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Thepurpose of this qualitative study wasto examine how spirituality influences the motivations
and practices of a multicultural group of 16 women adult educatorswho areteaching for social
change, who werestrongly informed by a particular religioustradition asachild, and haverene-
gotiated amorerelevant adult spirituality. Findingsreveal the following five themes of spiritual
experience as described by the participant spirituality as the following: (a) a spiral process of
moving beyond and “ re-membering” spiritual values and symbols of the culture of origin; (b)
life force, interconnectedness, and wholeness; (c) pivotal experience of a perceived higher
power that facilitates healing; (d) the development of authentic identity; and (e) a way of life
requiring both inner reflection and outward social action.

Teaching for social change is a work of passion for many adult emancipatory
educators—a passion fueled by adeep underlying ethical, social, and often aspiri-
tual commitment on the part of the adult educator. It isimportant work, and at the
dawn of the new millennium, many adult educators are attempting to teach across
borders of race, gender, class, national origin, and sexual orientation to increase
cross-border understanding and to work toward greater equity between dominant
and oppressed groups. Some educators are doing this by teaching classesin higher
education that explicitly deal with these topics, whereas others are working with
grassroots communities on projects aimed at social change.

How adult educators might respond to the educational needs of a multicultural
society has been a subject of some discussion in feminist and critical pedagogy in
the past few years and in considerations of how adult educators can challenge sys-
tems of power, privilege, oppression, and colonization and cross borders of race,
gender, class, and national origininthiseraof globalization (Brookfield & Preskill,
1999; Giroux, 1992; Hayes & Colin, 1994; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1998;
Tisdell, 1998; Walters& Manicom, 1996). Teaching acrossthese bordersfor social
change is difficult, requiring a willingness to deal with conflict, resistance, and
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strong emotionsasgroupsengageincritical dialogueand, hopefully, moveto social
action. What has been missing from the literature is attention to what drives this
underlying commitment or how spirituality informsthework of such emancipatory
adult educators working from these critical, feminist, or antiracist educational
frames. Thisis somewhat surprising because ailmost all of those who write about
educationfor social change citetheimportant influencework of educator and activ-
ist Paulo Freire, whowasadeeply spiritual man strongly informed by theliberation
theology movement of Latin America (Freire, 1997). With the exception of the
recent study on community and commitment by Daloz, Keene, Keene, and Parks
(1996), in which the connection between spiritual commitment and social actionis
implied, empirical research on how spirituality relatesto acommitment to do social
justicework isextremely limited. Clearly, thereare both mal e and femal e adult edu-
cators and activists teaching for social change who are motivated to do so partly
because of their spiritual commitments; but many are women of different race and
class backgrounds guided by critical, feminist, or antiracist educational perspec-
tiveswho have al so had to renegotiate their adult spirituality inlight of having been
raised in patriarchal religious traditions. How has their spirituality changed over
time, and how does it motivate and influence their adult education practice for
socia justice? In light of the lack of adult education literature that deals with
women, spirituality, and social justice, the purpose of this study was to examine
how spirituality influencesthe motivationsand practicesof amulticultural group of
women adult educators who are teaching for social change, who were strongly
informed by aparticular religioustradition asachild, and have renegotiated amore
relevant adult spirituality. Thisstudy suggestsimplicationsfor how adult educators
may draw on spirituality intheir own emancipatory adult education practices, andit
a so offersbeginning insight on women'’ sspiritual development intheoftenignored
(by developmental theorists) sociocultural context.

RELATED LITERATURE

With the exception of the subfield of adult religious education, spirituality has
been given little attention in mainstream academic adult education, and its connec-
tion to discussions of emancipatory adult education efforts is even more limited.
Thismay simply be because spirituality is difficult to define. Itisarelatively elu-
sivetopic that can sometimes be confused with religion. Indeed, for many of us, our
adult spirituality is clearly informed by how we were socialized both religiously
and culturally. Yet, spirituality is not the same asreligion; religion is an organized
community of faith that haswritten codes of regulatory behavior, whereas spiritual -
ity is more about one’ s personal belief and experience of ahigher power or higher
purpose. In seeking to give spirituality (as opposed toreligion) adefinition, Hamil -
ton and Jackson (1998) conducted aqualitative study of women in the helping pro-
fessions' conceptions of spirituality. Participants definitions centered on the fol -
lowing three main themes: further development of self-awareness, a sense of
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interconnectedness, and a relationship to a higher power. Although this definition
does give a sense of the psychological aspects of spirituality as broadly related to
meaning making, it does not get at the potential relationship of cultural experience
and spirituality, nor doesit get at the connection between spirituality and acommit-
ment to social justice, which is the focus of this article. Nevertheless, these three
themes of spirituality—greater self-awareness, a sense of interconnectedness, and
an experience of aperceived higher power—appear to be common aspects of what
spirituality isabout for most who consider it an important meaning-making aspect
of their life.

Soirituality in Adult and Higher Education

Despite the fact that there is relatively little direct discussion of spirituality in
academic adult education, recently, the recognition of the spiritual dimension has
begun to creep into some adult and higher education discussions, and thisislikely
to bean areaof somefuture discussion. Most of these referencesfocus on spiritual-
ity more generaly in teaching and learning and is the focus the newly released
sourcebook on spirituality edited by English and Gillen (2000). Dirkx (1997) has
also noted that attention to “soul” in adult learning is important, particularly in
attending to group process. He suggests that our interest is not so much to teach
soulwork or spirituality but, rather, to nurture soul; that is, “to recognize what is
aready inherent within our relationshipsand experiences, to acknowledgeits pres-
ence with the teaching and learning environment, to respect its sacred message”
(Dirkx, 1997, p. 83). Inasimilar vein, Palmer (1998) discusses the importance of
attending to paradox, sacredness, and graced momentsin teaching and learning in
developing aspirituality of education. Similarly, Y oung (1997) describes spiritual-
ity asthe underpinning of our valuesin higher education. English (2000) discusses
very directly thefocus on meaning making in adult learning asintricately related to
the spiritual quest of adults, whereas Vella (2000), in her discussion of a spirited
epistemology, suggeststhat attending to the spiritual dimension of adult learningis
part of honoring thelearner as* subject,” and thusthe author of hisor her ownlifein
the quest for meaning making. Indeed, the subject of spirituality is currently ahot
topicin Human Resources Development (HRD) and some of theworkplace-related
literature. However, as Fenwick and Lange (1998) suggest in their critique of the
spirituality in the workplace literature in the field, most of these discussions have
little or nothing to do with the connection of spirituality to socia justice or
emancipatory education. There are, of course, afew (not specifically connected to
HRD or workplace adult education) who more specifically discuss the connection
of work, spirituality, and the creation of amore just global economy. For example,
Fox (1995) discusses the connection between spirituality as “inner work” and the
revisioning of our “outer work” and the importance of ritual and celebration in the
creation of anew cosmology as the great paradigm shift of our time.



Tisdell / SPIRITUALITY AND ADULT EDUCATORS 311

Not surprisingly, in most referencesin adult education, spirituality isdealt with
only fromanindividual, psychological perspective and from the standpoint of what
is present in the learning environment in how individual participants construct
meaning through image, symbol, and graced moments about the purpose of their
life journey. Most discussions of spirituality end here; yet, for many adult educa-
tors, their perceived purposeintheworld relatesdirectly totheir emancipatory edu-
cation efforts. Few adult education writers have discussed this, athough the very
well-known activist-educators Horton and Freire (1990) were clear about theinflu-
ence of spirituality ontheir own work. Hart and Holton (1993) have suggested that
spirituality offers hope to emancipatory adult education efforts; Walters and
Manicom (1996) discuss the importance of spirituality among grassroots
emancipatory adult educators working with women in an international context.
They note that spirituality “is atheme that is increasingly significant in popular
education practice as culturally distinct groups, women recovering ‘womanist’ tra-
ditionsand ethnic collectives, draw on cultural and spiritual symbolsin healingand
transformative education” (Walters & Manicom, 1996, p. 13). Other than these
instances, the field of adult education has been relatively silent about the connec-
tion between spirituality and emancipatory education efforts. Y et, more recently
and morein discussions of education in general, educators and cultural criticsare
beginning to discuss the importance of spirituality in antiracist and emancipatory
education efforts. In her own education efforts, hooks (1994, 1999) very directly
discussesthe importance of spirituality, and Simmer-Brown (1999) discusses both
commitment and opennessin education for cultural diversity and pluralism. These
emancipatory educati on discussionshint at theimportance of attendingto spiritual -
ity in socia justice efforts; yet, there is little data-based research that focuses on
how it informsthethinking or practices of educators. Thisstudy isone effort to get
at these issues.

