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Understanding comes to fruition only in the response. Understanding and response are 
dialectically merged and mutually condition each other; one is impossible without the other.

(Bakhtin, 1981, Discourses in Poetry and Discourses in the Novel).

In the summer of 2004, in a conversation with my mother when I, Saliha, was visiting with 
my family in India, after having lived in the United States of America for nine years, I 
concluded that though she and I share the values of compassion, kindness, and love toward 
others, they stem from different moralities—a religious morality governs my mother while 
I draw on a humanistic morality. There is a difference in sensibility, and experientially the 
distinction feels vast even though the end result of an interaction might be similar. I think 
the distinction is illustrative of how we each negotiate our relationship to religion. As did I 
in my way, in their own way my parents negotiated their relationship to the practice of 
religion throughout their life. Not so much about their belief in God, but in the practice of 
religion. Thus, intersectionality of our identities was not lost on me even at a young age. 
We were raised to be religious and secular. Have faith and to be inclusive. Believe in Islam 
and celebrate other religious identities (Bava, 2016).

The spiritual and political aspects of Sikhism have always been woven together 
for me, Kiran. My father’s message to me was to have no fear, also known as the 
concept of Nirbhau. He embodied the Sikh principle never to cower to oppression, 
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but to stand up to it, confront it, and to defend others who may not be able to. My 
mother expressed the spiritual realm of Sikhism, emphasizing a focused intent on 
prayer to calm the mind. She firmly believed that having a disciplined practice of 
prayer would center and heal me. Sikhism is firmly rooted in the belief that every-
thing happens according to God’s will. The focus of the prayer was to have the 
strength to accept God’s will in its entirety. My parents helped me internalize the 
Sikh concept of Miri Piri, or the temporal and spiritual components of life. These 
are the messages that were taught to me during my own moments of sadness and 
despair and help anchor my spiritual life.

In writing together, we have wrestled with questions such as, how do we, people 
of marginalized religious faiths navigate the current cultural context in Northern 
America and how are our relational processes informing our therapeutic practices 
and in turn shaping our identities? In this paper, as we converse about our journey 
of religious identity, we reflect on context, community, self, and mental health. We 
also reflect on how our identities are shaped by the intersecting discourses we navi-
gate, and on sense making as an ongoing constitutive process of being responsive to 
self, other, and community. Further, we share with you practice implications derived 
from our personal, spiritual, and therapeutic reflections. We conclude with case 
examples that highlight these implications in teaching and clinical settings.

�Our Faith Identities in Conversation: Our Process of Writing

This chapter is written alongside multiple conversations we have with one another. 
Through this journey, we have discovered, uncovered, challenged, and embraced our 
notions of religion and spirituality. New questions emerged as we continued to 
engage in the active processes of listening and understanding. As we shared our expe-
riences, we found ourselves talking in terms of insider and outsider discourses of our 
faith communities. Insider discourses are stories of faith that we grew up with along 
with stories from other believers within the faith community. And outsider discourses 
are how people from outside of the faith speak about our respective faith; they can be 
media, people of other faith, and/or nonbelievers. We have questioned how to write 
without negotiating with the outside and inside discourses on our specific faiths. The 
reader will inevitably make meaning of our writing through dominant discourses on 
Islam and Sikhism, taken for granted ideas that have added to the landscape of mean-
ing of these two faiths. As writers and practitioners of the faiths, we too have had to 
deconstruct and question these powerful discourses in an effort to get to the sense of 
our experiences. Our hope is to make adequate space for our realities, our stories, our 
interpretations, and to have them stand on their own without apology.

We write not only in first-person narrative but also to share what are marginal-
ized faith narratives that are often obscured in the current context of creating homog-
enous narratives of faith communities. Our stories are not intended to be reflective, 
but rather constitutive. How might we ask you to be open to the performative quality 
of your reading by which our stories are performed and remade in your internal 
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discourse? How might we be present to this as an isomorphic process both in the 
clinical and social realms?

