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Preface

Spirituality is an important part of human experience. So is culture.
In the last decade, there has been much discussion of the cultural di-
mension of human experience, and the importance of attending to
it in higher and adult education. More recently, there has been some
consideration of the role of spirituality in teaching and learning as
well. For the most part, however, there has been little discussion of
the connection between culture and spirituality—the cultural
dimension of spirituality and the spiritual dimension of culture—and
the importance of their connection to adult and higher education.
Thus, the purpose of this book is to explicitly connect spirituality
and culture and to focus specifically on the potential role of spiri-
tuality in teaching for cultural relevance with multicultural popu-
lations in higher and adult education.

If one wants to understand the processes of teaching and learn-
ing, it is important to pay attention to how people understand new
knowledge, and ultimately, to how they construct knowledge. Indeed,
learning takes place in many contexts. Typically higher education has
focused on knowing through rationality. But learning and construct-
ing knowledge is also embedded in people’s growth, development, and
new experiences. Further, learning and constructing knowledge are
rooted in, but not limited to, people’s culture of origin. Knowledge
construction takes place in the workplace, in relationships, in 

ix
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x Preface

therapeutic contexts, and in somatic learning contexts such as Tai
Chi, exercise programs, or yoga. Knowledge construction is pres-
ent in creative work in music, visual art, storytelling, dance, writ-
ing, and it is present in people’s spiritual lives as well. All of these
and other indicators of learning are manifested through cultural
expression—in language, in symbol, in art, in gesture, in all forms
of communication. A part of teaching for cultural relevance is to
understand this—that knowledge will ultimately be expressed
through culture. Therefore, learning will be better anchored if
teaching is approached in a way that is culturally relevant to
learners’ lives.

What is the role of spirituality in this process? Faith develop-
ment theorist James Fowler (1981), in discussing how people con-
struct knowledge, noted that Piaget and Kohlberg contributed
greatly to our understanding of how people come to know and
learn. However, Fowler also noted “their restrictive understand-
ing of the role of imagination in knowing, their neglect of sym-
bolic processes generally and the related lack of attention to
unconscious structuring processes other than those constituting
reasoning” (p. 103). While Fowler brought spiritual knowing to
the fore, he didn’t pay attention to “symbolic processes” that are
often deeply cultural.

Why is it beneficial for higher and adult educators to pay atten-
tion to spirituality in teaching for cultural relevance? After all, higher
education has been primarily about “intellectual” knowledge—the
rational world of theory and ideas. Furthermore, in North America,
we have argued for and founded our education system based on “the
separation of Church and State,” except of course in the case of reli-
giously affiliated institutions. Perhaps it’s appropriate to deal with
spirituality in some adult education contexts, but how could it pos-
sibly be appropriate in higher education? The answer to this is
grounded in how spirituality is defined in this book and what my
underlying assumptions of it are.
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Assumptions About Spirituality and Culture

Spirituality is an elusive topic; it seems to defy definition, or at the
very least, all definitions of it seem to be inadequate. Although
Chapter Two will discuss what is meant by the terms spirituality and
culture and the way that they are used for the purposes of this book,
a brief definition of each is useful here. First, spirituality is not about
pushing a religious agenda. Drawing on spirituality in higher educa-
tion does not suggest in any way that one should abandon the ana-
lytical and critical reading and writing work that is part of higher
education. But if one wants to educate, it is incumbent upon edu-
cators to examine the variety of ways in which people construct
knowledge. With that said, there are seven assumptions that I am
making about the nature of spirituality: (1) spirituality and religion
are not the same, but for many people they are interrelated; (2) spir-
ituality is an awareness and honoring of wholeness and the inter-
connectedness of all things through the mystery of what many refer
to as the Life-force, God, higher power, higher self, cosmic energy,
Buddha nature, or Great Spirit; (3) spirituality is fundamentally
about meaning making; (4) spirituality is always present (though
often unacknowledged) in the learning environment; (5) spiritual
development constitutes moving toward greater authenticity or to
a more authentic self; (6) spirituality is about how people construct
knowledge through largely unconscious and symbolic processes,
often made more concrete in art forms such as music, image, sym-
bol, and ritual, all of which are manifested culturally; (7) spiritual
experiences most often happen by surprise.

There are probably as many definitions of culture as there are of
spirituality, a point that is also taken up in Chapter Two. But as it
is meant here, culture is the shared beliefs, values, behaviors, lan-
guage, and ways of communicating and making meaning among a
particular social group. In order to develop culturally relevant ap-
proaches to education, it is important to have some understanding

Preface xi
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xii Preface

of what the beliefs, values, language, and behaviors are of that cul-
tural group. It is also important to become more conscious of one’s
own culture and what the assumptions are of making meaning in
that culture. Often times white people, for example, have little
sense of their culture. But it is important for all educators to have 
a sense of their culture if they are attempting to conduct culturally
relevant education.

