive method until themes began to emerge. At
this point, mem ber checks were con ducted with sev eral of the par tic i pants to
increase depend abil ity of find ings. In 6 instances, a sum mary vignette was writ ten
up and sent to the par tic i pants for their feed back and for fur ther detailed mem ber
checks, and cor rec tions were made and any omis sions were added. These 6 par tic i -
pants were cho sen spe cif i cally because their cul tural and class back grounds were
the most dif fer ent from my own, and I wanted to ensure that I was accu rately por -
tray ing the cen tral points of their sto ries. This was par tic u larly impor tant because
there were times when I had mis un der stood some of the nuances of what they had
shared dur ing the inter view. This was not only another way of mem ber check ing but 
it was also a way of ensur ing what Fine (1998) refers to as “writ ing against
‘othering’ ”—a way of guard ing against inad ver tently pro ject ing my own expe ri -
ence onto these women while miss ing the real salient points of their own race, cul -
tural, or class expe ri ences from their per spec tives.

FIND INGS

As an intro duc tion to the find ings, it is inter est ing to note some sig nif i cant com -
mon al ties among par tic i pants that were not spe cific to the cri te ria for sam ple selec -
tion. First, although all of these women were social ized very spe cif i cally in a spe -
cific faith tra di tion as a child (with the pos si ble excep tion of Lisa), only one is
cur rently an active par tic i pant in her child hood reli gion. Sec ond, all of these
women have per sonal expe ri ences of marginalization. Obvi ously, the 9 women of
color expe ri ence this based on their race or eth nic ity, but of the 7 White women, 3
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are les bi ans, 2 are Jew ish, and 4 are from work ing-class back grounds. Patri cia, the
only White, het ero sex ual, upper-mid dle-class back ground par tic i pant, had been
mar ried to a Mus lim North Afri can man for 15 years and had spent time liv ing in
North Africa, so she also had per sonal expe ri ences of marginalization. Per haps
because of their expe ri ences of marginalization, these par tic i pants have a greater
inter est in teach ing across the bor ders of race, gen der, and cul ture. Third, these
women range in age between 37 and 69 years, most of whom were strongly influ -
enced by the civil rights move ments and other social move ments of the 1960s and
1970s. Thus, there may be strong cohort effects in light of this sam ple. There were
five over lap ping themes of spir i tual expe ri ence that focus on the inter con nec tion of
spir i tu al ity, cul ture, and social jus tice edu ca tion that emerged from the data.

A Spi ral Pro cess of Moving Be yond and “Re-Membering”

Broadly speak ing, the spir i tual expe ri ences and devel op ment of the par tic i pants
are char ac ter ized by a spi ral pro cess of mov ing beyond the reli gious tra di tion of
their child hood and then, later, “re-membering” in the sense of recon sid er ing and
reframing the life-enhanc ing ele ments of their reli gious tra di tion and their cul ture
of ori gin while devel op ing a more mean ing ful adult spir i tu al ity. In this sense,
re-membering is dif fer ent than sim ply remem ber ing and con notes a reeval u a tion
pro cess of rework ing of such child hood sym bols and tra di tions and reshap ing them
to be more rel e vant to an adult spir i tu al ity.

Moving away. The early adult hood of most of these par tic i pants was char ac ter -
ized by ques tion ing their child hood reli gious under stand ing. For most, the ini tial
mov ing away was largely a result of what they per ceived as their insti tu tion al ized
reli gion’s hypoc risy, sex ism, heterosexism, lack of per sonal or cul tural sup port, or
gen eral irrel e vance in rela tion to lib er a tion pol i tics. For exam ple, Julia, a Chicana,
noted that “I went away to col lege [in the early ’70s], and I stopped going to church.
It was those rebel lious times, the church, an insti tu tion . . . and the con tra dic tions,
the sex ism, I started to ques tion all of it.” Julia more or less drifted away dur ing
those times, whereas Shir ley, an Afri can Amer i can woman and civil rights activ ist,
noted that at about the same age, her move away was even more inten tional: “I
became con vinced Chris tian ity was a trick—the oppres sor to keep us hum ble and in 
bond age. . . . Even the ter mi nol ogy Lord, Mas ter, Father/God—I had seri ous issue
with it and stopped going to church.” Greta’s move away was also more inten tional
and occurred while she was devel op ing a polit i cal con scious ness. She notes,

This was the ’60s, and I re nounced my Ca thol i cism and be came of fi cially an athe ist. It 
was like a lib er a tion. At first I thought, “I am go ing to die in hell,” and then I be came
in ter ested in all the events that were go ing on . . . ’60s stuff was hap pen ing and it was
very po lit i cal. This was the be gin ning of my Marx ist phase, not very spir i tual.
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“Re-membering.” Despite this move away, all of the par tic i pants reported going
back and re-membering in the sense of reframing and reconfiguring the mean ing
aspects of their child hood faith cul ture that were impor tant and life giv ing, and then
reshap ing them and apply ing such mean ing per spec tives to an adult con text. For
exam ple, although Greta still feels largely neg a tive toward the Cathol i cism of her
upbring ing, she notes,

It took me de cades to re al ize that it’s the rit u al is tic as pect of my re li gious up bring ing I
re ally cher ished. Easter. I just loved Easter Sat ur day when we went to church and it’s
all quiet, and it’s all dark, and there’s no sound, no mu sic, and when the res ur rec tion
mo ment came then all the lights turned on and there was mu sic . . . and I think that has
re ally pro foundly af fected me. That Easter—there’s al ways some res ur rec tion. You
go to hell, you die and you’re re ally at the bot tom of mys tery, but then you get res ur -
rected. Of ten I think about when I’m in bad shape—that res ur rec tion.

For Greta, this con cept of res ur rec tion, or new life af ter a dark night of the soul, con -
tin ues to be an im por tant spir i tual con cept, al though she has never had any de sire to
re con nect with the Cath o lic Church.

For many of the par tic i pants, the reframing of their faith of or i gin was re lated to
an un der stand ing of their core val ues. The White women tended to cen ter more on
the gen e sis of their val ues. Maureen, who had been heavily in volved in the so cial
ac tion move ments spon sored by the Meth od ist Church in the 1960s, noted that “it
was from this cru ci ble of spir i tu al ity and so cial ac tion that my own sense of iden tity
and core be liefs were formed.” Sim i larly, Pa tri cia re ported that she came from a
long line of preach ers, teach ers, and farm ers that val ued eth ics, fair ness, and jus tice, 
which con tin ued to in form her so cial jus tice work. Oth ers, par tic u larly the women
of color, de scribed an an ces tral con nec tion that was also pres ent in their faith of or i -
gin. For ex am ple, Anna, an Af ri can Amer i can woman, de scribed the mu sic of
Aretha Frank lin and its con nec tion to the church of her an ces tors as par tic u larly sig -
nif i cant and as also re lated to her ear lier church ex pe ri ences. She states,

The way that Aretha sings is very old, so when I go back to my child hood, it’s re ally
con nected to my par ents’ child hood, and so on, and so on, so she takes me back to
places I don’t even know that I know about. There are an cient roots that are be yond my 
mem ory of this time and place. . . . When I lis ten to Aretha—all of those songs are
songs of strug gle . . . about how to sur vive, how to re sist op pres sion, and I got to think -
ing about other spir i tu als that I know, and they’re all at that level.