�Location of Self

I, Kiran, am a South Asian, Sikh, Canadian woman living in the United States. My 
relationship to my faith has been a mostly private affair and I have come to believe 
that God is not limited to my understanding and will be mostly unknowable through 
my lifetime. I am committed to the journey of deep reflection and transformation of 
self that requires an ongoing engagement with my spiritual life. My parents were 
born in India and migrated to Canada in the 1960s and 1970s. Their experiences 
with internal religious conflict and war in India, along with the country’s poor 
human rights record, forced them to immigrate to Canada. Stronger economic and 
social opportunities were a pull in their migration. Despite Canada being a more 
stable democracy where religious freedoms and human rights are more likely to be 
respected, my family has not been free of discrimination due to race, religion, and 
gender. My own life has been marked with incidents of discrimination that I con-
tinue to comprehend and heal from. My migration to the United States follows my 
parents’ legacy of pursuing a greater dream, greater stability, and healing from 
wounds that seem to be bound to time and location.

I, Saliha, locate myself in relationship to religion and spirituality, or for that mat-
ter to any other social identity, as having a hyperlinked identity (Bava, 2016). Such 
a dynamic identity is a contextually situated way of defining oneself in which we 
weave or link our stories of identities/becoming, which can be imagined as different 
fragmented texts. There are many different ways of creating these linkages and cre-
ating a multivocal construction of “who I am” (Bava, 2016). Just like surfing the 
Internet in search of a concept or meaning, with every click on a hyperlink we can 
gain greater clarity or get a bit confused, depending on how we make meaning. 
Similarly, the way we navigate from one linked story of ourselves to another, we 
create different stories about ourselves depending on the relationships and contexts 
we inhabit. Thus, one story of my relationship to religion is that I grew up in an 
Indian military family where religion, Islam, was foundational to our family life. 
Religion and culture, especially the cultures of Delhi and military life, were deeply 
intertwined. For instance, I experienced more liberation as a Muslim woman than as 
a Delhi girl. Or I experienced more constraints as a child being raised by a mother 
of three daughters whose husband (my father) was posted away from the family due 
to his military duty. However, it is hard to separate out these intricately intertwined 
threads. It guided our everyday practices and performances from eating, drinking, 
dressing, and conducting ourselves to relating to people. It has informed my human-
istic stance and opened me up to complexity, diversity, and celebration of differ-
ences that I seek in life (as detailed in Bava, 2016).

An Unknown, Unnamable Journey: Family Therapists in Complex Conversations…
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�Context and Religion

The intertwining of the political and spiritual has been a consistent theme in the his-
tory of Sikhs and continues to this day. From the inception of the faith, Sikh Gurus 
suffered religious persecution and much martyrdom. Sikhism arose as a direct chal-
lenge to the religious and political oppression unleashed by the rulers of the time. 
Punjab, a state in India and the birthplace of Sikhism, as a whole has witnessed 
much political and spiritual turbulence.

Sikhism rejects social inequality of any kind. Sikhs have a long history of critiqu-
ing inequity and political oppression. Uplifting and working for the underprivileged 
and being a change agent for the marginalization of women and those in different 
religions, castes, and abilities have historically been a practice for Sikhs. The value 
of social justice is deeply engrained in the Sikh psyche as well as the idea of nobility 
for each person.

The partition of India in 1947 split the province of Punjab between Pakistan and 
India. This time is known as the largest mass migration in human history (Cutts, 
2000) and is a major marker in my (Kiran’s) family’s history. As a 4-year-old my 
father with his family migrated across the border into the new India, leaving behind 
their home and possessions. Thousands of Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus were killed 
in retributive genocide between different faith groups. My father had a memory of his 
father carrying the Guru Granth Sahib (the central religious scripture and considered 
to be the final Guru following the ten living Gurus) over his head, as a sign of respect 
as he walked across the border. The essence of this story as my father had expressed 
to me is that when life presents you with unbearable hardships that you cannot com-
prehend, keep your Guru close, as the Guru will see you through. The trauma of war, 
migration, and resettlement was softened by the family’s faith in the Guru.