Spiritual Development

This study is primarily about how spirituality informs the work of a multicul-
tural group of feminist or antiracist women emancipatory adult educators. To make
sense of how these women perceive and carry out their work as emancipatory edu-
cators, it was necessary to understand some of their life history—some of their spir-
itual journeys or spiritual development as related to their cultural and life experi-
ences. Thus, theliterature on spiritual development al soinformsthisstudy. Weibust
and Thomas (1994), in their discussion of learning and spiritual development in
adulthood, note that attention to “unity consciousness as knowing” (p. 124) and
how adults seek wisdom through spiritual learning and openness to paradox is an
important unexplored area of adult development and learning. As| have discussed
elsewhere (Tisdell, 1999), so, too, isthe areaof how cultureinformsspiritual expe-
rience. Thereis, in fact, a paucity of literature that specifically discusses spiritual
development as change over time or that attendsto the sociocultural context. Taylor
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(1998) makes the observation that some have used Mezirow’'s theory of
transformative learning as a jumping-off point to examine ways adults transform
thought processes and devel op through other ways of knowing, including through
spirituality. However, as Taylor (1998) notes, Mezirow’ stheory isprimarily driven
by rationality; he does not discuss transformation as spirituality and neglects the
role of unconsciousthought processesinlearning. Thespiritual development litera-
turethat does exist tendsto citethelandmark Fowler (1981) study of faith develop-
ment, which resulted in a stage theory (six stages) of faith development based on a
samplethat was 97% White and Judeo-Christian. Although he drawson thework of
Piaget and K ohlberg, hetakesissuewiththemfor “their restrictive understanding of
the role of imagination in knowing, their neglect of symbolic processes generally
and the related lack of attention to unconscious structuring processes other than
those constituting reasoning” (Fowler, 1981, p. 103).

Despite some of the limitations to Fowler’s study, it contributes to our under-
standing of how people construct knowledge through image and symbol, an area
that hasbeenignored by most development and | earning theorists. Clearly, thereare
other authors (mostly from the holistic health movement or in the popular press)
who have discussed the power of image and symbol in constructing knowledgeand
in accessing forms of spiritual knowledge. For example, Myss (1996) provides
ways of working with and using images and symbol sover timeto enhance spiritual
development, and both Bolen (1994) and Borysenko (1996) specifically discuss
women’shiological and spiritual development by drawing on myth, metaphor, and
symbol. But nearly all authors who discuss spiritual development as change over
timetend toignoretheimportance of the sociocultural context in development, and
in so doing, they tend to privilege a White, middle-class experience primarily
informed by the Judeo-Christian tradition. This is why Merriam and Caffarella
(1999) arecalling for moredirect attentionto sociocultural issuesand moreintegra-
tive perspectives on al aspects of adult devel opment.

Spirituality and Development in a Sociocultural Context

Wuthnow (1999) recently conducted a study, from more of a sociological per-
spective, of 200 adults who grew up in religious homes to see what patterns their
spirituality has taken since childhood. He gives a bit more attention to the
sociocultural context than have other researchersin the past. Although the majority
of the sample was White and from the Judeo-Christian tradition, his sample was
more diversethan Fowler’s, with 20% being peopl e of color, and 13% being Hindu,
Muslim, or other non-Judeo-Christian traditions. The study suggests some devel-
opmental patterns for those who grew up and were socialized into religious tradi-
tions. For example, the spiritual path of the more mature participants required a
deep questioning of their childhood traditions and, often, specific points of depar-
ture from it. Maintaining the identity affirming parts, however, in addition to
insights from a more broadened and inclusive perspective, often led to arenewed
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and more devel oped spiritual practice. Infact, it often led to anincreased apprecia-
tion of diversity not only of spiritual perspectives but also of interest and desire to
work against religious and racial bigotry and for their particular traditions to be
more culturally inclusive. Thus, Wuthnow’ s (1999) study suggests the beginnings
of attending to sociocultural issuesin religion and spirituality.

Thereisclearly alack of research-based literature about spiritual devel opment
in general. What literature that does exist gives amost no attention to cultural
issues, so thereispreciouslittle about the spiritual development of women of color.
Thus, the best source of knowledge about thisis probably women writers of color
who alude to spiritual issues. In regard to her own work as an educator, hooks
(1994, 1999) very clearly addresses this, attempting to teach to challenge systems
of oppression based on race, gender, and class. Hill Collins (1998), speaking a bit
more generally, notesthat “ spirituality provides an important way that many Afri-
can-American women are moved to struggle for justice. . . . Spirituality remains
deeply intertwined with justice in Black women’sintellectua history . . . and thus
influences Black women' scritical social theory inparticularly ways’ (p. 244). Sim-
ilarly, Gunn Allen (1992) speaks to the connection between culture, spiritual sym-
bol, and the “personal choice-community responsibility” dialectic in American
Indian communities. Chicana feminist writers Anzaldua (1987) and Castillo
(1996), in discussing identity and political issues of Chicanafeminists, discussthe
significance of the psychological, spiritual, and political symbol of La Virgen de
Guadalupe in Chicano culture. They suggest that Chicana feminists frame La
Virgen asthe Aztec/mother/goddess and two-in-one-culture liberator in away that
creates a meaningful, life-enhancing, woman-positive spirituality that informs
working for justice in the world. None of these writers are writing about spiritual
development or even emancipatory education efforts per se. They are, however,
writing about the larger experience of women of their own cultural group and how
spirituality relates to their identity and to their working for social justice in the
world. Their work, in addition to the work of feminist theologians as discussed in
such edited works as Ruether (1996) and King (1996) (who discusswomen’ ssocial
action efforts grounded in feminist theology), offers insights both from a
sociocultural perspective on spiritual development as well as how spirituality
informs women's teaching for social change.

METHOD

This was a qualitative research study, and the purpose was to determine how
spirituality influences the motivations and practices of a multicultural group of
women adult educatorswho areteaching for social change, were strongly informed
by a specific religious tradition as a child, and have renegotiated a more relevant
adult spirituality. In this case, women teaching for social change included the fol-
lowing two groups of women: (a) women working in higher education either teach-
ing classes that were specifically about gender, race, class, sexual orientation, or
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TABLE 1
The Participants

Childhood Religious

Pseudonym  Age Race/Ethnicity Background Work Context

Afua 44 African American Protestant/Catholic Higher education

Anna 53 African American Presbyterian/Baptist/  Higher education
Catholic

Ava 37 Creole/Latina Catholic Higher education/CBO

Beverly 55 Native American Catholic Higher education/CBO

Elise 48 African American Congregational Higher education

Greta 51 White Catholic Higher education

Harriet 14 White Pentecostal CBO

Julia 46 Chicana Catholic CBO

Lisa 40 White Unitarian® CBO/nonprofit

Mariposa 50 Chinese American Baptist CBO/nonprofit

Maureen 56 White Methodist Higher education

Nancy 50 White Jewish Higher education

Patricia 40 White Presbyterian Higher education

Rachael 50 White Jewish CBO/nonprofit

Shirley 50 African American Baptist Higher education

Sue 69 Korean American Presbyterian Higher education

Note: CBO = community-based organization.
a. Lisaonly very loosely grew up influenced by the Unitarian tradition.

disability issues, or working in programsaimed at meeting the education needs of a
specific marginalized group; and (b) women working as educators (in the broad
sense) as community activists. There were a total of 16 participants: 4 African
American, 2 Latina, 2 Asian American, 1 Native American, and 7 European Ameri-
can. (See Table 1 for more information on the participants.) The participants were
well-educated (all had bachelor’s degrees, most also had master’s degrees, and 9
participants had doctoral degrees), and many participants were strongly informed
by the critical, feminist, or antiracist education literature cited earlier. Criteriafor
participant selection were that they (a) be women adult educators teaching across
bordersfor social changeeither in higher education or ascommunity activistsinthe
ways noted above, (b) had grown up or were strongly informed by a specific reli-
gioustradition asachild, and (c) note that their adult spirituality (either based on a
reappropriation of the religious tradition of their childhood or a different spiritual-
ity) strongly motivated them to do their social justice work. With the exception of
Lisa (a pseudonym), al of the participants were strongly socialized in a specific
religioustradition asachild. Lisa sgrowing up wasinformed by the Unitarian tra-
dition in the sense that her mother was a Unitarian, athough Lisa was never
reguired to attend the Unitarian church. Althoughit may bethat Lisaonly loosely fit
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the“growing upinareligioustradition” criterion for selection, shewaskept inthe
study because she offered some very interesting insights about spirituality as a
socia activist and educator whose spirituality informed her work.

