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Leaning in towards the Light

The other day, when I was listening to some music by 

one of my favourite American singer-songwriters, Carrie 

Newcomer,  a simple phrase from one of her songs leapt 

out at me. ‘Lean in toward the Light’ she urges us in her 

song. These words have stayed with me ever since. What 

does it mean to lean in towards the Light? 

Carrie Newcomer is a Quaker and at the very heart of the 

Quaker faith lies the concept of the Inner Light. In every 

human soul, they believe, there is, as the founder of the 

Quaker movement, George Fox put it, ‘that of God in 

everyone’. There is in all of us what the Hindus might call 

‘a spark of the Divine’.  

The Celtic world also recognises this as the Light that is 

within all life and is the very essence of all life. In his book, 

‘The Rebirthing of God’, John Philip Newell speaks of the 

importance of reconnecting with this Light ‘that flows 

through all things…like a subterranean river running deep 

in the folds of the universe’. We are called not just to 

look at the flow or to seek to understand it, but to ‘live 

in open-eyed wonder of it’. To reconnect with the Light 

is to know that each one of us is suffused with the  same 

Light, to remember this Oneness of which we are all a 

part and to immerse ourselves in the flow of it. It is also 

to recognise that we need to learn (or perhaps more 

accurately, re-learn) to see everything that 

surrounds us as ‘a  brotherhood and sisterhood’ as 

the poet, Mary Oliver put it.  We need to recognise 

that we have what Newell calls ‘a sibling 

relationship’ with everything that exists. As children, 

we knew this. We are born, Newell says, with a 

natural , intuitive awareness of the Light that is 

within us all. ‘But then it was educated out of us. 

And we began to forget’.

To lean in toward the Light is to come back into 

relationship not just with the sacred stream that  

runs through all of life, but with all people, all 

species and all other aspects of the world and the 

universe we inhabit. This is, Newell says, the 

meaning of true reconciliation. ‘To be truly 

reconciled is to see the Light at the heart of the 

other.’   

The Hindus have a wonderful way of greeting each 

other. It is the word ’Namaste’. Its literal meaning  

is ‘I bow to you’ and it is  usually spoken with a slight 

bow, hands pressed together, palms touching,  

fingers pointing upwards and thumbs held close to 

the chest. What it seeks to convey is an honouring 

of the spark of the Divine in each other. What it 

seeks to bring about in us is that leaning into the 

Light that Carrie Newcomer sings of, a surrendering 

of ourselves to the wonder and beauty of the Divine  

within. 

And it is when we reconnect with the Light that we 

become bearers of it. It is then that we come to 

know that this gift of Light that fills our being is, as 

Newell puts it, ‘for one another and for the world. 

To be bearers of Light… means that we are made to 

shine.’ And this shining then becomes a blessing for 

the world . It enlightens others as it has enlightened 

us. It honours the Light that is the source of all being 

and encourages us all to dive more deeply into its 

sacred stream.                                      Kaitlyn Steele



Progressive voices: Rev. Dr. Cynthia 

Bourgeault                                                           

Cynthia Bourgeault has been described as a modern day 

mystic. She is an Episcopal priest, the author of eight 

books and a well-known international retreat leader. She 

is a member of the GPIW (Global Peace Initiative for 

Women) Contemplative Council and recipient of the 2014 

Contemplative Voices award from the Shalem Institute. 

She is a founding Director and principal teacher and 

advisor of The Contemplative Society, an inclusive non-

profit society that encourages a deepening of 

contemplative prayer based in the Christian Wisdom 

tradition. She is also the founder of the Aspen Wisdom 

School which seeks to support and resource people in 

exploring the nature of wisdom. 

What lies at the heart of her work is her desire to 

reconnect people with what she calls the Christian 

wisdom path. In her book, ‘The Wisdom Jesus’, she offers 

us ‘…a new take on Jesus, a new look at him as a master 

in an ancient spiritual tradition which I’ll call wisdom.‘ 

This is, she explains, a tradition that is concerned with 

our inner transformation, with enabling us to leave 

behind our egocentricity in order to become more loving 

and compassionate and to move beyond our 

judgemental, dualistic way of seeing the world in order 

to embrace what she calls ‘a nondual acceptingness’. The 

kingdom of Heaven, she argues, ‘is really a metaphor for 

a state of consciousness ; it is not a place you go to, but 

a place you come from.’ Nowadays we might call this 

state ‘unitive consciousness’. What lies at the heart of 

this transformed awareness is the realisation that there 

is no separation between human and Divine. She speaks 

of a mutual indwelling: we are in God and God is in us 

and because this is true of all of us, there is also no 

separation between one person and another. We are 

deeply inter-connected at the level of our being. We flow 

into each other, abide in each other ‘as two cells of the 

one great Life.’ Our experience of separateness is an 

illusion.   