Several political events that took place in Punjab touched my family. The Punjabi 
Subha movement in the 1960s aimed at creating a Punjabi-speaking majority state 
where the Sikh identity could be preserved. My father, grandfather, and other men 
in the family were jailed during this time for protesting the Indian government’s 
resistance to creating a Punjabi-speaking state. The women were forced to stay in 
their homes and protect their children. Other events included a series of political 
events in the 1980s and 1990s in Punjab that led to the crackdown on Sikhs by the 
Indian military, followed by the gruesome 1984 genocide of Sikhs. Grave human 
rights violations took place against Sikhs for years and to date nobody has been 
prosecuted. My family in India has been directly affected by these violent acts that 
continue to impact our lives today. Many diaspora Sikh families have been deeply 
impacted by these incidents in very tangible ways. I grew up at a time when Sikhs 
were on the headlines of the national news on a daily basis. The tensions did not 
remain within the borders of India. Many Canadian Sikhs were allegedly tied to the 
uprising and resistance to the Indian government and the desire to create an inde-
pendent homeland. This is the context that I grew up in, where religion, politics, and 
one’s safety were inextricably tied together.
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The partition of India by the British also left a legacy of Hindu–Muslim conflict 
in the Indian subcontinent. Today we see the rise of Hindu nationalism in India 
where there are roughly 172 million Muslims (14.6% of the Indian population) 
(2011 Census, n.d.) and thus making India the country with the third largest Muslim 
population in the world. Similarly to Kiran, as far as I, Saliha, can remember, reli-
gion has always had a political subtext for me, even though those would not be the 
words I would have used as a child. As an Indian Muslim girl growing up in a mili-
tary family context, I was cautioned to be careful. My dad would let us know that 
since he was a Muslim in the Indian Army, there was a file on him because of the 
discordant relationship between India and Pakistan resulting in strife across the bor-
ders. I have a memory as a child in elementary school, when there was an aggres-
sion between India and Pakistan, I sensed tension at home because my dad was 
actively engaged in troop and supplies movement. He cautioned us to be careful of 
how we talked. Though I didn’t understand at that time, looking back over the years 
and connecting the dots, I realized that he didn’t want his absolute loyalty to India 
to ever be questioned based on his religious identity.

Another source of the political underpinning to my religious identity flows from 
my mother’s bedtime stories about Islam. When my father was posted away from 
our family during his tenure in the Army, as a child I would sleep with my mother, 
while my two older sisters slept in the adjacent room. My mom would put me to 
sleep by telling me religious stories as a way of cultivating a sense of religiosity and 
understanding for Islam. However, as we know, what one hears doesn’t always cor-
respond to what the teller intends. I believe my mom’s intention was to inculcate in 
me the moral base for our religion, but the types of stories that have stuck with me 
are the ones that seem to have political underpinning to them. For instance, I remem-
ber the story of Prophet’s first wife, Khadija, who was a businesswoman and older 
than he. So, I took away the message it is ok to be a businesswoman. Another mes-
sage was about education; should one have to travel from Arabia to China in search 
of education, one should do so. These messages emphasized the values of identity 
and conviction as a woman. And the clearest message that has stayed with me is that 
religion has to update itself with time. Since some of the local customs of the 
Prophet’s time influenced the emergence of religion, we need to adopt the spirit of 
the message and practice as it applies in today’s context. Whether intended or not, I 
also derived these messages from the stories I was being taught while learning to 
read the Quran in Arabic from a teacher.

As I reflect, it is not lost on me that my mother’s father valued education for his 
oldest child, my mother, and she did her very best to live up to her father’s last 
wishes by going on to earn her doctoral degree. And even though she was raised by 
a very devout Muslim woman, my maternal grandmother, steeped in religious heal-
ing traditions but with limited formal education and who wore the hijab all her life, 
my mother never took to the veil or covering of her head. Was this my mother’s way 
of adapting to the current times? Also, I wonder how my mother’s academic focus 
on political science shaped her relationship to religion. My mother is a very devout 
Muslim woman herself, but she taught me to understand the spirit and not only the 
ritualistic traditions of the religion.
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Thus, not only am I sensitive to the political underpinnings of religion, these 
experiences also made me sensitive to the politics of religion. We see with increased 
terrorism in the name of Islam and discrimination in the name of terror manage-
ment, that religion is but a tool for political gain in the macro landscape of nation-
states. The partition of India and Pakistan was just one example of it. And it 
continues to date in Indian politics, in American politics, and the world politics. 
Even if I seek to escape, I cannot. Thus, religion for political gains often plays out 
in our personal lives. The politics of religion shapes personal identities. The politi-
cal is personal and the personal is political. As I seek to preserve my sense of free-
dom in the contexts of ever increasing Islamophobia and fundamentalist 
interpretations of Islam, I increasingly see how the personal is political. I see the 
need to fight for my voice, my version, and my expression of religion (Bava, 2016). 
And the decision to write this chapter is a way to preserve my personal choice by 
political action to tell my story, my version, and my voice. It is my way to resist a 
hegemonic view of Islam in the face of politicizing of Islam—fundamentalism, ter-
rorism, and/or Islamophobia.