Theoretical Framework

Ingeneral, qualitativeresearch attemptsto find out how people makemeaning or
interpret a phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). Some formsare strictly interpretive and
only want to know how participants make meaning of their life experience. Other
forms, with critical, feminist, or cultural theoretical underpinnings, are concerned
with giving voiceto those who have been silenced or marginalized (McLaughlin &
Tierney, 1993; Vaz, 1997) and with the emancipatory possibility for those partici-
pating in theresearch (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1999; Lather, 1991). Thisstudy was
informed by a critical poststructural feminist theoretical frame that is concerned
with giving voice to participants whose perspectives have been marginalized or
ignored. Such aframework suggeststhat the positionality (race, gender, class, etc.)
of researchers, teachers, participants, and students affects how one gathers and
accesses data and how one constructs and views knowledge as well as how one
deals with crossing borders in research and teaching (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998;
Fine, 1998; Tisdell, 1998). Thus, my own positionality as a White, middle-class
woman who grew up Catholic and hastried to negotiate amore rel evant adult spiri-
tuality in addition to the fact that | teach classes specifically about race, class, and
gender issues were factors that affected the data collection and analysis processes
(see below). Furthermore, this study was about a multicultural group of women
adult educators, in which more than half of the participants were women of color.
My primary purposewasto find out how thesewomen interpret how their spiritual -
ity influencestheir work in their attempts to teach for social change and how their
spirituality has changed over time since their childhood. | was attempting not only
to provide some data-based information about how their spirituality informs their
work but | wasalso trying to examinethe cultural aspects of spirituality. Inessence,
| wasinterested in looking at the often ignored sociocultural dimensions of spiritu-
ality and to explicitly make visible the spiritual experience of women of color as
well as the experience of White, Anglo women.

Data Collection and Analysis

The primary means of data collection were audiotaped (and transcribed),
semistructured interviews that lasted from 1% to 3 hours. To explain why | was
interested inthetopic, | did sharewith all of the participants some of my own back-
ground (in roughly 5 to 10 minutes) prior to the data collection process. | gave par-
ticipants a snippet of my own attempts as a White woman at antiracist and gender-
inclusive adult education in addition to the general way in which my background
and current spirituality inform my work. Dueto time constraints, thiswaskept to a
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minimum, although | did tell participantsthat | would be happy to share more about
that at alater time, and | also asked participantsif they had questions prior to the
interview. | believe this provided a context for why | was doing this work, helped
create arapport with participants, and madetheinterviewsashared conversationin
which specific topics were pursued as they arose naturally. Furthermore, | was
attempting to avoid what Fine (1998) and othersrefer to as “othering” the partici-
pants: gathering very personal data from participants while giving none about
myself. Thus, | gave participants the opportunity to ask me questions if they so
desired. Interviews focused on participants' definitions of spirituality, the sharing
of three significant spiritual experiences, how their spirituality has changed over
the years and motivates and informs their adult education practice, and how their
spirituality relatesto their own race, ethnicity, and cultural background. Many par-
ticipants also provided written documents of their ownwriting that addressed some
of their involvement in social action pursuits and/or issues directly related to their
spirituality, or they sent e-mails offering further clarification on issues we had dis-
cussed. Thus, the multiple sources of data collection methods of interviews and
documents was a means of triangulation.

Datawere analyzed throughout the study. At the suggestion of Merriam (1998),
apreliminary analysiswasdoneafter each interview. Datawere coded and re-coded
according to the constant comparative method until themes began to emerge. At
this point, member checks were conducted with several of the participants to
increase dependability of findings. In 6 instances, asummary vignette waswritten
up and sent to the participants for their feedback and for further detailed member
checks, and correctionswere made and any omissionswere added. These 6 partici-
pants were chosen specifically because their cultural and class backgrounds were
the most different from my own, and | wanted to ensure that | was accurately por-
traying the central points of their stories. This was particularly important because
there were timeswhen | had misunderstood some of the nuances of what they had
shared during theinterview. Thiswasnot only another way of member checking but
it was aso a way of ensuring what Fine (1998) refers to as “writing against
‘othering’ "—away of guarding against inadvertently projecting my own experi-
ence onto these women while missing the real salient points of their own race, cul-
tural, or class experiences from their perspectives.

FINDINGS

Asanintroduction to thefindings, it isinteresting to note some significant com-
monalties among participantsthat were not specific to the criteriafor sample selec-
tion. Firgt, although all of these women were socialized very specificaly in aspe-
cific faith tradition as a child (with the possible exception of Lisa), only one is
currently an active participant in her childhood religion. Second, all of these
women have personal experiences of marginalization. Obvioudy, the 9 women of
color experience this based on their race or ethnicity, but of the 7 White women, 3
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areleshians, 2 are Jaewish, and 4 are from working-class backgrounds. Patricia, the
only White, heterosexual, upper-middle-class background participant, had been
married to aMuslim North African man for 15 years and had spent timeliving in
North Africa, so she also had persona experiences of marginalization. Perhaps
because of their experiences of marginalization, these participants have a greater
interest in teaching across the borders of race, gender, and culture. Third, these
women range in age between 37 and 69 years, most of whom were strongly influ-
enced by the civil rights movements and other social movements of the 1960s and
1970s. Thus, there may be strong cohort effectsin light of this sample. Therewere
five overlapping themes of spiritual experiencethat focuson theinterconnection of
spirituality, culture, and social justice education that emerged from the data.

A Spiral Process of Moving Beyond and “ Re-Membering”

Broadly speaking, the spiritual experiences and devel opment of the participants
are characterized by a spiral process of moving beyond the religious tradition of
their childhood and then, later, “re-membering” in the sense of reconsidering and
reframing the life-enhancing elements of their religious tradition and their culture
of origin while developing a more meaningful adult spirituality. In this sense,
re-membering is different than simply remembering and connotes a reevaluation
process of reworking of such childhood symbolsand traditionsand reshaping them
to be more relevant to an adult spirituality.

Moving away. The early adulthood of most of these participants was character-
ized by questioning their childhood religious understanding. For most, the initial
moving away was largely aresult of what they perceived as their institutionalized
religion’ s hypocrisy, sexism, heterosexism, lack of personal or cultural support, or
general irrelevancein relation to liberation politics. For example, Julia, a Chicana,
notedthat “I1 went away to college[intheearly ' 70s], and | stopped going to church.
It was those rebellious times, the church, an institution . . . and the contradictions,
the sexism, | started to question all of it.” Julia more or less drifted away during
those times, whereas Shirley, an African American woman and civil rightsactivist,
noted that at about the same age, her move away was even more intentional: “I
became convinced Christianity wasatrick—the oppressor to keep ushumbleandin
bondage. . . . Even theterminology Lord, Master, Father/God—I had seriousissue
withit and stopped going to church.” Greta smove away was aso moreintentional
and occurred while she was developing a political consciousness. She notes,

Thiswasthe’ 60s, and | renounced my Catholicismand becameofficially anatheist. It
waslike aliberation. At first | thought, “| am going to diein hell,” and then | became
interested in all the eventsthat were going on . . .’ 60s stuff was happening and it was
very political. This was the beginning of my Marxist phase, not very spiritual.
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“ Re-membering.” Despitethismove away, al of the participantsreported going
back and re-membering in the sense of reframing and reconfiguring the meaning
aspectsof their childhood faith culturethat wereimportant and lifegiving, and then
reshaping them and applying such meaning perspectives to an adult context. For
example, athough Greta still feels largely negative toward the Catholicism of her
upbringing, she notes,

It took medecadestorealizethat it’ stheritualistic aspect of my religiousupbringing |
really cherished. Easter. | just loved Easter Saturday when wewent to churchandit’'s
al quiet, and it’s al dark, and there’ s no sound, no music, and when the resurrection
moment camethen all thelightsturned on and therewasmusic . . . and | think that has
really profoundly affected me. That Easter—there’ s always some resurrection. You
goto hell, you dieand you'reredlly at the bottom of mystery, but then you get resur-
rected. Often | think about when I’'m in bad shape—that resurrection.