Sim i larly, Afua, who leads trips to Af rica, dis cussed at length the spir i tual con nec -
tion to an ces tors as a sig nif i cant part of her spir i tu al ity that is re newed in such trips
and that it is al ways pres ent with her in her daily med i ta tion.

Julia also dis cussed this an ces tral con nec tion and, in crit i cally re flect ing on her
La tino-Cath o lic roots, she dis cussed her cur rent con nec tion to her grand mother and 
La Virgen de Guadalupe.
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I think part of my jour ney is go ing back to my her i tage, my Az tec and in dig e nous
roots. . . . Ana Castillo gives a dif fer ent pic ture of what La Virgen could rep re sent in
terms of pow er ful women. . . . But there’s an other side to it. . . . I don’t al ways just go
with “this is the way that it is” be cause I do ques tion was that a way for the Span iards
to . . . con vert the Az tecs into Ca thol i cism? Or is it re ally an Az tec god dess? . . . But I
do be lieve it’s a spirit—a spirit that kind of watches over me.

In ad di tion to the an ces tral con nec tion and re ex am in ing their core val ues, the
par tic i pants also re-membered their cul ture of or i gin by look ing for spe cific fem i -
nine ex am ples of spir i tual power and wis dom both from within and be yond their
cul ture of or i gin and ap plied this to their adult spir i tual lives. We see ev i dence of
this in the im por tance of La Vir gin de Guadalupe to Julia and with Aretha Frank lin
to Anna as noted above. Har riet, a White les bian ac tiv ist, takes in spi ra tion in the
work of Har riet Tubman, and Rachael, a so cial ac tiv ist, notes,

It took nearly thirty years of my life for me to em brace my Jew ish ness in a deep emo -
tional way, and so to claim my Jew ish ness as a sig nif i cant part of my her i tage and
iden tity. My read ing . . . along with my mentoring friend ships with Jew ish women ac -
tiv ists—filled me with sto ries I re lated to, help ing me ac cess my own cul tural back -
ground through women I iden ti fied with.

In sum, al though these women needed to move be yond their child hood re li gious
tra di tion to de velop a mean ing ful adult spir i tu al ity, they of ten spi raled back to re -
con nect with and re de fine im por tant as pects of that cul ture that af firmed their gen -
der and cul tural iden tity.

Spir i tu al ity as Life Force, In ter con nec ted ness, and Whole ness

All of the par tic i pants strug gled to give spir i tu al ity con crete def i ni tion, not ing
that some how lan guage was in ad e quate to de scribe spir i tual ex pe ri ence. As Lisa
notes,

You’re just in two dif fer ent par a digms. For me it’s an ex pe ri ence, which is why it’s
hard to trans late. It has to do with the ex pe ri ence of the life-force. . . . Spir i tu al ity is
some kind of aware hon or ing of that life-force that is hap pen ing through ev ery thing.

Like Lisa, most par tic i pants dis cussed spir i tu al ity as re lated to a sense of whole -
ness, in ter con nec ted ness, and or der to all of cre ation as well as re lated to life force
or a higher power. As Anna said,

I think of [spir i tu al ity] in terms of con nec tions to all things, not just things here, but
also things in the past, and things in the fu ture. . . . Spir i tu al ity to me is not some thing
that you can hold down. . . . It’s some thing that’s in tu itive, and in tu itive things are hard
to ex press; it’s some thing that’s felt, and sensed, and not nec es sar ily “thought.”
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Fur ther more, many of the par tic i pants dis cussed the fact that the more one has a
sense of spir i tu al ity as con nec tion, the more one’s be hav ior is af fected. In re flect ing 
on this, Afua notes,

The more you’re con nected to that no tion of spirit and spiritness, the more you will do
what you’re sup posed to do. . . . If you be lieve that you are con nected to other be ings
and other things and you share di vin ity, then you know if you harm some body else,
you’re re ally harm ing your self and vice-versa, and so you are go ing to be less likely to
harm them be cause you know that’s a part of you.

Al though some par tic i pants dis cussed the sense of con nec tion and one ness of all 
things more con cep tu ally, most gave con crete ex am ples of how they ex pe ri enced
spir i tual ex pe ri ence as pro vid ing a sense of whole ness. For ex am ple, Julia noted,

We have this rit ual in my fam ily—ev ery time I go home, and when I ’m get ting ready
to leave, I ask for my par ents’ bless ing, and so they’ll take me into their room, and each 
one of them will bless me. . . . And I don’t feel com plete if I don’t do that. . . . So my fa -
ther will bless me, “te encomiendo a Dios Pa dre . . . y a la Virgen de Guadalupe,” and
ask my grand mother and La Virgen to watch over me, and so I feel like my grand -
mother’s watch ing over me!

For Julia, this sense of com plete ness or whole ness was rit u al ized in her par ents’
bless ing that con nected her with her grand mother and the im por tant spir i tual sym -
bol of La Virgen de Guadalupe. Most par tic i pants also ex pe ri enced it in the in ter -
con nec ted ness of all things, some times in a sense of synchronicity and in un canny
con nec tions to other peo ple. Many par tic i pants re ported syn chro nous events such
as when some one from long ago had been on their minds and that per son would
sud denly call, or the synchronistic meet ing of spe cific peo ple at var i ous points in
their lives. Oth ers dis cussed a sense of spir i tual connectedness both in per sonal sig -
nif i cant love re la tion ships and more broadly to oth ers. Elise, an Af ri can Amer i can
woman who had grown up in a largely White north ern com mu nity, dis cussed the
sig nif i cance of liv ing in a south ern city as a young adult and ex pe ri enc ing a cul tural
in ter con nec ted ness to oth ers of Af ri can de scent as a spir i tual con nec tion. She noted 
that “in At lanta, my beauty was af firmed. I could walk down the street and see my -
self; there was a sense of connectedness . . . that I would con sider a spir i tual con nec tion.”