�Self, Community, and Faith

The relationship between self, community, and faith can be intricate. There are 
many benefits to being connected to our faith communities. Communities instill a 
sense of belonging. They provide modes of expression for faith and opportunities 
for reflection and learning. There have been times when we have raised our com-
munities above our faiths, giving importance to the community story of how to live 
as faith-based and spiritual women, while choosing to internalize our own ideas and 
voices. Both of us have had to navigate this delicate terrain. We have both been 
engaged in finding ways to transcend our communities and certain messages within 
those communities so we are better aligned with our personal unique spiritual jour-
neys. We choose to participate in our communities while challenging notions of 
religion that feel limiting or different from our lived experiences. For instance, I, 
Saliha, married a man who isn’t a Muslim. Based on this action, one might question 
my faith; yet, this is a way to also question a religious practice where men can marry 
a woman who is not a Muslim, but women cannot. One explanation for this is 
because the child from such wedlock will follow the father’s religion. This interpre-
tive explanation is not only based in religion but also on the cultural traditions of the 
times when Islam was born. And there is no question that such an interpretation is 
patriarchal even though other interpretations are possible.

Communities can become agents of social control, and the policing of faith can 
become an obstruction to personal expressions of faith. We have continued to ques-
tion the dominant discourses of our faiths often enforced by community while 
remaining engaged and participating in meaningful dialogue and relationships. I 
(Bava, 2016) believe that transcendent faith is achieved when “belief and faith based 
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on critical dialogue transcends the collective dominant discourse in its performance 
and is illustrative of one’s preferred narrative” (p. 2).

�Religion and Clinical Practice

For myself, Kiran, I deeply hold a commitment to social justice. I continue to evolve 
and to understand my own biases. It has taken several years of focused work to 
incorporate the idea of justice in my own life. Because of this process, I have 
patience and a nuanced understanding of my clients’ own evolution toward their 
understanding of their lives.

I am highly attuned to circumstances in which my clients are feeling unjust treat-
ment or control. My own experiences of oppression and the long legacy of injustice 
experienced by members of my faith have me listening deeply for these stories. At 
the core of my work is the commitment that all persons feel emancipated from their 
struggles and from ideas that are constraining. My work centers on transformation 
and healing that in my earlier life were described to me by my spiritual tradition.

My experiences have taught me to be more curious, beyond the story that the 
client is telling me. They have taught me to be more patient in the unfolding of the 
narratives. Some of the stories that come forth are half-told, half understandings, 
and it takes time to come to a more complete understanding of the ways in which 
the world impacts us.

My family’s capacity to witness, hold, and heal pain has left me with my own 
ability to do the same in the therapy room. With my own communities of support, I 
continue to bear witness to challenges and triumphs as well as create opportunities 
for transformation and connection.

I, Saliha, come from a tradition of healers in my family. My family stories 
include, both on my maternal and paternal sides, extended family members who 
were seen as healers in their local community. Family members would have a vision 
when sleeping and were called to minister to pregnant women in labor. Also, some 
of the healers followed in the Sufi tradition. I have often wondered if my chosen 
path is the modern-day version of my family’s legacy. As psychology replaces reli-
gion in our search for answers, are we turning to therapists to have the kinds of 
conversations one would have had with their spiritual guide? Is this why we some-
times refer to the therapeutic space as a sacred space? Often, I feel that my best in 
therapy comes from what I call being lost in the conversation, not seeking to con-
sciously make sense, rather being carried by it. And I often refer to it as “being in a 
trance.” Or being guided by what is emerging and trusting how my questions will 
connect various threads within the conversation with the client. When I try to be 
clever, I fail. When I stay in the process of pure wonderment, or what Csikszentmihalyi 
(1990) calls flow, creative connections are often made. It is hard to put into words 
what I often feel are experientially different forms of me in these relational spaces. 
Is this a spiritual moment that Rivett and Street (2001) speak of? And what are the 
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implications of speaking about therapy in this way? And what are the implications 
of not speaking in these words?

I, Saliha, view therapy as a relational space where we explore life’s ambiguities 
and unknowns in conversation. I believe one thing that is certain is the constant 
change we experience in life. With change come uncertainty and a need to relate to 
it. Each of us cultivates practices to engage uncertainty. And religion may be viewed 
as one such practice to anchor us in the midst of life’s uncertainties. In India, prayer 
is often recited at the initiation of any life event to evoke the blessing of Gods to 
guide one through the unknown forces. Everything from a new day to a new life or 
project is blessed with special prayers both in private and public spaces.