An extract from ‘The Wisdom Jesus:

‘Jesus never asked anyone to form a church, ordain priests, develop elaborate 

rituals and institutional cultures, and splinter into denominations. His two 

great requests were that we “love one another as I have loved you” and that 

we share bread and wine together as an open channel of that interabiding 

love.’           

Bourgeault has also been a keen advocate of the 

practice of Centering Prayer developed by Thomas 

Keating, one of the principal architects and 

teachers of the Christian contemplative prayer 

movement. Wisdom Christianity is, she argues,  

practice-driven and Christian orthodoxy is ‘not 

about right belief; it’s about right practice.’ In her 

book, ‘Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening’, 

she describes the practice of centering prayer - a 

form of meditative practice - in some depth and 

explores what she sees as its revolutionary 

potential to bring about the kind of radical inner 

transformation that she believes Jesus was 

pointing us towards.  

Bourgeault’s interpretations of Jesus’ teachings 

are at times  hard to grasp hold of and somewhat 

controversial. But seeing the person and teachings 

of Jesus in this radical new light is perhaps a 

challenge to us spend a little more time sitting at 

the feet of the Wisdom Jesus  as Mary of Bethany 

wisely did over two thousand years ago.  



The art and practice of 

meditation

People all over the world have been meditating for 

thousands of years. Wall art discovered in the Indus 

Valley tells us that the practice of meditation had    

already begun to develop as early as  5,000 to 3,500 BCE 

and some of the earliest references  to  meditation can 

be found in the Hindu Vedas - Hinduism’s oldest sacred 

texts which date back to between 1200-200 BCE.  It is a 

form of spiritual practice that has been adopted by 

spiritual seekers from all of the world’s major spiritual 

traditions - for example by Buddhists, Hindus, Jains, 

Sikhs and Taoists in the East, by Christians, Muslims and 

Jews in the West and by those Aborigines and Native  

Americans who practice what are known as the primal 

religions .   

Forms of meditation

There are many forms and varieties of meditative 

practice but, broadly speaking, it is possible to 

distinguish between four principle forms: 

Concentrative meditation

Concentrative meditation aims to still and transform the 

mind. In other words, it seeks to change the way in which 

the mind works. In this form of meditation, we are 

encouraged to focus the mind on a specific object for a 

period of time, bringing our attention back to our chosen 

focal point whenever it wanders. The object could be a 

physical object such as a cross, a candle or a flame or it 

could be an image, a mantra (a particular word, phrase 

or sound), a particular emotion (such as love or 

compassion), or a particular movement such as 

breathing. Such practices include Transcendental 

Meditation (TM), Zen meditation and some forms of 

Christian meditation.

Receptive meditation (also known as open or 

expanding awareness meditation) 

Such practices  seek to expand our awareness and enable 

us to be more fully in the present moment. They 

encourage us to engage in a detached, non-judgmental 

observation of all aspects of our here-and-now 

experiencing in the present moment. In this form of 

meditation, no event is regarded as a distraction. We  

seek to be fully present to whatever arises in each 

moment without dwelling on it or trying to interpret it. 

Such practices include Zazen and some forms of 

mindfulness meditation. 

Generative meditation (also known as creative or 

heart-centred meditation) 

These practices are focused on cultivating particular 

strengths of character, qualities or ways of being such 

as love, compassion or humility. They include the 

Buddhist ‘metta’ or loving kindness meditation and 

the Tibetan ‘tonglen’ meditation - the practice of 

breathing in the suffering of others and breathing out 

a purifying white light. 

Reflective meditation

This is essentially a form of disciplined thinking 

which seeks to deepen insight and to enable the 

realisation of important spiritual truths. It involves 

choosing a particular theme, question, passage of 

scripture or topic of contemplation and reflecting on 

this in a deeper, more focused way through drawing 

our attention back to the chosen theme whenever 

our mind wanders. Buddhists, for example, are often

encouraged to meditate reflectively on the qualities 

of the Buddha. Christians might choose to focus on 

the qualities of Jesus or the nature of the Divine.     

