
“We never say it enough: Language cannot be ignored in trying to make sense of 
who we are as complex human beings. In this sensational volume, the editors 
convince us of the importance of multilingualism in our many and varied spiri-
tual journeys. The structure of the book makes it a very original read, opening 
with beautiful personal narratives, and supplemented by stimulating research 
chapters. The book is already on my students’ list of compulsory readings!”

—Prof. Fred Dervin, University of Helsinki, Finland; Professor of  
Multicultural Education, Director of the TENSION Research Group 

(Diversities and Interculturality in Education)

“This is an extraordinary book addressing issues of language and spirituality, 
exploring beliefs, experiences and practices across languages and contexts. The 
book is the only one I have seen to work from indigenous languages to diasporic 
and community languages. Governments, researchers and teachers shy away 
from religious and spiritual aspects of language seeing language purely at a trans-
actional level. But we learn and use languages to understand and express the 
ways we see the world. This volume is a ‘must-read’ for everyone interested in 
teaching or learning languages.”

—Prof Ken Cruickshank, Director, Sydney Institute for Community  
Languages Education, University of Sydney

“The intersections of language, religion and identity are of vital importance to 
questions of language maintenance and use in a multilingual world. Blending 
scholarly research studies with personal narratives, and diaspora voices with 
Indigenous voices, the editors and contributors to this volume have opened up 
an exciting new research agenda on the linguistic lives of those to whom spiritu-
ality matters.”

—Professor Phil Benson Professor of Applied Linguistics and Director  
of the Multilingualism Research Centre, Macquarie University

“This is a compelling volume. It successfully crosses boundaries in approaches to 
research and writing and invites readers to cross boundaries in relation to lan-
guages, cultures and faith. It focuses on language as that most powerful resource 
for discovering the world and the self. It offers voices which capture the 
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intercultural exchange of meanings – Indigenous people, non-indigenous peo-
ple and those living in diaspora in Australia. Writers offer their reflections, 
indeed wisdom, as they engage to better understand others and themselves. The 
work provides a mirror with which we can reference our own stories as we too 
consider critically the way we live reciprocally with others to achieve a more 
equitable and peaceful world.”

—Angela Scarino 7 September 2021 Director, Research Centre  
for Languages & Cultures, UniSA Justice and  

Society University of South Australia
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Language and Spirit is a substantial volume of living voices describing 
personal and collective experiences of the intersection of language, reli-
gion, identity and spirituality. It is very much today. This is not a history 
or the stories of others from far away in time and place. These are 
Australian stories from Indigenous, migrant, multigenerational settler 
and other voices. Voices come from recognisable religious traditions, oth-
ers from less well known and some from no traditional religious affilia-
tion, demonstrating the core intersections examined and displayed here 
in highly diverse socio-cultural locations. The editors are to be com-
mended for the careful way they have curated what they have been given 
so as to protect authenticity and promote availability. In this Preface I 
offer some reflections on the intersection of language, religion and 
spirituality.

There is no community without language, and identities are formed 
through interaction requiring language. Differences among communities 
are marked by linguistic differences, identity markers, argot, and dialect. 
Identities grow out of, are expressed through, and celebrated in our sto-
rytelling. We develop our identities largely though hearing ourselves 
described by others, and in listening to our responses to those around us. 
These processes are language dependent.

Foreword
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We know we belong when we can understand others and make our-
selves understood. Shared understandings are core to feeling part of the 
story of the family, group or society. Again, this requires shared languages.

Each religion has its own language and its own understanding of com-
munication with the divine, or the spirit. Each has a language that both 
enshrines and makes available to the trained eye and ear the deep wisdom 
of each tradition.

Spirituality – our relation with that which is deeply within us, which 
accompanies us closely on our way, and is ever more than us – may occur 
in prelinguistic experiences of awe, or wonder, a sense of presence, or a 
deep welling of joy or love. However, we cannot share or validate such 
experiences without language. Even in just remembering such experi-
ences we use language to form the memory, to tell ourselves our story. As 
I noted in 2006 (Bouma, 2006) whatever secularisation theories pre-
dicted, spirituality is not on the decline, and religion is growing in 
strength and presence in the public sphere increasingly in the twenty-first 
century.

Cultures vary greatly in the language provided to apprehend the spiri-
tual. Post-enlightenment western language and thought have made 
decreasing room for such thinking and speaking. Part of secularisation 
and disenchantment has been the dismissal and denigration of language 
once used. The removal of language is a critically effective way to dis-
mantle a culture and society. Witness the deliberate policies denying 
Indigenous children access to their languages.