Religion, as a cultural tool of sense making, provides people with a unique 
resource for resilience, which can be explored in clinical practice (Walsh, 2009). 
For instance, a client might get tarot card readings and then come to therapy to dis-
cuss her sense of the readings. The tarot card readings might offer a doorway to 
making sense of her challenges and it can help us not only to listen and ask ques-
tions from within her way of sense making but also to honor her practices of anchor-
ing herself in the midst of an uncertainty.

�Keeping the Gates of the Soul Open

Given the hardships my, Kiran’s, ancestors have experienced in preserving their 
faith, the current climate that I live in feels to be an extension of their struggle. This 
climate of fear and divisiveness, of paranoia and hatred, or being under attack 
because of the faith one practices or the way one looks bears resemblance to the 
climate my ancestors have survived through time (Arora, 2013).

There are times where I feel that I do not have the same level of grit that my 
ancestors had, that my parents possessed. The constant barrage of media rhetoric, of 
the racial, gender, and religious discrimination I experience both subtle and overt, 
has taken a toll. There are times where I want to shut down. My body and my rela-
tionships bear the scars of the impact of the social context we live in. Yet, the resil-
iency and the sweetness of my parents’ life keep me from truly shutting down. I 
have watched them resist the forces that worked to take away their freedom to live 
in a country that is not their own. I have watched them stand up to job discrimination 
because of their brown skin. I have witnessed derogatory language being spewed at 
my father because of his turban. Yet my parents not only survived, but also thrived 
with dignity.

There were many reasons for them to shut down, give up, and lose faith. However, 
their unwavering faith in God and ability to move through hardship is a value that has 
been passed on to me. I believe that in any single moment I have the ability to reach 
deep into my spirit and expand beyond the hardship that is facing me. For me this 
expansion is nothing short of God’s or a Spirit’s work. It is beyond my immediate 
comprehension, yet I have faith in the realm that is outside of my understanding.
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For me, Saliha, religion and its practice have always been private. I have often led 
with what I call my “hypertext identity” (Bava, 2016), which is situated and constitu-
tive in interaction with others. And yet, I find that living in the United States for the 
last twenty years, I have continued to become more public with my views of practice 
as Islam has been politicized on the world stage. Quantitatively, my published schol-
arship leans more toward auto-ethnographically styled papers as a Muslim practitio-
ner (rather than as a scholar of Islam) as compared to all of my other areas of 
scholarship. At every step as I experience religious strife, where Islam is questioned 
or there is rising Islamophobia, I feel like wishing it away. Yet, I come forth and 
write my way through it as a way to be agentic about expanding the public conversa-
tion while also not being personally silenced. This is my way to keep the gates of my 
soul open when I’m surrounded in fear and oppressive discourses. Call it a mindful 
practice for my relational, social, and mental health; a form of activism.

�Practice Implications Derived from Our Personal, Spiritual, 
and Therapeutic Reflections

The religious and scientific traditions simply construct the world in different ways. We have 
erred for centuries in pitting these traditions against each other, and in the same way we 
have mistakenly pitted materialism against spiritualism, voluntarism against determinism, 
subjectivism against objectivism, and a host of related and misleading binaries. The impor-
tant questions, as I see it, are how these various discursive traditions function in our lives 
together. What do they bring to us; what do they suppress; who is benefited and in what 
way; who is harmed? (Gergen, 2016, p. 78)

Drawing on Gergen, the question for us is whose moral order will we privilege 
in therapy? Is therapy part of the scientific tradition or something bigger? Therapy 
is one of the spaces in our lives where we explore meaning of our experiences, rela-
tionships, beliefs, and life. And spirituality “is defined as referring to the human 
experience of discovering meaning, which may or may not include the concept of a 
personal God” (Rivett & Street, 2001, p. 460). Resisting the current cultural move 
to legitimize psychotherapy scientifically, we propose that we need to locate it 
within a larger discursive tradition of healing and wellness that predates Freud and 
dates back to various wisdom traditions including religious and spiritual practices. 
Thus, we adopt both “instrumental” and “metaphysical” approaches to spirituality 
and religion in our clinical practices (Rivett & Street, 2001).