For Greta, thisconcept of resurrection, or new lifeafter adark night of the soul, con-
tinuesto bean important spiritual concept, although she has never had any desireto
reconnect with the Catholic Church.

For many of the participants, thereframing of their faith of origin wasrelated to
an understanding of their core values. The White women tended to center more on
the genesis of their values. Maureen, who had been heavily involved in the social
action movements sponsored by the Methodist Church in the 1960s, noted that “it
wasfromthiscrucible of spirituality and social action that my own sense of identity
and core beliefs were formed.” Similarly, Patricia reported that she came from a
longlineof preachers, teachers, and farmersthat valued ethics, fairness, and justice,
which continued to inform her social justice work. Others, particularly the women
of color, described an ancestral connection that wasal so present intheir faith of ori-
gin. For example, Anna, an African American woman, described the music of
ArethaFranklinand itsconnectionto the church of her ancestorsasparticularly sig-
nificant and as also related to her earlier church experiences. She states,

Theway that Arethasingsisvery old, so when | go back to my childhood, it'sreally
connected to my parents' childhood, and so on, and so on, so she takes me back to
places| don’'t evenknow that | know about. Thereareancient rootsthat are beyond my
memory of thistime and place. . . . When | listen to Aretha—all of those songs are
songsof struggle. . . about how to survive, how toresist oppression, and | got to think-
ing about other spirituals that | know, and they’re all at that level.

Similarly, Afua, who leadstripsto Africa, discussed at length the spiritual connec-
tion to ancestors as asignificant part of her spirituality that isrenewed in such trips
and that it is always present with her in her daily meditation.

Juliaalso discussed this ancestral connection and, in critically reflecting on her
L atino-Catholicroots, shediscussed her current connectionto her grandmother and
La Virgen de Guadalupe.
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I think part of my journey is going back to my heritage, my Aztec and indigenous
roots. . . . AnaCastillo gives adifferent picture of what La Virgen could represent in
terms of powerful women. . .. But there’ sanother sidetoit. . . . | don’'t alwaysjust go
with “thisistheway that it is” because| do question wasthat away for the Spaniards
to... convert the Aztecsinto Catholicism? Or isit really an Aztec goddess?. . . But |
do believeit's a spirit—a spirit that kind of watches over me.

In addition to the ancestral connection and reexamining their core values, the
participants also re-membered their culture of origin by looking for specific femi-
nine examples of spiritual power and wisdom both from within and beyond their
culture of origin and applied thisto their adult spiritual lives. We see evidence of
thisin theimportance of La Virgin de Guadalupeto Juliaand with Aretha Franklin
to Anna as noted above. Harriet, a White lesbian activist, takes inspiration in the
work of Harriet Tubman, and Rachael, a socia activist, notes,

It took nearly thirty yearsof my lifefor meto embrace my Jewishnessin adeep emo-
tional way, and so to claim my Jewishness as a significant part of my heritage and
identity. My reading . . . along with my mentoring friendshipswith Jewish women ac-
tivists—filled me with stories | related to, helping me access my own cultural back-
ground through women | identified with.

In sum, although these women needed to move beyond their childhood religious
tradition to develop a meaningful adult spirituality, they often spiraled back to re-
connect with and redefine important aspects of that culture that affirmed their gen-
der and cultural identity.

Spirituality as Life Force, Interconnectedness, and \Whol eness

All of the participants struggled to give spirituality concrete definition, noting
that somehow language was inadequate to describe spiritual experience. AsLisa
notes,

You're just in two different paradigms. For me it's an experience, which iswhy it's
hard to tranglate. It has to do with the experience of the life-force. . . . Spirituality is
somekind of awarehonoring of that life-forcethat ishappening through everything.

Like Lisa, most participants discussed spirituality as related to a sense of whole-
ness, interconnectedness, and order to al of creation aswell asrelated to lifeforce
or ahigher power. As Annasaid,

| think of [spirituality] in terms of connectionsto all things, not just things here, but
asothingsinthepast, and thingsinthefuture. . . . Spirituality to meisnot something
that you canhold down. . .. It' ssomething that’ sintuitive, and intuitivethingsarehard
to express; it's something that’ s felt, and sensed, and not necessarily “thought.”
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Furthermore, many of the participants discussed the fact that the more one has a
senseof spirituality asconnection, themore one’ shehavior isaffected. Inreflecting
on this, Afuanotes,

Themoreyou’ re connected to that notion of spirit and spiritness, themoreyouwill do
what you' re supposed to do. . . . If you believe that you are connected to other beings
and other things and you share divinity, then you know if you harm somebody else,
you'rereally harming yourself and vice-versa, and so you aregoing to belesslikely to
harm them because you know that’s a part of you.

Although some parti cipants di scussed the sense of connectionand onenessof al
things more conceptually, most gave concrete examples of how they experienced
spiritual experience as providing a sense of wholeness. For example, Julia noted,

Wehavethisritual in my family—every timel go home, and when | ' m getting ready
toleave, | ask for my parents’ blessing, and sothey’ [l take meintotheir room, and each
oneof themwill blessme. ... And | don’t feel completeif | don’tdothat. ... Somy fa
ther will blessme, “te encomiendo aDios Padre. . . y alaVirgen de Guadalupe,” and
ask my grandmother and La Virgen to watch over me, and so | feel like my grand-
mother’ s watching over me!

For Julia, this sense of completeness or wholeness was ritualized in her parents
blessing that connected her with her grandmother and the important spiritual sym-
bol of La Virgen de Guadalupe. Most participants also experienced it in the inter-
connectedness of all things, sometimesin a sense of synchronicity and in uncanny
connections to other people. Many participants reported synchronous events such
as when someone from long ago had been on their minds and that person would
suddenly call, or the synchronistic meeting of specific people at various pointsin
their lives. Othersdiscussed asense of spiritual connectednessbothin personal sig-
nificant love relationships and more broadly to others. Elise, an African American
woman who had grown up in alargely White northern community, discussed the
significance of living in asouthern city asayoung adult and experiencing acultural
interconnectednessto othersof African descent asaspiritual connection. Shenoted
that “in Atlanta, my beauty was affirmed. | could walk down the street and see my-
sdf; therewasasenseof connectedness. . . that | would consider aspiritual connection.”
For many of these participants, thiswholenessor lifeforcethat is, as Lisasays,
“happening through everything” was manifested in experiences beyond the cogni-
tivethat brought together the physical, the emotional, and thewhol eness of creation
and one’ sheing. One participant described thethree most significant spiritual expe-
riencesin her life asbeing related to the physical and thelifeforce, which provided
asense of onenessand affirmation of life. Theseincluded giving birth, adeeply sig-
nificant sexual and spiritual experience making love that gave her a new sense of
identity, and a serious accident that |eft her near death and in acoma. Gretaalso de-
scribed the significance of the physical in spiritual experience, such as experience
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inthemartial artsand meditation practicesthat are part of them, that put her intouch
with asource within and that resulted in agreater sense of spiritual connectedness
with alife force within and beyond herself. Lisa, a White woman who grew up in
Alaska and who also spent significant timeliving and working with Native people
there, also described experiencing and witnessing a sense of onenessinwatching a
2-year-old do the Raven dance.

