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Our analysis of risk and danger in religious language yielded a wide array
of perspectives spread over several different social and religious contexts. One of our findings was
that believers in particular conservative religions sometimes viewed members of other religions as
a danger, and that this belief that others are a danger could, in certain circumstances, make the
religious community holding the belief potentially more dangerous to the group they fear. We also
found that one common strategy adopted by people trying to attack someone else’ s position was to

attempt to construe that position as a danger to others.
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The background for this research project involved a growing interest in cognitive linguistic
analyses of religious language, an awareness that applied linguists could meaningfully
contribute to the areas of comparative religious studies and the promotion of religious
dialogue, and a sense that the notion of risk and danger was a key component in the way that
religious believers were thinking about themselves and other religious groups. During the
writing of the research proposal, the principal investigator of the project was working on an
article for Metaphor and the Social World (2017) involving an analysis of three conversations
between conservative Christians and Muslims about the notion of truth. It was during work
on the analysis of those conversations that the importance of comparing how different
religious believers talked about the world and each other became more apparent.

The purpose of the research was to use the tools of cognitive linguistics (and other applied
linguistic approaches where relevant) to examine notions of risk and danger and other
overlapping themes in the comparative analysis of religious language. The aim was to focus
both on a range of religions and a wide variety of genres of religious language. We set out to
make a twofold contribution to the field: our first purpose was to use our toolset to deepen
our knowledge of the similarities and differences between various religions and religious
believers in a wide range of social contexts, while our second key purpose was to highlight
and argue for the benefit of doing this type of research, in addition to discussing the possible
downsides.

Each piece of research made use of a particular applied linguistic methodological
framework with a main focus on cognitive linguistics. The cognitive linguistic studies
mostly concentrated on first identifying metaphor and metonymy in a given text or
stretch of discourse before analyzing how the various source and target domains were
being used. We also identified force dynamic patterns and looked for conceptual blends
that were being used to create interesting effects. Some of our studies also branched out
and used other applied linguistic tools such as positioning theory and keyword analyses.
We focused on applying this methodology to a wide range of religions, such as Protestant
Evangelical Christianity, Sunni Islam, Jodo Shinshu, Zen, and Thai Forest Tradition
Buddhism, and Advaita Vedanta Hinduism. In terms of text and discourse types, we
focused on conversations, books, YouTube clips, sermons, and dharma talks.

[1] Our first study, Richardson and Nagashima (2018), focused on a cognitive linguistic
analysis of the concept of danger in Protestant Evangelical sermons and Thai Forest
Tradition Dharma talks. We looked at the similarities and differences in their use of
conceptual metaphors and concluded that a cognitive linguistic approach to analyzing
perceptions of danger could be useful in providing insights into how religious people
conceptualize the world around them, their position in it, and how they view themselves
as moving through it.

[2] Our second study, Richardson and Pihlaja (2013 — the 2013 edition of the journal was
published in 2018-08-21, see https://journal.equinoxpub.com/POST/article/view/10794),
explored how two prominent conservative Christians analyzed one of the most violent
passages in the Bible. The study showed not just how these two authors talked about the
dangers that the Biblical characters faced, but how the conclusions of these types of
discussions can also themselves pose a danger for the healthy co-existence of different
religious groups in modern society.

[3] Our third study, Richardson and Mueller (2019), gave us the opportunity to explore




how metaphor, metonymy, force, and blending were used by four religious teachers
associated with Buddhist and Hindu thought. We concluded that all of these teachers
were using a type of discourse strategy that we termed source domain reversal to first
figuratively describe a particular viewpoint and then flip that way of looking at things
on its head by using the opposite source domain to describe the same target domain. We
found that one of the reasons for using this strategy was a shared concern in many
eastern worldviews about the limitations of language in addition to the danger of looking
at language as a fixed, rigid expression of absolute truth.

[4] The fourth study, Richardson, Pihlaja, Nagashima, Wada, Watanabe, and Kheovichai
(2020), focused on an analysis of a conversation between two Indonesian students about
the arrest of the governor of Jakarta for blasphemy against Islam. This paper
highlighted several intersecting themes related to risk and danger. On one side, the
Muslim student viewed critical language connected to another person’s faith as a danger
to a society containing multiple religions, but on the other side, the Christian student
viewed blasphemy laws as a danger to freedom of expression, as well as a danger for
those people who are not members of the dominant religion.

[5] Kheovichai, Watanabe, and Wada’s (2020) study was a comparative analysis of the
metaphors used to conceptualize danger and their force dynamic patterns in the dharma
books of two prominent monks, the Venerable P.A. Payutto and Buddhadas Bhikkhu.
These two monks represent two major movements of Buddhism: Normative Buddhism
and Intellectual Buddhism, respectively. This paper discussed three of the most frequent
source domains which have force dynamic relationships: MOVEMENT, FIGHTING and
OBJECTS. We found that Buddhadas Bhikkhu’s emphasis on mental practice to reach
the state of void resulted in the metaphorical conceptualization of danger as residing in
the mind and causing the mind to agitate. In contrast, Venerable P.A. Payutto, as an
academic monk who is more conventional, conceptualized danger as external to humans
and restricting humans’ movement.

[6] The Richardson (2021) chapter in an edited collection about religious language and
the Richardson, Mueller, and Pihlaja (2021) book introducing cognitive linguistics and
religious language gave us an opportunity to connect all the strands of our research
together. We were able to provide a review of all our previous research within the context
of other related studies in the field of cognitive linguistic analyses of religious language.

[7] The Richardson and Mueller (2022) article focused on an analysis of a debate between
Richard Dawkins, a well-known atheist, and John Lennox, a prominent Evangelical
Christian. One of the key strands running through our analysis was how Dawkins
viewed conservative Christianity as a danger to science and society while Lennox viewed
the committed atheism of Dawkins as an equally grave threat to society.

[8] The Mueller et al (2022) paper contributed to the comparative analysis of religious
language through an analysis of specific linguistic features in corpora of contemporary
Evangelical Christian and Zen Buddhist texts. Based on a force dynamics framework
from cognitive linguistics, this corpus-based study highlighted and discussed some
important differences between the linguistic patterns in the discourse of these two
traditions, specifically in their use of modals. The results show that Evangelical
language generally makes more frequent use of modals based on positive compulsion. In
contrast, the Zen Corpus exhibits greater use of modals associated with contingency and
use of distal modal forms such as might and would.

[9] Our final paper, Richardson and Nagashima (forthcoming, 2022), focused on a
cognitive linguistic analysis of a key text in the New Testament and a well-known story
from Jodo Shinshu Buddhism. One conclusion that we drew from the study was that
both the Christian text and the Buddhist story are concerned with the believer’s response
to being given the gift of salvation, although in the Christian text the believer is being
saved from sin and hell while in the Buddhist story the believer is being saved from
suffering and the endless cycle of rebirth.
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