�Therapy, Like Religion, is Not Apolitical

Both the theories and the context within which we practice are shaped by discourses 
of health, relationships, and effectiveness. Religion is an epistemological position—
a way of knowing. All epistemologies are political. And one of the things we have 
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learned about the political nature of our living is, that we can make them Truths, if 
we don’t hold them lightly and stay open to what else is emerging. Clients have their 
own ways of knowing. Thus, our job is to listen for our clients’ epistemology and 
not be impositional with our own in the way we ask questions, but rather offer our 
alternative epistemology as a possibility. By attending to how we are listening with 
our client’s logic, we strive to create space for different perspectives and avoid colo-
nizing our client’s or student’s views, and instead help make the implicit more 
explicit.

�Religion is Cultural

In our conversations, we both recognized cultural stories. Religion often becomes a 
vehicle for culture. And religion also varies across cultures. As mental health dis-
courses openly embrace religious discourses, we have to continue to attend to what 
is also neglected. For instance, Sufism, Shamanism, and Voodoo are all forms of 
local spiritual practices that have been obscured by psychotherapy practices. And to 
engage in a culturally contextually relevant dialogue with our clients (Hines, 2016), 
we need to learn from and with them about their spiritual practices. For instance, 
Petry (2016) illustrates how spirituality can be explored over the life cycle as we 
unpack the cultural stories of anxiety, depression, poverty, oppression, interfaith 
marriages, and/or aging. Religion is both a carrier of culture and carried by culture. 
In training, as we explore self-of-the-therapist issues we need to attend to how stu-
dents speak of their local practices, including being a nonbeliever. We remain 
curious.

�Negotiating Realities

While curiosity is central, it is not enough. As hosts of conversations, we also have 
to attend to how we are relating (McNamee, 2004), both to each other and to the 
context that is recursively being created from within our relationship (Bava, 2017). 
Telling one’s story of religiosity is no different from telling other stories or from 
how we negotiate our relationships. All relationships are negotiated realities. In 
negotiating these realities, we are constantly remaking our contexts, which in turn 
shape the relationship and the conversation. In the process of writing this paper, we 
discovered that the experience of negotiating one’s religious identity felt different 
from negotiating other identities in other contexts. We discovered that within a con-
text (of country or of relationship) where one’s religion doesn’t enjoy an equal sta-
tus, we are negotiating from a one down position. Such a constant negotiation, from 
this one down place, made the process not only difficult but also created a potential 
context for being silenced and/or forcing the choice to fit in. It is a constant process 
of negotiating how to be “spontaneously responsive” (Shotter, 2006) into 
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uncertainty, into the unknowable. Consequently, in therapeutic and/or learning con-
text, the question that arises is how to coordinate (Gergen, 2016) and be responsive 
(Shotter, 2006) in conversations where faith and religion are central to the conversa-
tion? How do we not get silenced in the face of a larger cultural discourse that cre-
ates supremacy of certain religions over others? Even though we might be curious 
with our clients and students, we also have to be contextually present. We have to 
create space for the complexity of negotiating and coordinating the conversation of 
religion within the context of dominant beliefs and nonbeliefs represented by the 
interlopers and the dominant political context within which the conversation might 
be occurring.

�Honoring People’s Voice and Their Right to Choose How They 
Tell Their Story

Just as we are aware that we wish for our voices and versions of religious practice 
to be honored, so do clients and students. They wish for their own voices to be hon-
ored. Voice and value are interlinked. So in listening, we are not only listening to 
their values, but also creating space for their voice to be heard and for them to be 
seen by their way of being seen. Each of us has a right to speak to our relationship 
with faith and the framework that shapes our stories. To exercise our right to choose 
our frameworks, we have to resist them being chosen for us by cultural traditions or 
discourses embedded in the media. Often, when we personally tell our story, it 
bumps up against the stories in the media and the people who consume those stories, 
creating a context that is not spacious enough to tell our own story (Bava, 2016). In 
our personal experiences, we have found some listeners tend to draw our story into 
their own frame of reference, rather than staying curious and open to changing their 
own frame. This raises the question often asked by Narrative therapists, “Who has 
the story telling rights?”