How This Book Came to Be

This book has emerged in a context. It is, in essence, a response to
the complexity of education in a multicultural society and arises
from a deep concern for spirituality as a way of making sense of one’s
life experience. For more than ten years, I have been attempting to
teach in a way that is culturally relevant to adult students from a
variety of cultural backgrounds. Part of my motivation to do so is
my concern for cultural and social justice issues that is rooted in
some of my own spiritual commitments, though I rarely discuss spir-
ituality in my classes.

Teaching classes that are culturally relevant and that attempt 
to work for greater equity in adult and higher education in regard to
race, culture, national origin, gender, sexual orientation, and
dis/ability can at times be controversial and emotional. But over the
years, I found that occasionally conducting activities that draw on
image, symbol, music, or an art form, which to me are grounded in
spirituality, seems to help groups to move beyond conflict to some
degree. While the term spirituality is rarely used, learners are better
able to focus on what is connecting and similar in our human expe-
rience, as well as what is quite different based on our culture, gen-
der, or national origin. Such activities are often led by students in
presentations or teaching demonstrations based on the books and
readings that are a required part of their work in higher education.
Further, students are able to see the multiple ways in which people
construct knowledge: through the rational or cognitive in analyti-
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cal reading and discussion; through the affective and relational in
connecting ideas with their emotions, life experience, and rela-
tionships with others; and through the symbolic and artistic, or the
spiritual.

This book has also emerged out of discussions and a concern
that education be not only culturally relevant but also transforma-
tive. There have been a number of discussions about transformative
learning, though few focus on the significance of spirituality in the
process. But if education is going to be culturally relevant and trans-
formative on the individual or social level, it must engage learners
on a variety of levels: the cognitive or rational, the affective, the
sociocultural, and the symbolic or spiritual level. While there is
greater freedom to do this in some adult education settings, the issue
for me at the beginning of this journey was how to educate by
engaging learners on all these levels, particularly in adult higher
education settings where I work.

Because of my own strong interest in understanding more about
the connection between spirituality and culture, I began by con-
ducting a qualitative study of a multicultural group of women adult
educators who were teaching or working with cultural issues in
higher education or as community activists. In addition all were
motivated to teach partly because of their spiritual commitments.
The study was so fascinating to me that I continued the study to
include men as well as women. Interviews focused on how partici-
pants’ spirituality changed over time, how it related to their child-
hood religious traditions, their culture, and their gender, and how
it informed their teaching. Participants also discussed their defini-
tion of spirituality and three of their most significant spiritual expe-
riences. In the appendix, I explain the details of the methodology.

This book emerged out of this study and is primarily intended
for those in higher and adult education settings, as well as those
who work with adult learners in any setting in which issues of spir-
ituality and culture intersect, including in one-on-one settings in
counseling or advising and in group settings such as classrooms and
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community groups. Given that my own teaching is in the context
of higher education, the suggestions for practice are especially re-
lated to higher education settings. Since the ideas in this book were
based on a sample of adult and higher educators of different cultural
backgrounds who directly challenge systems of power and privilege
in their classes and community work, social activists may find this
work useful. But the book is especially intended for those attempt-
ing to teach for cultural relevance grounded in a sense of spiritual-
ity, and attempts to develop a theory-in-progress of a spiritually
grounded and culturally relevant pedagogy for transformation.

Chapter Overview

This book is divided into three parts, each of which is made up of
four chapters. All parts of this book feature the stories and experi-
ences of real people, especially those I interviewed for this study.
Stories touch our hearts and put a human face on the world of ideas.
Further, they provide examples and a way to illustrate a concept or
idea. Throughout the book I have tried to keep the focus partially
on what the themes of each chapter suggest for educational prac-
tice. Thus, even though practice is dealt with in depth in Part
Three, throughout the text I have offered brief implications for
practice.