For many of these par tic i pants, this whole ness or life force that is, as Lisa says,
“hap pen ing through ev ery thing” was man i fested in ex pe ri ences be yond the cog ni -
tive that brought to gether the phys i cal, the emo tional, and the whole ness of cre ation 
and one’s be ing. One par tic i pant de scribed the three most sig nif i cant spir i tual ex pe -
ri ences in her life as be ing re lated to the phys i cal and the life force, which pro vided
a sense of one ness and af fir ma tion of life. These in cluded giv ing birth, a deeply sig -
nif i cant sex ual and spir i tual ex pe ri ence mak ing love that gave her a new sense of
iden tity, and a se ri ous ac ci dent that left her near death and in a coma. Greta also de -
scribed the sig nif i cance of the phys i cal in spir i tual ex pe ri ence, such as ex pe ri ence
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in the mar tial arts and med i ta tion prac tices that are part of them, that put her in touch 
with a source within and that re sulted in a greater sense of spir i tual connectedness
with a life force within and be yond her self. Lisa, a White woman who grew up in
Alaska and who also spent sig nif i cant time liv ing and work ing with Na tive peo ple
there, also de scribed ex pe ri enc ing and wit ness ing a sense of one ness in watch ing a
2-year-old do the Ra ven dance.

And she got it. She was Ra ven, and that’s what the dance was teach ing—sort of a mys -
ti cal spir i tu al ity where you are coy ote or you are what ever this is, and it trans forms the 
way you are—your con scious ness is dif fer ent. And it was a won der ful mo ment, see -
ing this lit tle tiny be ing who was al ready there.

The sense of the phys i cal em body ing of Ra ven in the dance of the 2-year-old and
her sense of the one ness to the point that she be came Ra ven in that mo ment was key
for Lisa. Like Lisa and Greta, many par tic i pants de scribed spir i tual ex pe ri ences of
be com ing and wit ness ing a sense of whole ness and in ter con nec ted ness of all
things: in na ture, in re la tion ship with oth ers, and in con nec tion with one’s self.
Beverly, an Alaska Na tive woman, talked spe cif i cally about her spir i tual con nec -
tion to na ture as a run ner in the woods of Alaska, where she has to ne go ti ate the re al -
ity of moose and bear. She also con nects this to some of her own cul tural back -
ground and notes,

I re ally am not [afraid], be cause as I have seen these an i mals, I re spect them, and I ac -
tu ally talk to them when we’ve bumped into each other. It’s an ac knowl edg ment and
aware ness, be cause we’re an i mals. We’re all on this earth to gether, and we just go
about it in a dif fer ent way. And be cause [I’m] Tlinket . . . there is a real kin ship and a
de pend ency on an i mals. 

Like Beverly, Lisa also spoke of this re la tion ship with the wil der ness as a spir i tual
re minder of the connectedness of all cre ation.

Piv otal Ex pe ri ence of a Per ceived Higher Power
That Fa cil i tates Healing

All of the par tic i pants dis cussed at length sig nif i cant ex pe ri ences re lated to a
per ceived higher power that spe cif i cally fa cil i tated heal ing. In sev eral cases, these
ex pe ri ences re sulted in the cour age to take new ac tion in their per sonal lives. Most
of these ex pe ri ences were quite emo tional and also were con nected to a sense of
won der and mys tery. Har riet, who grew up Pen te cos tal in a work ing-class com mu -
nity in the ru ral South, de scribed an ex tremely sig nif i cant spir i tual ex pe ri ence that
helped her come to terms with be ing a les bian.

I got hurt play ing soft ball and I tore my quadriceps so bad I passed out. I went to the
best or tho pe dist in town, who put a splint on it which hurt re ally bad. I also be lieved in
faith heal ing, and one night I went to the al tar I felt this real cold ness go into my leg,
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and then [it] got re ally hot, and I thought “wow” and the min is ter told me—I took the
splint off, and the big lump that was on my leg, it was gone! . . . Well that was a turn ing
point for me, be cause I thought, “Why would God heal me, if I was this per son that
was con demned to hell?” God would n’t do that for me, and I thought, “OK, this is my
sign” that it’s OK for me to be a les bian.

From that day for ward, she worked on be half of women’s rights, les bian and gay
rights, and on so cial is sues of all kinds and also had a re newed ap pre ci a tion for the
mys te ri ous and heal ing power of con nect ing to what was per ceived as a di vine pres -
ence.

Some of the par tic i pants re ported ex pe ri ences that were re lated to grief and new
life. For ex am ple, Anna de scribed an ex pe ri ence im me di ately af ter her mother died, 
when she was trav el ing on a train to her mother’s fu neral. She notes,

I was watch ing the tele phone poles go by, and a black bird flew past the win dow and
came real close, and in my ear, I heard my mother’s voice say “I’m free!” and it was
like a ma jor re lief be cause I’d been griev ing and cry ing and as soon as I heard that
voice say “I’m free,” it was OK.

Elise de scribed a sim i lar ex pe ri ence of the grief as so ci ated with hav ing a mis car -
riage and a trou bled re la tion ship with her own mother. She de scribed go ing to a
med i ta tion ser vice led by a woman in the Siddha Yoga tra di tion, shortly af ter her
mis car riage, and ex plains,

Well I closed my eyes and ev ery thing was si lent, and for the fist time there is no in ter -
nal di a logue. . . . And all of a sud den there’s a voice in my head that is not my voice that 
says, “Why are you up set with your mother. I am the mother. Why blame her?” . . . Af -
ter the pro gram was over . . . I went up and when I did this woman said to me “You’ve
been work ing very hard,” and im me di ately I broke out into tears . . . and I was just
weep ing and weep ing and weep ing, and at that mo ment my life changed.

Elise then went on to de scribe how she went about the heal ing of her re la tion ship
with her mother. Pa tri cia de scribed some sig nif i cant dream ex pe ri ences in the af ter -
math of her di vorce that were seen as “graced mo ments” as of fer ing a path for heal -
ing that helped her move on with her life. In short, all the par tic i pants de scribed sig -
nif i cant mo ments in which they had a strong sense of a di vine pres ence that
fa cil i tated heal ing and the cour age to take new ac tion in their per sonal lives.

The Fa cil i ta tion of the De vel op ment of Au then tic Iden tity

Vir tu ally all of the par tic i pants dis cussed spir i tual ex pe ri ences such as those
noted above as ex pe ri ences that fa cil i tated the de vel op ment of what many re ferred
to as their au then tic iden tity. Fur ther more, for many par tic i pants, their on go ing per -
sonal iden tity de vel op ment could not be sep a rated from their spir i tu al ity. Ava, who
grew up in Cen tral Amer ica, af ter de scrib ing parts of her mixed cul tural her i tage
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along with some of her Ma yan an ces try, noted,“I think that spir i tu al ity is to know
who you are, and to be able to de fine who you are, wher ever you are, de spite the
chang ing con di tions of your life.” Har riet’s ex pe ri ence of her phys i cal heal ing also
as sured her of the au then tic ity of her own les bian iden tity, and Elise’s spir i tual ex -
pe ri ence helped her deal more proactively and more ma turely with her own re la -
tion ship with her mother. Fur ther more, for Elise, the fact that her heal ing was fa cil i -
tated by a woman was sig nif i cant, and in ex plain ing the in ci dent noted above, she
noted,

I needed that woman en ergy. I needed it. I needed a mother. I did n’t need a tan gi ble
mother. I needed to know and ex pe ri ence that love en ergy, that nur tur ing en ergy that
my mother could not give, so I could for give my mother. The ac tual quo ta tion [she
used] was “I am God the fa ther and the mother” but the part that was for me—the
mother part. And that’s the part I latched onto be cause I re ally needed a mother and I
did n’t have it. So to be able to have that ex pe ri ence was part of my per sonal de vel op ment.