We believe that it is crucial to resist this process of media and cultural definition, 
while preserving each individual’s personal choice to tell their story about their 
relationship with religion and spirituality, in the way they want to talk about it. 
Thus, in clinical practice, we practice the stance of curiosity and not-knowing 
(Anderson, 1997) as a way of being in inquiry about the client’s preferred narrative 
rather than assuming their faith narrative based on our own understanding of their 
religious identity. We are curious how their story line developed for them within the 
dominant cultural context. We listen with care for how they speak of their relationship 
to the larger cultural discourse and their family’s story line, learning what other 
stories intersected in the “choice” the person makes about their faith and its 
practice.
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�Case Examples

These two case examples highlight practice implications derived from our personal, 
spiritual, and therapeutic reflections. While this paper focuses on religion, we 
believe that at any given time, people are engaged in multiple discourses, negotiat-
ing their various cultural selves such as gender, and class, alongside religion. 
Segregated thinking often results in contrived divisions, which is why we encourage 
both/and thinking (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2002). Taking a more complex, holistic, and 
interrelated approach to understanding one’s relationship to religion inevitably 
requires one to be curious about other parts that make the person’s identity. The two 
case examples presented here include a stance of curiosity and complexity as well 
as an embodiment of our practice implications across therapeutic and teaching 
environments.

I, Kiran, worked with Bani, a 32-year-old Sikh American woman living in 
New York City. She came to therapy to talk about her recent divorce and the impact 
it was having on her life and relationships. She complained of difficulty falling 
asleep and a general lack of interest in life. Bani was married for two years to a Sikh 
American man. Much of her marriage was rife with disagreements and a lack of 
emotional and physical intimacy. The principle of gender equity that Sikhism 
espoused was a source of disagreement between the couple when Bani referred to it 
while highlighting her choice to pursue male-dominated career opportunities. 
During her first session she shared the pain of having her marriage break down, 
including some level of antipathy from extended family members who thought she 
didn’t work hard enough to secure her marriage. Bani seemed stuck on the stories 
that particular family members had of her marriage that seemed to question her 
future prospects. Many of these narratives focused on the taboo of divorce in the 
Indian culture. While this was problematic for Bani, she was more concerned with 
her understanding that while marriage is highly regarded in Sikhism, there is no 
concept of divorce in the Sikh tradition. She shared her love for Guru Nanak, the 
first Guru in Sikhism who is known for his stance on social justice. Bani struggled 
with her place in the faith given her divorce, although this was not immediately clear 
to her. In therapy, I worked with Bani to contextualize her pain within the larger 
sociocultural and religious context. We worked diligently to decentralize the story 
her family members had on what occurred in her marriage and continued to make 
room for her to name the challenges and agony she experienced.

What emerged was Bani’s intense sadness at feeling disconnected from her faith, 
which in the past had been a source of comfort for her. Much of therapy including 
rewriting her relationship to her faith and addressing complexities which once felt 
like dichotomies to her. Could she belong to a faith that did not recognize divorce? 
Who gets to decide on whether she belongs to her faith community? How did the 
religion’s emphasis on gender equality and justice apply to her unjust marriage? 
Over the course of our therapy, Bani began to attend a Sikh women’s group where 
she could engage in dialogue with other community members struggling with these 
questions. Therapy provided a vehicle for Bani to create a more complex under-
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standing of her divorce, to develop greater self-compassion and the voice to articu-
late a more nuanced and empowering relationship to Sikhism. During our last 
therapy session, I asked her what she thought Guru Nanak might say about her 
divorce? She responded, “He would say, I am so proud of you.”

In the Master’s program in Marriage and Family Therapy at Mercy College, I, 
Saliha, introduced a self-of-the-therapist exercise at the beginning of the internship 
year. As a way of creating a learning community (Anderson, 1999) and a reflective 
learning context, each student explores their own ethnicity and shares it with the 
class. They read about their respective ethnicities as described in McGoldrick, 
Giordano, and Preto (2005) and present reflections on the chapter in terms of their 
own ethnic experience. The assignment is designed to not only help students learn 
about ethnicity as a carrier of cultural discourses but also the variety of ways in 
which these ethnicity readings, as received knowledge, can apply and not apply to 
the families we might help. By critically reflecting on the readings about their own 
ethnicity based on their personal experiences, they bring a critical gaze both to 
received knowledge and to their own life. The students develop a critically curious 
stance toward expert knowledge and for listening to people’s stories. The exercise 
also opens up space for students to be curious about each other’s practices and to 
give voice to their curiosity by asking questions. The students also reflect on the 
reading and how it is intersectional or not.