Part One provides a framework for breaking the silence about
spirituality in adult and higher education, and more particularly the
connection of spirituality to culture. Chapter One serves as an
introduction and draws on the stories of four educators who work
in adult and higher education settings to illustrate how spirituality
connects to culture and informs educational work. I also share some
of my own story to provide background context as an educator
doing cultural work and as a human being on a journey with others
in the world. Chapter Two provides an overview of the way spiri-
tuality has been dealt with in academia and then defines what I
mean by the terms spirituality and culture as I use them throughout

intromatter.Tisdell  12/25/02  7:07 PM  Page xiv



the book, particularly in developing culturally relevant approaches
to higher and adult education. Chapter Three emphasizes that spir-
ituality and religion are not the same and considers the conver-
gences and divergences among spirituality, religion, and culture. It
also examines how spiritual and cultural knowledge is constructed
through image, symbol, ritual, art form, and music. Chapter Four
deals with the themes and variations of spiritual experience itself
through the use of story and example.

Part Two focuses on identity issues related to spiritual develop-
ment as change over time. Chapter Five focuses on overall spiritual
development as a spiral process of moving forward and spiraling
back, rather than as a linear process, and examines the way educa-
tors can further their spiritual development and stay spiritually
grounded through a balance process of inner reflection and outer
action. Chapter Six takes a more narrative perspective on develop-
ment and deals with the intersection of gender and culture in rela-
tionship to spiritual development, particularly as manifested during
midlife integration. The focus of Chapter Seven is on the process of
“claiming a sacred face” and the role of spirituality in claiming a pos-
itive cultural identity in light of some of the cultural and race and
ethnic identity models of development. Chapter Eight deals with the
experience of crossing culture in spiritual development, with the role
of spirituality in dealing with the complexity of intersecting iden-
tities, and with White identity.

Part Three deals with issues related to the practice and further
development of a theory-in-progress of a spiritually grounded and
culturally relevant pedagogy. Chapter Nine focuses on ways of ap-
proaching transformative teaching that are spiritually grounded and
culturally relevant in the different contexts of adult and commu-
nity education and in higher education. Chapter Ten presents the
multiple theoretical influences on and then the theory-in-progress
of a spiritually grounded and culturally relevant pedagogy particu-
larly related to adult higher education settings. Chapter Eleven pro-
vides stories and examples of how this theory-in-progress has been
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applied in practice. Chapter Twelve discusses the possibilities and
challenges of spiritually grounded and culturally relevant teaching.
Finally, the epilogue is a final reflection about the role of spirituality
in education for individual and social transformation as we move
into the future. I hope you enjoy the journey as we forge that future
together.
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Part I

The spiritual awakening that is slowly taking place countercultur-

ally will become more of a daily norm as we all willingly break

mainstream cultural taboos that silence or erase our passion for spir-

itual practice.
bell hooks (2000, p. 82)

Breaking the Silence
Spirituality and Culture in Adult 
Meaning-Making and Education

1
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1

We live in a culturally pluralistic society and a culturally com-
plex world. Trying to teach adult learners in a way that is cul-

turally relevant to their own lives in a culturally pluralistic teaching
context is a challenge. Many who do this work do so precisely because
they are absolutely passionate about it. It is their vocation, the work
of their very souls, often grounded in their spiritual commitment, as
well as in their own cultural background and concern for cultural
issues. At least, this was the case for the many adult and higher edu-
cators that I interviewed in the past two years who are doing this
work. Most of them rarely speak publicly about the role of their spir-
ituality relative to this work, however; as hooks (2000) suggests in
the opening quote to Part One, there have been mainstream cultural
taboos that have kept them silent about their spirituality, especially
if they are teaching in higher education. Still, spirituality is a major
organizing principle in their lives, and perhaps in the lives of many
who are trying to attend to cultural issues in learners’ lives in adult
and higher education. The following are a few examples.

Four Stories

Julia Gutierrez is forty-eight years old, a Chicana, who was raised
Catholic in the barrio of Southern California in a Mexican-American
family. Spanish was the primary language spoken at home as a child,

Introduction
Culture, Spirituality, and Adult Learning

3
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4 EXPLORING SPIRITUALITY AND CULTURE IN ADULT AND HIGHER EDUCATION

and Catholicism, with an especially strong devotion to La Virgen
de Guadalupe, was very important in her family. Although Julia no
longer practices her Catholicism with any regularity, her spirituality
is very important to her work in adult education with teachers focus-
ing on the creation of culturally relevant curricula for schools and
community groups both in the United States and in the Pacific
Islands. In reflecting on the place of her spirituality in the educa-
tional consulting group with whom she works, she notes:

I find there is a dimension of spirituality in the way we relate
to each other and in the way we collectively approach the
work of social change. Because we are each from a different
cultural background, we express our spirituality in different
ways—Hawaiian chants, prayers to the four directions,
Christian prayer. The interesting thing though, as I think
more about it, I suspect that there are also atheists among the
group, yet we somehow seem to delve into spirit. It might be
striving to be human, I don’t know. But we all believe in the
goodness of people and the possibility of change, while trying
to live a life of community.