Some of the par tic i pants de scribed ex pe ri ences of mov ing away from their
child hood re li gious tra di tions to de velop other parts of them selves as an im por tant
part of both their spir i tual de vel op ment and the de vel op ment of their iden tity. Pa tri -
cia, a White woman and psy chol ogy pro fes sor, de scribed rec og niz ing a need when
she was in her early 20s to de velop the cog ni tive as pects of her iden tity and forego
some of her in volve ments in a quasi-fun da men tal ist Chris tian com mu nity to de -
velop both in tel lec tu ally and spir i tu ally. Anna also de scribed her move away from
her child hood re li gion at about the same age in ad di tion to her in volve ment in
neo-Marx ist so cial move ments as fa cil i tat ing a greater un der stand ing of spir i tu al ity 
and her own iden tity. She notes,

I think Marx ism is a form of spir i tu al ity be cause it re ally is about con nec tions with
other peo ple; it’s a rather earthly bound na ture of con nec tions, but it’s still about look -
ing back and look ing for ward, and tak ing care of each other. . . . So I guess it be came in 
my Marx ist pe riod, which lasted un til I was in my 30s; it was a trans for ma tion of God
be ing out side of me who con trolled all things [to] an in side in ter nal con trol ling
force—that hu man, or that life-on-the-planet work was in volved in mak ing change,
in volved in cre at ing re al ity, tak ing care of each other . . . that those con nec tions hap pen 
here be cause of what we do as op posed to some other some thing out side of you do ing
some thing, and so I think in ret ro spect, my spir i tu al ity was still there.

Thus, Anna’s on go ing cog ni tive de vel op ment and un der stand ing of her iden tity
that in cluded com mu nal re spon si bil ity was re lated to her per sonal and her spir i tual
iden tity de vel op ment. Sim i larly, Greta and Shir ley also de scribed their foray into
neo-Marx ist po lit i cal lit er a ture and so cial move ments in ad di tion to their “athe ist
phase” as re lated to their over all spir i tual de vel op ment.

Some of the par tic i pants dis cussed their spir i tu al ity in con junc tion with their
iden tity devel op ment as in the case of those cited above. Oth ers described it more as 
a source of sup port in their own iden tity devel op ment. For exam ple, Beverly noted,
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“It cer tainly got me through a lot when I was going through my divorce, because I
did spend a lot of time address ing issues that I had never addressed in my adult life.”
In essence, Beverly described the fact that her spir i tu al ity gave her the cour age to
face her own issues with the help and spir i tual sup port of a cou ple of friends. Nancy, 
who grew up Jew ish but now prac tices in the Siddha Yoga tra di tion, reported that
her cur rent spir i tu al ity and med i ta tion prac tice help her stay focused on what is
impor tant in her life and who she is as a per son rather than being focused on her own 
ambi tion and ego, which she says was a trap she fell into ear lier in her career as an
aca demic. Sue, an Asian Amer i can woman, described liv ing for a time over seas
away from her hus band and find ing a more solid inde pend ent iden tity apart from
her hus band as a spir i tual expe ri ence that facil i tated her authen tic iden tity. Fur ther -
more, she noted that her spir i tu al ity also helped her accept her daugh ter’s les bian
iden tity. All of the par tic i pants viewed their spir i tual devel op ment as related to a
more authen tic iden tity and, con se quently, to also be more accept ing of the iden ti -
ties of oth ers.

A Way of Life Re quiring In ner Re flec tion and Ac tion for So cial Change

Per haps some what a func tion of the cri te ria for par tic i pant selec tion, yet
extremely sig nif i cant, was the par tic i pants’ com mit ment to work for social change
in light of their spir i tu al ity. Par tic i pants saw this not only as an eth i cal respon si bil ity 
but also as a way of life that affected their emancipatory edu ca tional prac tices.

An inte grated approach to liv ing. All of the par tic i pants dis cussed the impor -
tance of try ing to cre ate an inte grated and bal anced approach to liv ing that was
grounded in their spir i tu al ity. All of them also dis cussed strug gling to try to actu ally 
do this while main tain ing a com mit ment to the impor tance of a holis tic spir i tual
ground ing place. In con sid er ing how this inte grated approach man i fests itself in her 
work and per sonal life, Shir ley noted, “I am always teach ing whether I’m at [the
com mu nity col lege] or not.” In essence, this sense of nur tur ing a way of life
required inner reflec tion and con nect ing to one’s cen ter or life force, the realm of
mys tery, or per ceived higher power. Greta speaks spe cif i cally to this point and
notes that there is an “eth i cal under pin ning” to why she val ues spir i tual prac tice.

One of the things I’ve learned over the years is that if you prac tice a cer tain way it’s
like you be come one—you don’t have the mind/body split any more; there’s kind of
a sense of one ness; and the sense of one ness for me trans lates into or is strongly re -
lated to [liv ing] in the world. Ev ery body is sep a rated, split, frag mented, ex cept in
bits and pieces—to try to trans late a sense of one ness that’s more like a men tal/spir i tual/ 
emo tional . . . [the point is] to live that out when you’re not in a med i ta tive state.

She goes on to elab o rate that spir i tu al ity is about cher ish ing as op posed to ex tract -
ing life and is also core to one’s deep est iden tity.
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[Life] is there to main tain, to nur ture. . . . And peo ple are split and at war with each
other be cause they don’t cher ish life the way it should be. So I guess it’s kind of the
spir i tual foun da tion of the kind of calm ness; if you want to med i tate you have to have a 
sense of how im por tant calm ness is, and how im por tant it is to be clear about the way
you are, and who you are with that work; oth er wise, you don’t see what’s go ing on.

Thus, for Greta and most of the par tic i pants, hav ing a spir i tu al ity was foun da tional
both to their core iden ti ties and to their so cial jus tice work. As Anna noted,

It is the rea son re ally I am here, on a spir i tual plane, but on a real plane, I have no al ter -
na tive. There is re ally no al ter na tive to do ing this work be cause of the dev as ta tion, I
mean what else do you do? It is my re spon si bil ity, my duty, my rea son, my his tory, my
spirit, my soul.

Al though their spir i tu al ity was foun da tional to both their so cial jus tice work and
their core iden ti ties, it also moved par tic i pants be yond them selves to de velop more
of a global con scious ness. As Julia re marks,

It’s big ger than just be ing Chicana. I’m also a mem ber of a global com mu nity—it en -
com passes more. . . . For me, work ing for so cial jus tice is n’t just done 5 days a week;
it’s in ev ery part of my life . . . it’s a way of liv ing. I call it spir i tu al ity.