It is possible to have an experience for which there is no language, but 
it is impossible to share it and it is difficult to retain the memory. Only 
when there is language can an experience, either group or individual, 
become part of culture, part of a group’s story. I have had a number of 
profound experiences in my early childhood which I reappropriated 
much later when language about near death experiences became avail-
able. There is no doubt that I had certain experiences, but I had not been 
able to share them, or even describe them to myself, although I kept the 
image and feelings fresh in my memory. Language allowed a different 
mode of savouring experiences.

Every group has a story and those seeking to join a group will hear the 
story told in many different ways. Not all of them are explicit, many are 
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implicit, in phrases, references to events or persons, and explanations 
about why things are done in certain ways. Part of the process of becom-
ing accepted is to learn the group’s story, but also how to tell it, and to tell 
it in a way that the person is located in the group and its story.

The ways language, identity, religion and spirituality work together 
and intersect vary across societies. What is true in Azerbaijan is not true 
in Australia, neither are Britain and Australia the same (Bouma, 2016). 
Australia is one of, if not the most diverse nation in the world, and is 
unique in the degree, composition and history of its diversity (Bouma & 
Halafoff, 2017). According to the 2016 Census, Australia has six sub-
stantial religious communities maintaining distinctive places of worship 
shops and schools – Muslims and Buddhists at 2.5%, Hindus at 2%, 
Sikhs and Jews at 0.5%. Only Catholics at 23% and Anglicans at 13% 
are more numerous than these. A plethora of other religious communities 
from Indigenous, to Lutherans, to Mormons, to Scientologists increase 
the nuance and diversity of the religio-spiritual offerings. Even when 
taken together, Christians failed to form a majority in most Australian 
States and Territories. Each of these communities uses and maintains dif-
ferent cultures, languages, histories, stories, rituals and associations. 
Australia’s multicultural policies and practices facilitate respectful interac-
tion among communities enriching the parts as well as the whole.

Many social and political theories ignore these underlying diversities 
in the search for universally applicable understandings or ‘best practice’ 
policies. Any approach that does not start with careful attention to the 
diverse personal realities in place is doomed to mislead. Australian attach-
ment to religion and spirituality is often compared with that of the 
United States, in discussing for example, apparently low church atten-
dance. Such comparisons incorrectly make the situation in one society 
somehow normative for another, a vestige of colonialism. While inequali-
ties and dissonance still mark the society, much local writing suggests that 
Australians are moving towards pleasure, if not occasional pride in being 
part of one of the most successful multicultural societies in the world.

The ties between language, culture, religion and identity are as delicate 
and nuanced, as they are diverse. They are held close to the inner quiet of 
a person, even when subject to reflection. Seldom are they trumpeted 
about. They become ‘shy hopes held tenderly in the heart’ (Bouma, 2006) 
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to paraphrase Manning Clark. This is one of the best definitions of the 
personal ‘sacred’. It is protected from scrutiny and critique, due to its 
vulnerability and profound uniqueness to each. Old notions of totalising 
identities, or mass conformity probably never accurately described 
Australians, but they certainly do not do so now.

Personal accounts like many in this book, of navigating life and diver-
sity, especially among Australian teens, reveal myriad ways of making 
meaning, ethical judgements and seeing the world. Two research projects 
(Singleton et al., 2021; Halafoff et al., 2020) of which I have been part 
depict this rich diversity, this process of negotiating the welter of choices, 
challenges and opportunities. Only a few are traditionally religious, and 
they are discerning their choices not being defined by denomination or 
religious identity. Most, including many of the 52% who declare they 
have ‘no religion’ are open to and/or practice forms of spirituality.

This book testifies to the rich diversity of the religio-spiritual domain. 
It resists deconstruction of what is encountered, experienced and then 
expressed. It resolutely avoids reductionism, and is largely clear of the 
binaries that have for so long burdened and blinkered careful examina-
tion, acceptance of what is there and language about it. The book is 
largely free of imposed theories and ideologies.

This book is full of research, reporting, personal stories and recounting 
of the roles that language plays in shaping identity, navigating intercul-
tural relationships, travel, growing up, learning to listen intently to oth-
ers. Our use and management of language forges relationships, defines 
how we sit with others and either builds connection and respect, or walls 
of difference and disrespect. A confident grasp of one’s own story sets a 
foundation for openness to diversity, to others’ ways of being. Intercultural 
literacy rising from respectful resting with and listening to others is the 
basis for a successful society.

Language and Spirit: Exploring languages, religion and spirituality in 
Australia today takes the reader into the wonderful world of today’s Australia. 
Let no one say that religion is dead, spirituality is vacuous, or language is 
withering. This book provides rich evidence to the contrary. Enjoy.

Monash University Gary D. Bouma 
Melbourne, VIC, Australia
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