And shegot it. ShewasRaven, and that’ swhat the dance wasteaching—sort of amys-
tical spirituality whereyouarecoyoteor you arewhatever thisis, andit transformsthe
way you are—your consciousnessisdifferent. And it was awonderful moment, see-
ing this little tiny being who was already there.

The sense of the physical embodying of Raven in the dance of the 2-year-old and
her sense of the onenessto the point that she became Raven inthat moment waskey
for Lisa. Like Lisaand Greta, many participants described spiritual experiences of
becoming and witnessing a sense of wholeness and interconnectedness of all
things: in nature, in relationship with others, and in connection with one’s self.
Beverly, an Alaska Native woman, talked specifically about her spiritual connec-
tionto natureasarunner inthewoodsof Alaska, where shehasto negotiatethereal -
ity of moose and bear. She also connects this to some of her own cultural back-
ground and notes,

| really am not [afraid], because as| have seen these animals, | respect them, and | ac-
tually talk to them when we' ve bumped into each other. It s an acknowledgment and
awareness, because we're animals. We're al on this earth together, and we just go
about itin adifferent way. And because[I’'m] Tlinket . . . thereisareal kinshipand a
dependency on animals.

Like Beverly, Lisaalso spoke of thisrelationship with the wilderness asa spiritual
reminder of the connectedness of all creation.

Pivotal Experience of a Perceived Higher Power
That FacilitatesHealing

All of the participants discussed at length significant experiences related to a
perceived higher power that specifically facilitated healing. In several cases, these
experiencesresulted in the courage to take new action in their personal lives. Most
of these experiences were quite emotional and also were connected to a sense of
wonder and mystery. Harriet, who grew up Pentecostal in aworking-class commu-
nity intherural South, described an extremely significant spiritual experience that
helped her come to terms with being alesbian.

| got hurt playing softball and | tore my quadriceps so bad | passed out. | went to the
best orthopedist intown, who put asplint onit which hurt really bad. | alsobelievedin
faith healing, and one night | went to the altar | felt thisreal coldness go into my leg,
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and then [it] got really hot, and | thought “wow” and the minister told me—I took the
splint off, and the big lump that wason my leg, it wasgone! . . . Well that wasaturning
point for me, because | thought, “Why would God heal me, if | was this person that
was condemned to hell?” God wouldn'’t do that for me, and | thought, “ OK, thisismy
sign” that it's OK for me to be aleshian.

From that day forward, she worked on behalf of women’s rights, lesbian and gay
rights, and on social issues of all kindsand also had arenewed appreciation for the
mysterious and healing power of connecting to what wasperceived asadivine pres-
ence.

Some of the participantsreported experiencesthat wererelated to grief and new
life. For example, Annadescribed an experienceimmediately after her mother died,
when she was traveling on atrain to her mother’s funeral. She notes,

| was watching the telephone poles go by, and ablack bird flew past the window and
camereal close, and in my ear, | heard my mother’ svoice say “I’'m free!” and it was
like amajor relief because I'd been grieving and crying and as soon as | heard that
voicesay “I’'m freg,” it was OK.

Elisedescribed asimilar experience of the grief associated with having amiscar-
riage and a troubled relationship with her own mother. She described going to a
meditation service led by awoman in the Siddha Yoga tradition, shortly after her
miscarriage, and explains,

Well I closed my eyesand everything wassilent, and for thefist timethereisno inter-
nal dialogue. . .. And all of asudden there’ savoicein my head that isnot my voicethat
says, “Why areyou upset with your mother. | amthemother. Why blameher?” . . . Af-
ter the programwasover . . . | went up and when | did thiswoman saidto me*“You've
been working very hard,” and immediately | broke out into tears . . . and | was just
weeping and weeping and weeping, and at that moment my life changed.

Elise then went on to describe how she went about the healing of her relationship
with her mother. Patriciadescribed some significant dream experiencesin the after-
math of her divorcethat were seen as* graced moments” asoffering apath for heal-
ing that helped her move onwith her life. In short, all the participants described sig-
nificant moments in which they had a strong sense of a divine presence that
facilitated healing and the courage to take new action in their personal lives.

The Facilitation of the Development of Authentic Identity

Virtually al of the participants discussed spiritual experiences such as those
noted above as experiences that facilitated the devel opment of what many referred
toastheir authenticidentity. Furthermore, for many participants, their ongoing per-
sonal identity development could not be separated from their spirituality. Ava, who
grew up in Central America, after describing parts of her mixed cultural heritage
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along with some of her Mayan ancestry, noted,” | think that spirituality isto know
who you are, and to be able to define who you are, wherever you are, despite the
changing conditions of your life.” Harriet’' s experience of her physical healing also
assured her of the authenticity of her own lesbian identity, and Elise’ s spiritual ex-
perience helped her deal more proactively and more maturely with her own rela-
tionshipwith her mother. Furthermore, for Elise, thefact that her healingwasfacili-
tated by awoman was significant, and in explaining the incident noted above, she
noted,

| needed that woman energy. | needed it. | needed a mother. | didn't need atangible
mother. | needed to know and experience that |ove energy, that nurturing energy that
my mother could not give, so | could forgive my mother. The actual quotation [she
used] was “I am God the father and the mother” but the part that was for me—the
mother part. And that’ sthe part | latched onto because | really needed a mother and |
didn’t haveit. Soto beableto havethat experiencewaspart of my personal devel opment.

Some of the participants described experiences of moving away from their
childhood religioustraditionsto develop other parts of themselves as an important
part of both their spiritual development and the devel opment of their identity. Patri-
cia, aWhitewoman and psychology professor, described recognizing aneed when
shewasin her early 20sto develop the cognitive aspects of her identity and forego
some of her involvements in a quasi-fundamentalist Christian community to de-
velop both intellectually and spiritually. Annaalso described her move away from
her childhood religion at about the same age in addition to her involvement in
neo-Marxist social movementsasfacilitating agreater understanding of spirituality
and her own identity. She notes,

I think Marxism is aform of spirituality because it really is about connections with
other people; it’ sarather earthly bound nature of connections, but it’ sstill about |ook-
ing back and looking forward, and taking care of each other. . .. Sol guessit becamein
my Marxist period, which lasted until | wasin my 30s; it was atransformation of God
being outside of me who controlled all things [to] an inside internal controlling
force—that human, or that life-on-the-planet work was involved in making change,
involvedin creatingreality, taking care of each other . . . that those connectionshappen
here because of what we do as opposed to some other something outside of you doing
something, and so | think in retrospect, my spirituality was still there.

Thus, Anna’s ongoing cognitive development and understanding of her identity
that included communal responsibility wasrelated to her personal and her spiritual
identity development. Similarly, Greta and Shirley also described their foray into
neo-Marxist political literature and social movements in addition to their “atheist
phase” asrelated to their overall spiritual development.

Some of the participants discussed their spirituality in conjunction with their
identity development asinthe case of those cited above. Othersdescribed it moreas
asource of support intheir ownidentity development. For example, Beverly noted,



324 ADULT EDUCATION QUARTERLY / August 2000

“It certainly got methrough alot when | was going through my divorce, because |

did spend alot of timeaddressing i ssuesthat | had never addressed inmy adult life.”

In essence, Beverly described the fact that her spirituality gave her the courage to
faceher ownissueswiththe help and spiritual support of acouple of friends. Nancy,

who grew up Jewish but now practicesin the Siddha Yoga tradition, reported that
her current spirituality and meditation practice help her stay focused on what is
importantin her lifeand who sheisasapersonrather than being focused on her own
ambition and ego, which she sayswas atrap shefell into earlier in her career asan
academic. Sue, an Asian American woman, described living for atime overseas
away from her husband and finding a more solid independent identity apart from
her husband asaspiritual experiencethat facilitated her authentic identity. Further-
more, she noted that her spirituality also helped her accept her daughter’s lesbian
identity. All of the participants viewed their spiritual development as related to a
more authentic identity and, consequently, to also be more accepting of the identi-
ties of others.