For many, this greater sense of hav ing a global con scious ness was also ori ented to
try ing to build com mu nity. Mariposa, a Chi nese Amer i can ed u ca tor and ac tiv ist,
notes that spir i tu al ity for her is about “build ing com mu nity. I try to do that wher ever 
I am; I know [it’s] what helps me stay grounded.” This sense of ori en ta tion to ward
com mu nity in cluded a global com mu nity, but for many, it also in cluded a his tor i cal
com mu nity and leg acy. As Shir ley ex plains,

I think my re spon si bil ity is great be cause I know what peo ple went through so that I
could have the free dom and the power to move for ward in the world, so I must get up!
And I must dig deep! And I must do good! And to not do that would be an af front to my 
an ces tors who stayed alive, and stayed strong, and stayed spir i tu ally con nected
through cen tu ries of bru tal ity and ev ery thing, be yond slav ery. That’s what it is for me.

That is what it is for the par tic i pants in this study: a way of life that re quires at ten -
tion to the in ner world through cen ter ing and med i ta tion, but it also re quires ac tion
in the world.

Spir i tu al ity as a noncoercive pres ence in emancipatory edu ca tional prac tice.
Part of what the action in the world for these women included was a com mit ment to
teach or work with com mu nity groups in a way that chal lenged power rela tions.
Par tic i pants indi cated that spir i tu al ity indeed informed their edu ca tional prac tices,
although most par tic i pants were some what ten ta tive in how they dis cussed it or
drew on it in edu ca tional set tings. None of the par tic i pants wanted to be seen as
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doing any thing coer cive or in any way as push ing a spir i tual or reli gious agenda. All 
of the par tic i pants were com fort able draw ing on it in more sub tle ways, not ing that
it was often pres ent in learn ing envi ron ments in the lives of the learn ers as well as
them selves. For exam ple, many par tic i pants reported that, in dis cus sions of cross -
ing bor ders of race, class, or cul ture, class room or work shop par tic i pants will often
bring rep re sen ta tions from their cul tural back ground that are also spir i tual sym -
bols. Most of the par tic i pants also noted that spir i tual expe ri ence itself is not pri -
mar ily a ratio nal expe ri ence. Rachael reflected on this in rela tion ship to cul ture.

They [cul ture and spir i tu al ity] are not sep a rate, be cause what’s cul ture? It’s mu sic, it’s 
sing ing; it’s danc ing; it’s sto ry tell ing; it’s pres en ta tional know ing. . . . They’re both
less about what’s hap pen ing in my head; they’re more about what’s hap pen ing in my
body and my heart. . . . Cul ture is a way to ex press spir i tu al ity; they’re very in ter wo ven.

As Nancy noted in de scrib ing her ex pe ri ence with Siddha Yoga in med i tat ing and
chant ing, spir i tu al ity was par tially about learn ing to lis ten with her heart: “For me,
be ing an in tel lec tual ac a demic per son, I have to sus pend my ac a demic in tel lec tual
be liefs, and that it’s re ally all about faith in your heart. So I re ally lis ten with my
heart. That’s what was trans form ing.”

Per haps because spir i tual expe ri ence is not pri mar ily about ratio nal pro cesses,
there was a dif fer ence between the higher edu ca tors (9 par tic i pants) and the com -
mu nity-based edu ca tors (7 par tic i pants) in how directly par tic i pants dis cussed or
drew on spir i tu al ity in edu ca tional activ i ties. Of the higher edu ca tors, Afua, a psy -
chol ogy pro fes sor, was most direct in her use of it in her classes, but she noted that
she rarely uses the word spir i tu al ity but, rather, would draw on it and make con nec -
tions to cul tural aspects of sym bol when appro pri ate. For exam ple, she begins many 
of her classes with a cen ter ing exer cise, and when she teaches classes in psy chol ogy 
from an Africentric per spec tive, she may begin with a liba tion because she sees this
as grounded in the cul ture she’s study ing with stu dents. In gen eral, the higher edu -
ca tors tended to draw on spir i tu al ity more in prep a ra tion for classes (through med i -
ta tion and cen ter ing exer cise) or in less for mal work with col leagues or stu dents,
such as in advis ing ses sions where it may be directly dis cussed. Elise noted that she
needed to pray to get through teach ing classes about rac ism when she has to teach in 
the sub urbs, and Nancy dis cussed the chant ing and cen ter ing activ i ties she uses in
prep a ra tion to teach classes about social jus tice. Most of the higher edu ca tors
reported that in actual class room activ i ties, spir i tual issues would be acknowl edged
as they arose and would be drawn on implic itly, such as in the use of music, sym -
bols, art forms, or in an occa sional or one-time activ ity that might sug gest a spir i tual 
con nec tion that moves beyond con flict. But many edu ca tors were hes i tant to dis -
cuss it too directly or obvi ously so that, as one par tic i pant noted, “peo ple don’t feel
coerced.”

On the other hand, those who worked in non profit or com mu nity-based orga ni -
za tions reported that issues of spir i tu al ity come up more often in their work with
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com mu ni ties; it is brought up and drawn on by com mu nity mem bers them selves.
For exam ple, Mariposa reported that in her social jus tice work with a Latino com -
mu nity, the par tic i pants cocreated an edu ca tional activ ity done in the con text of a
Mass, and in her work with a Native Amer i can com mu nity, a rit ual cer e mony was
cre ated by par tic i pants as empow er ment of the group. Har riet, who co-runs an adult 
pop u lar edu ca tion cen ter in the South, reported that, as part of their social jus tice
work, they host monthly spir i tu al ity cir cles that are made avail able to the com mu -
nity in which prayer, med i ta tion, and rit ual are used both to affirm peo ple’s iden tity
and move them to action.

In gen eral, those who work in com mu nity-based or non profit set tings seemed to
feel less con fined by the ra tio nal is tic struc tures of higher ed u ca tion, so they felt
freer to use dif fer ent mo dal i ties to pro vide dif fer ent kinds of ex pe ri ence for peo ple.
Spir i tu al ity was more or less ac cepted as a di men sion of hu man ex pe ri ence that
needed to be at tended to on some level in po ten tially ed u cat ing for so cial change.
Lisa, who does antiracism work shops and is a singer-song writer whose mu sic and
con certs fo cus on so cial jus tice is sues, dis cusses the fact that spir i tu al ity is very
much a part of her work as both a per former and an ed u ca tor. In speak ing broadly of
spir i tu al ity and its con nec tion to how she at tempts to ed u cate about jus tice is sues,
she em pha sized the im por tance of set ting a tone and notes,

Mu sic, of course, is evo ca tive of the soul and of the emo tions, so I’m mod el ing I think
to a lot of peo ple that re ally in fact it is not only safe, but it’s great to put this stuff out
there. That’s what I mean partly by tone—I have a great deal of con fi dence in my per -
spec tive draw ing as it does from the larger wild com mu nity, and a lot of peo ple have
lost that con fi dence, par tic u larly ur ban or raised ur ban—or just to have some body
who sort of looks like them, they can “phew,” be there, be safe, be con nected. I to tally
get that we should be and are griev ing for what’s hap pen ing on the planet. Of course
we are! . . . When I’m struc tur ing ex pe ri ence for peo ple, I’m very aware of the ef fect of 
tone so that the deeper the ma te rial, the lighter you have to have some thing else hap -
pen ing so that most peo ple can not sink . . . it al lows peo ple to stay with me.