Marcus Washington is an African American education profes-
sor in his early fifties who grew up in the African Methodist Epis-
copal (AME) church. Aside from a period in his twenties when he
pursued other interests, he has spent his life involved in African
American churches as an activist and adult educator, in addition to
his work as a professor. His current spirituality, with its emphasis on
working for social justice, is informed by the church of his youth,
the work of African American liberation theologians (Cone, 1990),
and to some extent the economic class analysis of Marxism (but not
its antireligious aspects). In reflecting back to his spiritual founda-
tion nurtured through his church, juxtaposed with the Marxist idea
that religion is the opiate of the people, Marcus notes:
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Growing up, in terms of equal rights, civil rights, and justice
for black folks, religion was not an opiate! It was something
that animated us!

He adds, in speaking about the role of spirituality, justice, and com-
munity,

I always saw the church as being, in the black community at
any rate, sort of a vanguard.

It was a vanguard that provided inspiration to continue to do civil
rights and other social justice work. It is for this reason that he con-
tinues to be involved with church: it feeds his spirituality, is rooted
in his own cultural tradition, and nurtures his willingness to teach
for social change, both in higher education and in community-based
settings.

Lisa Riddle is a forty-two-year-old white woman, a singer-
songwriter and community educator who was raised in Alaska. She
describes her spiritual formation and spirituality as mostly related
to the wilderness surrounding her as she grew up.

I was raised in the temple of the great outdoors. . . . It wasn’t
like my parents were engaging in some kind of spiritual
instruction; we just lived in the lap of God! Let’s face it, it’s
hard to miss the spirit when you are surrounded by wilder-
ness! Wilderness is a spiritual source for me, which usually
links to indigenous nature and indigenous cultures, not be-
cause that was my training, but that was my exposure. My
folks did get us out to some major hikes where we are out
there with whatever bear might happen to come your way,
and to me that’s a spiritual experience!

It is this wilderness spirituality that connects her to the environ-
ment, the indigenous people of Alaska, and larger concerns about

Introduction 5
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6 EXPLORING SPIRITUALITY AND CULTURE IN ADULT AND HIGHER EDUCATION

culture overall that inspires her work as a singer-songwriter and edu-
cator in dealing with environmental, antiracist, and cross-cultural
education programs.

Aiysha Ali is a thirty-five-year-old professor of education, a 
Muslim woman of East Indian descent, born in Africa, who immi-
grated to North America from Africa and England as an adolescent.
She notes that her commitment as an educator is rooted in her
belief that the purpose of education is “the improvement of the
human condition through both individual and social change.” Fur-
ther, she notes, “It is my interpretation of the Qur’anic and
prophetic injunctions regarding human responsibility that lead me
to hold this belief.” Her commitment as an educator around indi-
vidual achievement, multicultural and language issues, and educa-
tional policy studies is rooted in her understanding of the Qur’an
and Islam in general, which require the nurturing of one’s intellect,
as well as working for social responsibility. Her educational work is
strongly informed by her spirituality and religious identity, and more
recently she has chosen to be a bit more overt in claiming her Mus-
lim identity. She resonates strongly with the literature on education
as transformation; however, in explaining how she recently wrote
her philosophy of education, she noted:

It is not that I do not find resonant voices in this arena, but
rather I chose to highlight the voice from within. I can no
longer continue to separate my American and professional
self from my religious self; I can no longer see myself as an
educator first and a Muslim second. I am a Muslim who has
chosen to become an educator and to use education as my
contribution to the improvement of life for all in society—
regardless of race, religion, creed, and nationality.

Four stories—four educators, with vastly different cultural back-
grounds, are teaching adults in higher education or community-based
settings and are trying to do so by attending to cultural issues in a
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culturally pluralistic society. Spirituality is an important underpin-
ning to the work they do, although it is manifested in different ways
for each of them. Like many people in North America, the spiritu-
ality of Marcus Washington and Aiysha Ali is very much rooted in
their respective religious traditions, which also connects with their
cultural and ethnic identity. But like many others in North Amer-
ica, Julia Gutierrez and Lisa Riddle prefer to describe themselves as
“spiritual but not religious.” Julia has moved away from the Catholi-
cism of her upbringing. She has no affiliation with any organized
religion and has developed a more eclectic spirituality, but one
related to Chicana culture with elements of Catholicism that she
still finds life-affirming and relevant to her cultural background.
Lisa, however, was raised in no particular religious tradition, but her
spirituality, rooted in the wilderness, is very much a part of the cul-
ture of Alaska where she grew up. While spirituality as a concept is
more thoroughly explored in Chapter Two, it is already clear that
the spirituality of all four of these educators is connected to their
own cultural backgrounds and histories. Their view of spirituality
also has to do with making meaning and with a sense of intercon-
nectedness and wholeness.