A Way of Life Requiring Inner Reflection and Action for Social Change

Perhaps somewhat a function of the criteria for participant selection, yet
extremely significant, was the participants’ commitment to work for social change
inlight of their spirituality. Participants saw thisnot only asan ethical responsibility
but also as away of life that affected their emancipatory educational practices.

An integrated approach to living. All of the participants discussed the impor-
tance of trying to create an integrated and balanced approach to living that was
groundedintheir spirituality. All of them al so discussed struggling totry to actually
do this while maintaining a commitment to the importance of a holistic spiritual
grounding place. In considering how thisintegrated approach manifestsitself in her
work and personal life, Shirley noted, “| am always teaching whether I'm at [the
community college] or not.” In essence, this sense of nurturing a way of life
required inner reflection and connecting to one’s center or life force, the realm of
mystery, or perceived higher power. Greta speaks specifically to this point and
notes that thereis an “ethical underpinning” to why she values spiritual practice.

One of thethings I’ ve learned over the yearsisthat if you practice a certain way it's
like you become one—you don’t have the mind/body split anymore; there’ skind of
asense of oneness; and the sense of onenessfor metranslatesinto or isstrongly re-
lated to [living] in the world. Everybody is separated, split, fragmented, except in
bitsand pieces—totry to trand ate asense of onenessthat’ smorelikeamental/spiritual/
emotional . . . [the point ig] to live that out when you' re not in a meditative state.

She goes on to elaborate that spirituality isabout cherishing as opposed to extract-
ing life and is also core to one' s deepest identity.
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[Life] isthereto maintain, to nurture. . . . And people are split and at war with each
other because they don’t cherish life the way it should be. So | guessit’skind of the
spiritual foundation of thekind of calmness; if youwant to meditateyou havetohavea
sense of how important calmnessis, and how important it isto be clear about the way
you are, andwho you arewith that work; otherwise, you don’t seewhat’ sgoing on.

Thus, for Gretaand most of the participants, having aspirituality wasfoundational
both to their core identities and to their social justice work. As Anna noted,

Itisthereasonreally | am here, onaspiritual plane, but onareal plane, | haveno alter-
native. Thereisreally no alternative to doing this work because of the devastation, |
mean what else do you do?Itismy responsibility, my duty, my reason, my history, my
spirit, my soul.

Althoughtheir spirituality wasfoundational to both their social justicework and
their coreidentities, it also moved parti ci pants beyond themsel vesto develop more
of aglobal consciousness. As Juliaremarks,

It' shigger than just being Chicana. I'm also amember of aglobal community—it en-
compasses more. . . . For me, working for social justiceisn’t just done 5 days aweek;
it'sin every part of my life. . . it'saway of living. | call it spirituality.

For many, this greater sense of having a global consciousnesswas also oriented to
trying to build community. Mariposa, a Chinese American educator and activist,
notesthat spirituality for her isabout “ building community. | try to do that wherever
| am; | know [it’ s] what helps me stay grounded.” This sense of orientation toward
community included aglobal community, but for many, it also included a historical
community and legacy. As Shirley explains,

I think my responsibility is great because | know what people went through so that |
could havethe freedom and the power to move forward intheworld, so | must get up!
And| must digdeep! And | must do good! Andto not do that would bean affront to my
ancestors who stayed alive, and stayed strong, and stayed spiritually connected
through centuriesof brutality and everything, beyond davery. That’ swhatitisfor me.

That iswhat it isfor the participantsin this study: away of life that requires atten-
tion to theinner world through centering and meditation, but it also requiresaction
in the world.

Soirituality as a noncoercive presence in emancipatory educational practice.
Part of what the action in theworld for thesewomen included wasacommitment to
teach or work with community groups in away that challenged power relations.
Participantsindicated that spirituality indeed informed their educational practices,
although most participants were somewhat tentative in how they discussed it or
drew on it in educational settings. None of the participants wanted to be seen as
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doing anything coerciveor inany way aspushingaspiritual or religiousagenda. All
of the participantswere comfortable drawing on it in more subtle ways, noting that
it was often present in learning environmentsin the lives of the learners as well as
themselves. For example, many participants reported that, in discussions of cross-
ing borders of race, class, or culture, classroom or workshop participantswill often
bring representations from their cultural background that are also spiritual sym-
bols. Most of the participants also noted that spiritual experience itself is not pri-
marily arational experience. Rachael reflected on thisin relationship to culture.

They [cultureand spirituality] arenot separate, becausewhat’ sculture? It’ smusic, it's
singing; it's dancing; it's storytelling; it's presentational knowing. . . . They're both
less about what’ s happening in my head; they’ re more about what’ s happening in my
body and my heart. . . . Cultureisaway to expressspirituality; they’ revery interwoven.

As Nancy noted in describing her experience with Siddha Yogain meditating and
chanting, spirituality was partially about learning to listen with her heart: “For me,
being an intellectual academic person, | have to suspend my academic intellectual
beliefs, and that it sreally all about faith in your heart. So | redly listen with my
heart. That's what was transforming.”

Perhaps because spiritual experienceis not primarily about rational processes,
there was a difference between the higher educators (9 participants) and the com-
munity-based educators (7 participants) in how directly participants discussed or
drew on spirituality in educational activities. Of the higher educators, Afua, apsy-
chology professor, was most direct in her use of it in her classes, but she noted that
sherarely usestheword spirituality but, rather, would draw on it and make connec-
tionsto cultural aspectsof symbol when appropriate. For exampl e, she beginsmany
of her classeswith acentering exercise, and when sheteachesclassesin psychology
from an Africentric perspective, she may begin with alibation because she seesthis
as grounded in the culture she' s studying with students. In general, the higher edu-
catorstended to draw on spirituality morein preparation for classes (through medi-
tation and centering exercise) or in less formal work with colleagues or students,
such asin advising sessionswhereit may bedirectly discussed. Elise noted that she
needed to pray to get through teaching classes about racismwhen shehastoteachin
the suburbs, and Nancy discussed the chanting and centering activities she usesin
preparation to teach classes about social justice. Most of the higher educators
reported that in actual classroom activities, spiritual issueswould be acknowledged
asthey arose and would be drawn on implicitly, such asin the use of music, sym-
bols, art forms, or in an occasional or one-timeactivity that might suggest aspiritual
connection that moves beyond conflict. But many educators were hesitant to dis-
cussit too directly or obviously so that, as one participant noted, “ peopledon’t feel
coerced.”

On the other hand, those who worked in nonprofit or community-based organi-
zations reported that issues of spirituality come up more often in their work with
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communities; it is brought up and drawn on by community members themselves.
For example, Mariposa reported that in her social justice work with a Latino com-
munity, the participants cocreated an educational activity done in the context of a
Mass, and in her work with a Native American community, aritual ceremony was
created by participants asempowerment of thegroup. Harriet, who co-runsan adult
popular education center in the South, reported that, as part of their social justice
work, they host monthly spirituality circles that are made availabl e to the commu-
nity inwhich prayer, meditation, and ritual are used both to affirm peopl €' sidentity
and move them to action.

In general, those who work in community-based or nonprofit settings seemed to
feel less confined by the rationalistic structures of higher education, so they felt
freer to use different modalitiesto provide different kinds of experiencefor people.
Spirituality was more or less accepted as a dimension of human experience that
needed to be attended to on some level in potentially educating for social change.
Lisa, who does antiracism workshops and is a singer-songwriter whose music and
concerts focus on social justice issues, discusses the fact that spirituality is very
much apart of her work asboth aperformer and an educator. | n speaking broadly of
spirituality and its connection to how she attempts to educate about justice issues,
she emphasized the importance of setting a tone and notes,

Music, of course, isevocative of the soul and of the emotions, so I’ m modeling | think
toalot of peoplethat really infact itisnot only safe, butit’ sgreat to put this stuff out
there. That’ swhat | mean partly by tone—I have agreat deal of confidencein my per-
spective drawing as it does from the larger wild community, and alot of people have
lost that confidence, particularly urban or raised urban—or just to have somebody
who sort of lookslikethem, they can“ phew,” bethere, be safe, be connected. | totally
get that we should be and are grieving for what’ s happening on the planet. Of course
weare! ... When I’ mstructuring experiencefor people, I'mvery aware of theeffect of
tone so that the deeper the material, the lighter you have to have something else hap-
pening so that most people cannot sink . . . it allows people to stay with me.