Lisa’s con cern, like many of those who are do ing ed u ca tional work in com mu -
nity-based or non profit set tings, was cre at ing an at mo sphere that helps peo ple be
more pres ent and open to new kinds of learn ing that in cluded an af fec tive com po -
nent to hope fully fa cil i tate so cial change. Ed u ca tors in these set tings were not con -
cerned that such learn ing ex pe ri ences nec es sar ily be ex plained in ra tio nal terms.

Al though spir i tu al ity was the ground ing place for the par tic i pants’ so cial jus tice
work, nearly all of them ex pressed the de sire to more di rectly draw on it a bit more
con sciously in their ed u ca tional prac tices. Most of the par tic i pants re ported that
there has been lit tle di rect or in ten tional dis cus sion of it among their col leagues but
that, more of ten, peo ple are spon ta ne ously bring ing up what could be con ceived of
as spir i tual is sues, par tic u larly in re la tion to teach ing for so cial jus tice. Julia, who
works with an ed u ca tional con sult ing group on di ver sity is sues, notes,
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I find there is a di men sion of spir i tu al ity in the way we re late to each other and in the
way we col lec tively ap proach the work of so cial change. Be cause we are each from a
dif fer ent cul tural back ground, we ex press our spir i tu al ity in dif fer ent ways: Ha wai ian
chants, prayers to the four di rec tions, Chris tian prayer. . . . The in ter est ing thing
though, as I think more about it, I sus pect that there are also athe ists among the group,
yet we some how seem to delve into spirit. It might be striv ing to be hu man . . . I don’t
know. But we all be lieve in the good ness of peo ple and the pos si bil ity of change while
try ing to live a life of com mu nity.

Al though all of the par tic i pants drew on their spir i tu al ity in their prac tice, they ex -
pressed a de sire to per haps do this more di rectly but were strug gling to find a way to
do it in a way that would not be co er cive.

DIS CUS SION AND CON CLU SIONS

The find ings of the study offer some inter est ing insights about the rela tion ship
between spir i tu al ity and emancipatory adult edu ca tion efforts and poten tially to the
broader area of adult learn ing and devel op ment. They do need to be inter preted with 
cau tion because these find ings are related to a par tic u larly pur pose ful sam ple of
women adult edu ca tors cho sen spe cif i cally because of their involve ment in social
action efforts and because of their spir i tual com mit ments; thus, these find ings are
not intended to be generalizeable to all adult edu ca tors.

A pri mary find ing of this study is that these par tic i pants saw their spir i tu al ity and 
their social jus tice efforts as an inte grated way of life and as a way of think ing and
being in the world. They had a strong sense of mis sion, fueled by their spir i tu al ity,
of chal leng ing sys tems of oppres sion based on race, class, gen der, abil ity, and sex -
ual ori en ta tion in their adult edu ca tion prac tices. But their involve ment in social
action efforts also called them back to their spir i tu al ity. Such an inte grated view of
their work as a way of life was rem i nis cent of Fox’s (1995) dis cus sion of the
reinvention of work as related to what he refers to as the inter con nec tion of inner
work (through cen ter ing, med i ta tion, and expe ri ence of the realm of mys tery) and
outer work (work ing for greater bal ance in the world). Fur ther more, the par tic i -
pants saw these inte grated modes of work both in the paid and not-for-pay
workforce as part of their life pur pose and were also inte grated with their per sonal
and cul tural his tory and, in many cases, an ances tral con nec tion as well. There was
a strong desire both to give back to their own com mu ni ties and to cre ate a more
equi ta ble soci ety. This notion of cre at ing com mu nity in a larger, more global sense
was sig nif i cant to most of them. In this respect, their sto ries are sim i lar to some of
the par tic i pants in the Daloz et al. (1996) study on com mu nity and com mit ment.

Although the notion of com mu nity was impor tant, it was ini tially per plex ing to
me that only one of the par tic i pants (Sue) was still active as a reg u lar atten dee at ser -
vices in the reli gion of her child hood. Given that spir i tu al ity was extremely impor -
tant for all of them and strongly informed their social jus tice work, one might
expect that more might have a desire to be involved with a spir i tual com mu nity
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through orga nized reli gion. This was not the case for most par tic i pants; fur ther -
more, most were quite per son ally leery of orga nized reli gion. Given that they are
teach ing classes or work ing in pro grams in which they are problemetizing and try -
ing to change struc tural power rela tions based on gen der, race, class, sex ual ori en ta -
tion, and dis abil ity, it is per haps no sur prise that these women would also have trou -
ble with sim i lar struc tural oppres sion in aspects of orga nized reli gion. Class issues
were alluded to by sev eral of the par tic i pants, but most often, what was spe cif i cally
men tioned as prob lem atic aspects of their child hood reli gious tra di tion was the sex -
ism and for many, the heterosexism as well, par tic u larly for par tic i pants who grew
up Cath o lic or in the more con ser va tive Protestant denom i na tions. Many par tic i -
pants did dis cuss feel ing a need for an occa sional com mu nal expe ri ence of spir i tu -
al ity, but not of orga nized reli gion. In some cases, this need for a spir i tual com mu -
nal expe ri ence was filled through the use of rit ual and sym bol built into their activ ist 
activ i ties with spe cific groups and com mu ni ties.

Despite hav ing seri ous issues with struc tural sys tems of oppres sion in their
faiths of ori gin, most of the par tic i pants were strongly attached to the sym bols,
music, and some of the rit u als from their child hood reli gious tra di tions and the con -
cep tual mean ings attached to them. For exam ple, although Greta has long since
moved away from Cathol i cism, the sym bolic mean ing of Res ur rec tion (the prom ise 
of new life after a dark night of the soul) con tin ues to be an impor tant met a phor for
her. Sim i larly, although these women had moved beyond their child hood reli gious
tra di tion, they often spi raled back and re-membered those aspects of it that were life 
giv ing at the same time that they inte grated and were exposed to new ideas and new
spir i tual tra di tions and had fur ther spir i tual expe ri ences as an adult. This aspect of
the study is sim i lar to what Wuthnow (1999) found in his study of peo ple who grew
up reli gious. How ever, what the women in this study seemed to be most atten tive to
as they re-membered their faith of ori gin was related to sym bolic forms of know ing
and uncon scious pro cesses: the music, aspects of rit ual, and par tic u lar sym bols.
This was rem i nis cent of Fowler’s (1981) remarks in his critiquing of Piaget and
Kohlberg for “their restric tive under stand ing of the role of imag i na tion in know ing,
their neglect of sym bolic pro cesses gen er ally and the related lack of atten tion to
uncon scious struc tur ing pro cesses other than those con sti tut ing rea son ing” (p. 103).