Julia Gutierrez, Marcus Washington, Lisa Riddle, Aiysha Ali (all
pseudonyms), and many of the people whom I have interviewed,
rarely speak about their spirituality in any kind of public forum
unless explicitly asked about it. However, they do recognize the im-
portance of the spiritual dimension in their own lives and in the
lives of those they teach. They also recognize that in trying to teach
to honor the cultures and multiple dimensions of learners’ lives,
they must find ways to acknowledge the important ways people con-
struct knowledge and find meaning in their own spirituality and tra-
ditions. Although they rarely use the term spirituality in their
educational work unless learners bring it up, they are gradually
beginning to take more risks in some places in talking about its im-
portance. They are perhaps like many in higher and adult educa-
tion whose spirituality is important but who may be tentative about
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8 EXPLORING SPIRITUALITY AND CULTURE IN ADULT AND HIGHER EDUCATION

discussing it; yet slowly they are beginning to give voice to that
which is such a central motivating force in their lives. So there seems
to be a place for attending to a sense of spirituality that focuses on
wholeness and the interconnectedness of all things in dealing with
the complexity of communicating across cultural differences.

In this book I look at how spirituality relates to teaching for cul-
tural relevance in adult and higher education in a culturally plural-
istic context in an increasingly complex world and explore the place
of spirituality in the lives of educators and learners. Because I always
want to know how an author came to be interested in a subject,
most of the remainder of this chapter gives some background to how
I became interested in the topic personally and professionally, and
uses some of my own story to explore how culture and spirituality
intersect. After providing a general discussion on why it is impor-
tant in this new millennium to consider the connection between
spirituality and culture in higher and adult education, I will provide
a brief overview on the organization and content of the book.

Background Context

My own thinking about spirituality and its connection to culturally
relevant education has emerged over time. It has a lot to do with
my commitments and what I see as part of my life’s purpose. But it
emerged in dilemmas I have faced in trying to live out what I under-
stand as part of that life’s purpose, in particular, to create greater
access and equity to education for adults who have been marginal-
ized because of their race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or
ableness. This does not mean simply opening up access to a canon
of knowledge created and dominated by white people. It is also
about hearing the voices of members of different cultural, class, and
gender communities, recognizing the knowledge that is present in
those communities, and including it in the curriculum. It means
attending to what is culturally relevant to those community mem-
bers and honoring what is sacred for them in terms of academic
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knowledge, narrative writing, art, poetry, symbols, and ways of inter-
acting. It also means, as Guy (1999) suggests, that as an instructor,
I need to try to increase my awareness and understanding of my own
cultural background. There are often occasions in our day-to-day life
experience that invite reflection on our own cultural backgrounds.
I begin with one experience that caused me to revisit my own cul-
tural history and consider what it has to do with who I am now.

Revisiting My Own Cultural Background: A Time Warp

It was in the spring of 2000 that I first saw the interactive play Late
Nite Catechism, created by Vicki Quade and Maripat Donovan in
1993. My eighty-year-old father had come to visit me in Chicago,
and I always look for something that we can do together that I think
he can relate to and enjoy, something that builds on our common
father-daughter history but adds to our shared experiences. So dur-
ing this visit on a spring Sunday afternoon, we opted to see Late Nite
Catechism, the off-Broadway comedy that is extremely reminiscent
of the version of Catholicism in which my parents raised me, back
in my predominantly Jewish and ethnic-Catholic hometown in the
northern suburbs of Boston where I grew up. I was sure my father
and I would find this entertaining.

The setting as described in the playbill was “an adult catechism
class, Chicago, 2000.” The participatory audience was the “class,”
and instantly it seemed as though we had entered a time machine
that brought us back to 1963, as “Sister” (she had no “last name”),
dressed in full habit, retaught us “the facts” of the Catholicism of
our youth. There were some minor differences between this and the
setting of our childhood, of course: this was 2000, not 1963; we were
adults, not children; and this was Chicago, not suburban Boston.
But here I was. Here we were. All adults looking backward with a
lot of laughter, and looking inward with a little longing. Such is the
power of cultural memory.

There is a note from the director in the playbill that says:
“Catholics (and yes, that includes you lapsed ones) do share a strong
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