Lisa's concern, like many of those who are doing educational work in commu-
nity-based or nonprofit settings, was creating an atmosphere that helps people be
more present and open to new kinds of learning that included an affective compo-
nent to hopefully facilitate social change. Educatorsin these settings were not con-
cerned that such learning experiences necessarily be explained in rational terms.

Although spirituality wasthe grounding placefor the participants' social justice
work, nearly all of them expressed the desire to moredirectly draw onit abit more
conscioudly in their educational practices. Most of the participants reported that
there has been littledirect or intentional discussion of it among their colleagues but
that, more often, people are spontaneously bringing up what could be conceived of
as spiritual issues, particularly in relation to teaching for social justice. Julia, who
works with an educational consulting group on diversity issues, notes,
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| find thereisadimension of spirituality in the way we relate to each other and in the
way we collectively approach the work of social change. Becausewe areeachfroma
different cultural background, we expressour spirituality in different ways: Hawaiian
chants, prayers to the four directions, Christian prayer. . . . The interesting thing
though, as| think moreabout it, | suspect that there are al so athei stsamong the group,
yet we somehow seem to delveinto spirit. It might be striving to behuman . . . | don’t
know. But weall believein the goodness of peopleand the possibility of changewhile
trying to live alife of community.

Although all of the participants drew on their spirituality in their practice, they ex-
pressed adesireto perhapsdo thismoredirectly but were strugglingto find away to
doit in away that would not be coercive.

DiSCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Thefindings of the study offer some interesting insights about the relationship
between spirituality and emancipatory adult education effortsand potentially tothe
broader areaof adult |earning and development. They do need to beinterpreted with
caution because these findings are related to a particularly purposeful sample of
women adult educators chosen specifically because of their involvement in social
action efforts and because of their spiritual commitments; thus, these findings are
not intended to be generalizeable to all adult educators.

A primary finding of thisstudy isthat these participantssaw their spirituality and
their social justice efforts as an integrated way of life and asaway of thinking and
being intheworld. They had astrong sense of mission, fueled by their spirituality,
of challenging systems of oppression based on race, class, gender, ability, and sex-
ual orientation in their adult education practices. But their involvement in social
action efforts also called them back to their spirituality. Such an integrated view of
their work as a way of life was reminiscent of Fox’s (1995) discussion of the
reinvention of work as related to what he refersto as the interconnection of inner
work (through centering, meditation, and experience of the realm of mystery) and
outer work (working for greater balance in the world). Furthermore, the partici-
pants saw these integrated modes of work both in the paid and not-for-pay
workforce as part of their life purpose and were also integrated with their personal
and cultural history and, in many cases, an ancestral connection aswell. Therewas
a strong desire both to give back to their own communities and to create a more
equitable society. Thisnotion of creating community in alarger, more global sense
was significant to most of them. In thisrespect, their stories are similar to some of
the participantsin the Daloz et al. (1996) study on community and commitment.

Although the notion of community wasimportant, it wasinitially perplexing to
methat only oneof the participants (Sue) wasstill activeasaregular attendee at ser-
vicesinthereligion of her childhood. Given that spirituality was extremely impor-
tant for al of them and strongly informed their social justice work, one might
expect that more might have a desire to be involved with a spiritual community
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through organized religion. This was not the case for most participants; further-
more, most were quite personally leery of organized religion. Given that they are
teaching classes or working in programsin which they are problemetizing and try-
ing to change structural power rel ationsbased on gender, race, class, sexual orienta-
tion, and disability, it isperhapsno surprise that these women would al so havetrou-
blewith similar structural oppression in aspects of organized religion. Classissues
werealluded to by several of the participants, but most often, what was specifically
mentioned asprobl ematic aspectsof their childhood religioustradition wasthe sex-
ism and for many, the heterosexism aswell, particularly for participants who grew
up Catholic or in the more conservative Protestant denominations. Many partici-
pants did discussfeeling aneed for an occasional communal experience of spiritu-
dlity, but not of organized religion. In some cases, this need for aspiritual commu-
nal experiencewasfilled through theuse of ritual and symbol built into their activist
activities with specific groups and communities.

Despite having serious issues with structural systems of oppression in their
faiths of origin, most of the participants were strongly attached to the symbols,
music, and someof theritual sfrom their childhood religioustraditionsand the con-
ceptual meanings attached to them. For example, although Greta has long since
moved away from Catholicism, the symbolic meaning of Resurrection (the promise
of new lifeafter adark night of the soul) continuesto be animportant metaphor for
her. Similarly, although these women had moved beyond their childhood religious
tradition, they often spiraled back and re-membered those aspectsof it that werelife
giving at the sametimethat they integrated and were exposed to new ideas and new
spiritual traditions and had further spiritual experiences as an adult. This aspect of
the study issimilar to what Wuthnow (1999) found in his study of peoplewho grew
up religious. However, what thewomen in this study seemed to be most attentiveto
asthey reemembered their faith of origin wasrelated to symbolic formsof knowing
and unconscious processes. the music, aspects of ritual, and particular symbols.
This was reminiscent of Fowler's (1981) remarks in his critiquing of Piaget and
Kohlbergfor “their restrictive understanding of therole of imaginationin knowing,
their neglect of symbolic processes generally and the related lack of attention to
unconscious structuring processes other than those constituting reasoning” (p. 103).

Itisimportant to also note that the aspects of their childhood tradition that they
were particularly attached to were also deeply rooted in a cultural identity. For
example, we see evidence of thisin the cultural and spiritual significancefor Julia
as Chicana of La Virgen de Guadalupe, in what the music of Aretha Franklin
brought up for Anna of the African American experience, the significance of the
wildernessfor both Beverly, an AlaskaNativewoman, and for Lisa, who also grew
up in Alaska. This aspect of the cultural significance of spirituality may also bein
part why Sue continued to attend services in the Korean Presbyterian church;
athough there were aspects she found problematic, it was affirming of her cultural
identity as a Korean American. In any event, this aspect of the study offers some
beginning insights to the relation between cultural and spiritual significance that
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hasbeen littlediscussed inthe spiritual development or the adult devel opment liter-
ature. Furthermore, what was most often mentioned as an important spiritual sym-
bol for these women was afeminine symbol, embodied in one reminiscent of their
culture or in who participants had framed as an important current spiritual symbol
for them. (Some of the spiritual figures mentioned in addition to Aretha Franklin
and La Virgen de Guadal upe were Harriet Tubman, the feminine Buddhist wisdom
figure Kuan Yin, female ancestors, and Sojourner Truth, to nameafew.) It isinter-
esting to note that currently, 3 of the participants (Maureen, Nancy, and Elise) now
identify largely with the Siddha Yogatradition, whichisled by awoman. Although
only a couple of participants noted that feminine figures were important spiritual
figuresfor them specifically because they werewomen, it may bethat on an uncon-
scious level these spiritual figures are important in affirming their gender identity
and their spirituality as women.

Theprimary purpose of thisstudy wasto examinehow spirituality influencesthe
motivations and practices of these women activist adult educators; it was not ini-
tially about their spiritual development. However, in sharing significant aspects of
their own spiritual journeys and how their spirituality unfolded over timein rela-
tionship to their activism and emancipatory adult education efforts, they actually
did discuss how their spirituality has changed over time. Thus, the findings have
some strong implicationsfor our understanding of spiritual development, although
suchimplicationsneed to beinterpreted with caution. One cannot assume, based on
the findings of this study, that spiritual commitment necessarily leads to working
for socia action or that involvement in social action necessarily presumes a spiri-
tual commitment. Indeed, there are many adults whose spirituality isimportant in
their lives, but they are not involved in social action efforts, and there are many
activistswho are atheists or who otherwisefind spirituality irrelevant to their lives.
Fowler's(1981) answer to why only some adults whose spirituality isimportant to
them areinvolved in social action effortswhereas others are not would be that they
are at different stages of spiritual development. The fact that these women did
indeed have a spiritual commitment that required social action that directly chal-
lenged structural systems of oppression was a specific criterion for participant
selection. This criterion was chosen to understand how spirituality informs their
emancipatory education efforts, not consciously to choose people at a particular
stage of spiritual development or of a particular age. Nevertheless, the fact that
these participantswerewomen at midlife, in their 40sand 50s, may suggest that the
development of their spirituality in consort with their activism is somewhat age
related. Virtually al of the participants reported that reframing their social justice
work from aspiritual perspective has become more important with age, but cohort
effects are also likely at play here as well; most of these women were strongly
affected by thecivil rightsmovementsand thewomen’ smovement of the 1960sand
1970sthat did influence their involvement in and attitudes about the importance of
socia action. Although the data does not suggest that there is a cause-effect rela
tionship between spiritual commitment and socia action work as part of spiritual
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development, it does suggest that there may be arelationship in many cases. How-
ever, thiswould need to be the subject of further study.