It is impor tant to also note that the aspects of their child hood tra di tion that they
were par tic u larly attached to were also deeply rooted in a cul tural iden tity. For
exam ple, we see evi dence of this in the cul tural and spir i tual sig nif i cance for Julia
as Chicana of La Virgen de Guadalupe, in what the music of Aretha Frank lin
brought up for Anna of the Afri can Amer i can expe ri ence, the sig nif i cance of the
wil der ness for both Beverly, an Alaska Native woman, and for Lisa, who also grew
up in Alaska. This aspect of the cul tural sig nif i cance of spir i tu al ity may also be in
part why Sue con tin ued to attend ser vices in the Korean Pres by te rian church;
although there were aspects she found prob lem atic, it was affirm ing of her cul tural
iden tity as a Korean Amer i can. In any event, this aspect of the study offers some
begin ning insights to the rela tion between cul tural and spir i tual sig nif i cance that
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has been lit tle dis cussed in the spir i tual devel op ment or the adult devel op ment lit er -
a ture. Fur ther more, what was most often men tioned as an impor tant spir i tual sym -
bol for these women was a fem i nine sym bol, embod ied in one rem i nis cent of their
cul ture or in who par tic i pants had framed as an impor tant cur rent spir i tual sym bol
for them. (Some of the spir i tual fig ures men tioned in addi tion to Aretha Frank lin
and La Virgen de Guadalupe were Har riet Tubman, the fem i nine Bud dhist wis dom
fig ure Kuan Yin, female ances tors, and Sojourner Truth, to name a few.) It is inter -
est ing to note that cur rently, 3 of the par tic i pants (Maureen, Nancy, and Elise) now
iden tify largely with the Siddha Yoga tra di tion, which is led by a woman. Although
only a cou ple of par tic i pants noted that fem i nine fig ures were impor tant spir i tual
fig ures for them spe cif i cally because they were women, it may be that on an uncon -
scious level these spir i tual fig ures are impor tant in affirm ing their gen der iden tity
and their spir i tu al ity as women.

The pri mary pur pose of this study was to exam ine how spir i tu al ity influ ences the 
moti va tions and prac tices of these women activ ist adult edu ca tors; it was not ini -
tially about their spir i tual devel op ment. How ever, in shar ing sig nif i cant aspects of
their own spir i tual jour neys and how their spir i tu al ity unfolded over time in rela -
tion ship to their activ ism and emancipatory adult edu ca tion efforts, they actu ally
did dis cuss how their spir i tu al ity has changed over time. Thus, the find ings have
some strong impli ca tions for our under stand ing of spir i tual devel op ment, although
such impli ca tions need to be inter preted with cau tion. One can not assume, based on 
the find ings of this study, that spir i tual com mit ment nec es sar ily leads to work ing
for social action or that involve ment in social action nec es sar ily pre sumes a spir i -
tual com mit ment. Indeed, there are many adults whose spir i tu al ity is impor tant in
their lives, but they are not involved in social action efforts, and there are many
activ ists who are athe ists or who oth er wise find spir i tu al ity irrel e vant to their lives.
Fowler’s (1981) answer to why only some adults whose spir i tu al ity is impor tant to
them are involved in social action efforts whereas oth ers are not would be that they
are at dif fer ent stages of spir i tual devel op ment. The fact that these women did
indeed have a spir i tual com mit ment that required social action that directly chal -
lenged struc tural sys tems of oppres sion was a spe cific cri te rion for par tic i pant
selec tion. This cri te rion was cho sen to under stand how spir i tu al ity informs their
emancipatory edu ca tion efforts, not con sciously to choose peo ple at a par tic u lar
stage of spir i tual devel op ment or of a par tic u lar age. Nev er the less, the fact that
these par tic i pants were women at midlife, in their 40s and 50s, may sug gest that the
devel op ment of their spir i tu al ity in con sort with their activ ism is some what age
related. Vir tu ally all of the par tic i pants reported that reframing their social jus tice
work from a spir i tual per spec tive has become more impor tant with age, but cohort
effects are also likely at play here as well; most of these women were strongly
affected by the civil rights move ments and the women’s move ment of the 1960s and 
1970s that did influ ence their involve ment in and atti tudes about the impor tance of
social action. Although the data does not sug gest that there is a cause-effect rela -
tion ship between spir i tual com mit ment and social action work as part of spir i tual
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devel op ment, it does sug gest that there may be a rela tion ship in many cases. How -
ever, this would need to be the sub ject of fur ther study.

From a devel op men tal per spec tive, it is also inter est ing to note that in many
cases, what was described as sig nif i cant spir i tual expe ri ences did result in the cour -
age to take new action first in their per sonal lives. For exam ple, Har riet’s heal ing
expe ri ence that helped her come to terms with being a les bian, Elise’s expe ri ence
that facil i tated her work ing on her rela tion ship with her mother, and Lisa’s expe ri -
ence of watch ing the 2-year-old do the Raven dance and her resul tant belief in the
one ness and unity of all things resulted in their deci sion to live dif fer ently and more
proactively. Although many of the expe ri ences described led to action in their per -
sonal lives, and not nec es sar ily imme di ately to social action in the sense of directly
chal leng ing struc tural sys tems of priv i lege and oppres sion, it may be that these sig -
nif i cant spir i tual expe ri ences that changed their per sonal lives were a nec es sary part 
of their devel op ment, which may also have been piv otal in even tu ally lead ing them
to more struc tural social action.

As many par tic i pants dis cussed, spir i tual expe ri ence is not pri mar ily about
ratio nal ity. For the par tic i pants, spir i tu al ity was about expe ri ences of a per ceived
higher power or a life force, about an under stand ing of the whole ness of all of cre -
ation, and about mak ing ulti mate mean ing out of one’s life pur pose, which, for
these par tic i pants, was partly work ing for social jus tice. Spir i tu al ity was also about
an expe ri ence of realm of mys tery. In Fowler’s (1981) terms, spir i tu al ity is largely
about sym bolic pro cesses that are not ratio nal. As Lisa and oth ers noted, it is dif fi -
cult to put lan guage around spir i tual expe ri ence because lan guage, in many ways,
forces peo ple to map ratio nal pro cesses around what is expe ri enced out side of ratio -
nal ity. Yet, at the same time, none of the par tic i pants sus pended their ratio nal ity in
the pro cess of describ ing their own spir i tual jour ney. Part of what their spir i tual
devel op ment seemed to be about was hav ing spir i tual expe ri ences and crit i cally and 
ratio nally ana lyz ing some of what those expe ri ences were about while con tin u ing
to be open to new spir i tual expe ri ences. The move away from their child hood spir i -
tu al ity was partly a result of ratio nal think ing pro cesses—think ing ratio nally about
aspects of their child hood tra di tions and find ing some of what was taught prob lem -
atic. Fur ther more, inte grat ing new insights from dif fer ent par a digms and new spir i -
tual tra di tions was an impor tant part of spir i tual devel op ment. For exam ple, Greta,
Anna, and Shir ley went through an athe ist phase that was influ enced partly by a
foray into Marx ism, the Black Power move ment, and other social move ments on an
intel lec tual level. Yet, sim i lar to Freire (1997), who dis cusses the sim i lar i ties
between Marx ism and Chris tian ity, they even tu ally were able to inte grate the
aspects of Marx ism that focus on chal leng ing struc tural oppres sion with their spir i -
tual beliefs to develop new aspects of their spir i tu al ity. How ever, these aspects of
ratio nally think ing about these ideas or their spir i tual expe ri ence was not a sub sti -
tute for spir i tual expe ri ence itself, which was viewed as being out side of the realm
of the ratio nal. Thus, what may fuel spir i tual devel op ment is the inte gra tion of sym -
bolic know ing and spir i tual expe ri ence with the ratio nal pro cess of think ing about
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those expe ri ences. This poten tially includes attend ing to the cul tural and gendered
nature of those expe ri ences.