At Mercy, we attract a number of immigrant students and students of color to the 
MFT program. Often religion is one of the most common intersectional social loca-
tions (in addition to gender and migration) that students reflect upon based on their 
family practices and the readings. One of the most engaged aspects of these presen-
tations is how to view and engage in their local practices of Spiritualism, Voodoo, 
Shamanism, etc. as practiced within their family-of-origin and how to bridge it with 
psychotherapy. Usually, there is a degree of familiarity of the local spiritual prac-
tices as bystanders but an absence of its practice in their own life. Often I observe a 
shift in the presentation tone. I wonder aloud with my students about the tone, ask-
ing if the tone embodies skepticism, or hesitancy, or something else? One of the 
student-presenters stated she was unsure how to place her country of origin’s spiri-
tual practice within the practice of psychology and therapy. When prompted to 
unpack what she meant by psychology, she identified her lack of knowing on how 
to combine her spiritual practice with DSM diagnosis, and whether they were 
incompatible. At times I continue to engage in a reflective conversation, with their 
permission, about their personal spiritual practices and their relationship to religion/
spirituality. At other times I draw on this as an opening to engage the concept of 
both/and and how we hold contradictions (see case in Bava, 2017), or share a case 
example of how I engaged a client’s deep commitment to tarot card reading with 
therapy or I might share a reading about the value of religion/spirituality and reflect 
on the notion of psychological science as western science that we are exporting to 
the world at large, and the need to be critical, reflective practitioners who have to 
learn to have complex conversations rather than look for a singular answer. At other 
times, I might have the class see Nigerian novelist and TED speaker Chimamanda 
Adichie’s (2009) video on the danger of single stories and have them reflect on 
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single stories in their life that are indeed plural. I see all these ways as conversa-
tional prompts for the rich dialogue that ensues and continues throughout the semes-
ter, as students see clients, and make connections between the presentation, 
dialogues, their personal experiences, and clinical cases.

By the simple activity of being curious about their tone of presentation, I’m invit-
ing them to be public about the internal dialogue rather than being factual about the 
spiritual practice. I learn with them how they dance with their complex relationship 
to the concepts of religion, intersectionality, therapy, science, etc., rather than 
emphasize the factual religious practice. I’m curious how they developed their own 
relationship to religion and what were the constraining and liberating familial and 
cultural stories that guided this relationship. My goal is not only to create a learning 
context where we listen with curiosity and care but also to be inclusive of diverse 
religious practices while helping students to develop a critical reflective gaze toward 
all practices—religious and clinical—without outright rejecting that which initially 
we don’t understand. I encourage my students to seek understanding by exploring 
their traditions with their family and community elders and not shy away from it.

By opening up the conversation, other students become curious and also start 
making connections to their own life, for instance, talking to the dead, creating 
altars, etc. For instance, one of the students reflected,

I learned so much about myself and what caught my attention was the fact that I am exposed 
to a religion that many simply don’t understand… These conversations have been shaping 
me as a therapist because it is strengthening my self-awareness. I have been hiding who I 
am for a long time, in order to satisfy my family, friends, and the social world. Therefore, 
learning about my culture, experiencing different things in life and talking about them has 
made me feel confident about who I am and what I can bring in my work field. (Anonymous, 
personal communication, October 9, 2016)

I find this critically reflexive exercise to be a resonant way to create a learning 
condition about identity and self as sociocultural processes. Such expansive conver-
sations create teaching/learning moments that are not binary. Rather, students learn 
how to have complex conversations that are respectful of both believers and nonbe-
lievers of faith, religion, and God.

�Conclusion

In this paper we have attempted to underscore the ongoing fluid nature of the rela-
tionship between self and religion. Our religious lives are impacted by the many 
discourses we are embedded in. This includes but is not limited to family, national, 
political, media, and cultural discourses at any given time across our lifespan. We 
work from this premise as professors and therapists. This process of writing has 
been one of exploration, discovery, and co-creation. The elements of this paper 
came forth through multiple conversations and questions, which we posed to one 
another and then reflected on. Through these conversations, we discussed several 
practice implications for therapists and educators to keep in mind. These practice 
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implications are honoring clients’ voices; therapy not being apolitical; religion 
being a dimension of culture, right to choose and tell one’s story; and negotiation of 
realities. We believe that our reflections are true in this moment and time, and that 
we will continue to explore, discover, and make meaning of our relationship to reli-
gion and its impact on our lives.
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