From a developmental perspective, it is also interesting to note that in many
cases, what was described as significant spiritual experiencesdid resultinthe cour-
age to take new action first in their personal lives. For example, Harriet's headling
experience that helped her come to terms with being alesbian, Elise's experience
that facilitated her working on her relationship with her mother, and Lisa' s experi-
ence of watching the 2-year-old do the Raven dance and her resultant belief in the
onenessand unity of all thingsresulted intheir decisiontolive differently and more
proactively. Although many of the experiences described led to action in their per-
sonal lives, and not necessarily immediately to social action in the sense of directly
challenging structural systems of privilegeand oppression, it may bethat thesesig-
nificant spiritual experiencesthat changed their personal liveswereanecessary part
of their devel opment, which may al so have been pivotal ineventually leading them
to more structural socia action.

As many participants discussed, spiritual experience is not primarily about
rationality. For the participants, spirituality was about experiences of a perceived
higher power or alife force, about an understanding of the wholeness of all of cre-
ation, and about making ultimate meaning out of one's life purpose, which, for
these participants, was partly working for socia justice. Spirituality was also about
an experience of realm of mystery. In Fowler’s (1981) terms, spirituality islargely
about symbolic processesthat are not rational. As Lisaand others noted, it is diffi-
cult to put language around spiritual experience because language, in many ways,
forcespeopletomaprational processesaround what isexperienced outside of ratio-
nality. Y et, at the sametime, none of the participants suspended their rationality in
the process of describing their own spiritual journey. Part of what their spiritual
development seemed to be about was having spiritual experiencesand critically and
rationally analyzing some of what those experiences were about while continuing
to be opento new spiritual experiences. The move away fromtheir childhood spiri-
tuality was partly aresult of rational thinking processes—thinking rationally about
aspectsof their childhood traditions and finding some of what was taught problem-
atic. Furthermore, integrating new insightsfrom different paradigms and new spiri-
tual traditions was an important part of spiritual development. For example, Greta,
Anna, and Shirley went through an atheist phase that was influenced partly by a
foray into Marxism, the Black Power movement, and other social movementson an
intellectual level. Yet, similar to Freire (1997), who discusses the similarities
between Marxism and Christianity, they eventually were able to integrate the
aspectsof Marxism that focus on challenging structural oppressionwiththeir spiri-
tual beliefs to develop new aspects of their spirituality. However, these aspects of
rationally thinking about these ideas or their spiritual experience was not a substi-
tute for spiritual experienceitself, which was viewed as being outside of therealm
of therational. Thus, what may fuel spiritual devel opment istheintegration of sym-
bolic knowing and spiritual experience with the rational process of thinking about
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those experiences. This potentially includes attending to the cultural and gendered
nature of those experiences.

What do these insights about the relationship between spirituality and
emancipatory education efforts suggest for the practice of emancipatory educa
tion? It is probably not surprising that the community-based educators felt a bit
more free than the higher educators to discuss and draw on their own and partici-
pants’ spirituality in educating for social change, particularly when it arose from
learners themselves. People in higher education were indeed aware of the almost
exclusivefocuson rationality that has been thetradition of higher education, which
madethem hesitant to discussor draw on spirituality too overtly. However, al of the
participants recognized that the work of social transformation cannot be accom-
plished entirely through rational processes. Ashooks (1999) notesin her discussion
of spirituality and liberatory education, people need to be inspired and have their
affective, spiritual, and physical selvesinvolved in order for emancipatory educa
tion around challenging systems of structural oppression to happen. Although the
participantsin this study agree, they also felt that attention to the spiritual needsto
be handled carefully so that they are not seen as pushing a religious or spiritual
agenda. Neverthel ess, afew suggestionsfor practice can begleaned fromthisstudy.

First, it isimportant to remember that adult learners bring their whole selves,
including their spirituality, with them when they enter the learning environment.
Dirkx (1997) suggests that adult educators do not necessarily need to “teach
soulwork” or spirituality but, rather, “to recognize its presence and to respect its
sacred message” (p. 83). Mariposareferred to this phenomenonin her popular edu-
cation work with grassroots communities: Spirituality is often present in learning
communities becauselearnersbringit up, refer to spiritual issues, and/or createrit-
ualsand celebrationsthat help ground their own social changework. Whenit arises
from participants, it islesslikely to be impositional.

Second, given that spirituality is about the wholeness of life and, as Fowler
(1981) suggests, isoften related to knowl edge constructed through image and sym-
bol or manifested through story and music, occasiona use of art forms, symbol,
music, drama, and dance can perhapsbe away of touching on the spiritual in educa-
tional activities. Althoughthismay be appropriate only in occasional settings, often
educators can, as Lisa says, create atone or a space in which such an activity can
facilitate new learning, new insight, or perhaps a move to action. One participant
had |earners create areaders theater based on aparticularly provocative piece used
inamulticultural classon manifestations of variousforms of structural oppression
Becauseit involved the affectiveand physical, many reported back to her that there
wasaspiritual dimension towhat they had done rather spontaneously. Such venues
may touch onthespiritual dimensionfor peopleand, at the sametime, theterm spir-
ituality may never be used.

Finally, in considering the relationship between spirituality and emancipatory
education efforts, itisimportant to remember that rationality and spirituality are not
complete opposites to each other. In fact, the study suggests that spiritual
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development appears to require a rational component; it isimportant to critically
think about one’ sspiritual experience not asasubstitutefor the spiritual experience
itself, but because critically analyzing messages from the larger culture, including
one'sreligion of origin, is an important part of claiming one’'s own identity. Such
critical analysisisclearly animportant component of emancipatory education. Y et,
it may also be that having a sense of one’slife’ smission and drawing regularly on
what gives one sustenance to do that social change work, which for many isrelated
tothe spiritual, isaneeded component for emancipatory education efforts. Clearly,
more research is needed in this area, but so also are more collective opportunities
for emanciptory adult educatorsto both experience and discussthe nature of spiri-
tuality in social change work. Indeed, thisis something that the participantsin this
study, as well as many other adult educators, long for.

In sum, spirituality isan elusive term and an elusive concept, but perhapsthisis
so becauseitisall encompassing and cannot betorn from other aspectsof one'slife,
including on€e’s cultural experience, one's further development, or one's social
change work intheworld. For many, it isaterm that connotes whol eness and what
givesmeaning and coherencetollife. It connects and encompasses everything from
thecreativity of artistsand poets, to our connectionswithloved ones, totheway that
weact ascultural workersand actorsfor justicein theworld, and to our understand-
ing of ahigher power or lifeforce. It isdifficult to discusswhat is so elusive and at
the sametime so personal and so encompassing, and it wasindeed an honor tolisten
to these women’ s spiritual experiences of thislife force and their thoughts on how
their spirituality informstheir work for social justice. | found myself ofteninspired
by their storiesand uplifted by their efforts, and | felt asense of wholenessand con-
nectionwiththeminthissoul work that was part of our shared dialoguethat bridged
our similaritiesand differences. It gave mearenewed sense of my own ongoing life
work. Although this study is limited, it offers a beginning to a dialogue that has
barely begun about the connection between spirituality and emancipatory educa-
tion practice and the sociocultural context that informs spiritual development.
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