What do these insights about the rela tion ship between spir i tu al ity and
emancipatory edu ca tion efforts sug gest for the prac tice of emancipatory edu ca -
tion? It is prob a bly not sur pris ing that the com mu nity-based edu ca tors felt a bit
more free than the higher edu ca tors to dis cuss and draw on their own and par tic i -
pants’ spir i tu al ity in edu cat ing for social change, par tic u larly when it arose from
learn ers them selves. Peo ple in higher edu ca tion were indeed aware of the almost
exclu sive focus on ratio nal ity that has been the tra di tion of higher edu ca tion, which
made them hes i tant to dis cuss or draw on spir i tu al ity too overtly. How ever, all of the 
par tic i pants rec og nized that the work of social trans for ma tion can not be accom -
plished entirely through ratio nal pro cesses. As hooks (1999) notes in her dis cus sion 
of spir i tu al ity and liberatory edu ca tion, peo ple need to be inspired and have their
affec tive, spir i tual, and phys i cal selves involved in order for emancipatory edu ca -
tion around chal leng ing sys tems of struc tural oppres sion to hap pen. Although the
par tic i pants in this study agree, they also felt that atten tion to the spir i tual needs to
be han dled care fully so that they are not seen as push ing a reli gious or spir i tual
agenda. Nev er the less, a few sug ges tions for prac tice can be gleaned from this study.

First, it is impor tant to remem ber that adult learn ers bring their whole selves,
includ ing their spir i tu al ity, with them when they enter the learn ing envi ron ment.
Dirkx (1997) sug gests that adult edu ca tors do not nec es sar ily need to “teach
soulwork” or spir i tu al ity but, rather, “to rec og nize its pres ence and to respect its
sacred mes sage” (p. 83). Mariposa referred to this phe nom e non in her pop u lar edu -
ca tion work with grass roots com mu ni ties: Spir i tu al ity is often pres ent in learn ing
com mu ni ties because learn ers bring it up, refer to spir i tual issues, and/or cre ate rit -
u als and cel e bra tions that help ground their own social change work. When it arises
from par tic i pants, it is less likely to be impositional.

Sec ond, given that spir i tu al ity is about the whole ness of life and, as Fowler
(1981) sug gests, is often related to knowl edge con structed through image and sym -
bol or man i fested through story and music, occa sional use of art forms, sym bol,
music, drama, and dance can per haps be a way of touch ing on the spir i tual in edu ca -
tional activ i ties. Although this may be appro pri ate only in occa sional set tings, often 
edu ca tors can, as Lisa says, cre ate a tone or a space in which such an activ ity can
facil i tate new learn ing, new insight, or per haps a move to action. One par tic i pant
had learn ers cre ate a read ers the ater based on a par tic u larly pro voc a tive piece used
in a multi cul tural class on man i fes ta tions of var i ous forms of struc tural oppres sion
Because it involved the affec tive and phys i cal, many reported back to her that there
was a spir i tual dimen sion to what they had done rather spon ta ne ously. Such ven ues
may touch on the spir i tual dimen sion for peo ple and, at the same time, the term spir -
i tu al ity may never be used.

Finally, in con sid er ing the rela tion ship between spir i tu al ity and emancipatory
edu ca tion efforts, it is impor tant to remem ber that ratio nal ity and spir i tu al ity are not 
com plete oppo sites to each other. In fact, the study sug gests that spir i tual
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devel op ment appears to require a ratio nal com po nent; it is impor tant to crit i cally
think about one’s spir i tual expe ri ence not as a sub sti tute for the spir i tual expe ri ence
itself, but because crit i cally ana lyz ing mes sages from the larger cul ture, includ ing
one’s reli gion of ori gin, is an impor tant part of claim ing one’s own iden tity. Such
crit i cal anal y sis is clearly an impor tant com po nent of emancipatory edu ca tion. Yet,
it may also be that hav ing a sense of one’s life’s mis sion and draw ing reg u larly on
what gives one sus te nance to do that social change work, which for many is related
to the spir i tual, is a needed com po nent for emancipatory edu ca tion efforts. Clearly,
more research is needed in this area, but so also are more col lec tive oppor tu ni ties
for emanciptory adult edu ca tors to both expe ri ence and dis cuss the nature of spir i -
tu al ity in social change work. Indeed, this is some thing that the par tic i pants in this
study, as well as many other adult edu ca tors, long for. 

In sum, spir i tu al ity is an elu sive term and an elu sive con cept, but per haps this is
so because it is all encom pass ing and can not be torn from other aspects of one’s life, 
includ ing one’s cul tural expe ri ence, one’s fur ther devel op ment, or one’s social
change work in the world. For many, it is a term that con notes whole ness and what
gives mean ing and coher ence to life. It con nects and encom passes every thing from
the cre ativ ity of art ists and poets, to our con nec tions with loved ones, to the way that 
we act as cul tural work ers and actors for jus tice in the world, and to our under stand -
ing of a higher power or life force. It is dif fi cult to dis cuss what is so elu sive and at
the same time so per sonal and so encom pass ing, and it was indeed an honor to lis ten 
to these women’s spir i tual expe ri ences of this life force and their thoughts on how
their spir i tu al ity informs their work for social jus tice. I found myself often inspired
by their sto ries and uplifted by their efforts, and I felt a sense of whole ness and con -
nec tion with them in this soul work that was part of our shared dia logue that bridged 
our sim i lar i ties and dif fer ences. It gave me a renewed sense of my own ongo ing life
work. Although this study is lim ited, it offers a begin ning to a dia logue that has
barely begun about the con nec tion between spir i tu al ity and emancipatory edu ca -
tion prac tice and the sociocultural con text that informs spir i tual devel op ment.
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