Other forms of meditation

Some specific forms of meditation practice draw 

from more than one of these four basic forms. For 

example, some popular forms of mindfulness     

mediation draw on a combination of concentrative 

and receptive meditation techniques. Some also 

incorporate movement into the practice. For     

example, T’ai Chi combines deep breathing and  

relaxation with slow, gentle movements while the 

practice of yoga requires the adoption of certain 

postures (a series of specific movements designed to    

increase our strength and flexibility) as well as a 

focus on breathing. 



The goals of meditation

The deeper spiritual goals of meditation practice will 

depend on the spiritual tradition within which it is   

practised. We may, for example, engage in meditation 

to attain enlightenment, to deepen our awareness of 

the presence of the Divine, to become one with the 

Divine, to achieve cosmic or unitive consciousness, to 

realise our own divinity, to become more deeply  

connected with our innermost self or soul or to make 

possible the process of inner transformation. 

Modern secular meditation, however, has somewhat    

different goals. These are practices that have been 

largely stripped of their spiritual underpinnings and as 

such, their primary goals tend to be focused more on   

enhancing our physical and mental well-being - for 

example, through enabling us to relax more deeply, to 

manage stress and pain more effectively or to      

facilitate our self-development. One of the best 

known of these secular practices is mindfulness-based 

stress reduction (MBSR), pioneered by Jon Kabat-Zinn.    

Another is that of Transcendental Meditation,      

originally developed as a spiritual practice in India.

 

The benefits of meditation

People generally choose to meditate because it brings 

them benefits of one kind or another. What we know 

is that people who meditate regularly may experience 

a wide range of benefits. Some of these are physical 

such as feeling less tense and more relaxed, coping 

better with chronic pain, reducing our blood pressure, 

strengthening our immune system and enabling us to 

tune into our bodies more effectively. 

Some are psychological.  Meditation may lift our mood 

and enhance our general sense of well-being. It may 

help us to feel less stressed, more at peace  and  more 

positive. It may also deepen our awareness, 

understanding and acceptance of ourselves and 

resource us in working through the psychological 

problems we may face.   

Spiritually, meditation may also help us to become 

more attentive to the spiritual dimension of our 

experience. It may enhance our experience of and 

connectedness with the Divine and sometimes leads 

to more frequent or intense mystical experiences. 

It may help also achieve a deeper integration of 

body, mind and spirit and to tune in more effectively 

to our innermost self or soul.

Does meditation work for everybody?

Not everyone finds it possible or helpful to engage 

in the practice of meditation and it is important to 

recognise that it is only one of many paths to the  

Divine. It is likely that those whose spirituality is 

introverted will find it easier to engage with 

meditation practice. Introverted spirituality places 

a strong emphasis on the inner journey and the 

presence of the Divine within. Those of us who are 

introverted are primarily drawn to meditative and 

contemplative practices and have a strong need for 

space, stillness and silence in order to turn inwards 

and develop our awareness of the Divine. Introverts 

are  often strongly drawn towards mystic spirituality 

which is contemplative, introspective and intuitive, 

focused on the inner world, on being rather than 

doing and on seeking union with the Divine.  

In contrast, those of us whose spirituality is more 

extraverted see the Divine at work in the world. 

Extravert spirituality needs the stimulus of active 

engagement with the outside world and has a 

primary focus on faith in action. Work for the 

extravert is prayer. Extraverts are therefore likely 

to be less drawn to meditation and to find it much 

harder though not necessarily unhelpful. For both 

introverts and extraverts, it may simply be a 

question of trying out different forms of meditation 

until we find the ones that we feel drawn to.

Useful resources

If you are new to meditation practice, you may find 

two books by Madonna Gauding a helpful practical 

resource. One is entitled ‘The Meditation 

Experience’ (this includes a practice CD) and the 

other ‘The Meditation Bible’. Both will introduce 

you to a number of different meditation techniques 

from a variety of spiritual traditions .  



Spaceforsoul news

Our AGM - celebrating our second birthday!

On Sunday 19th March, we met together for our second AGM. It was in part a celebration of how far we 

have come as a community since Spaceforsoul's early beginnings in late 2014 and in part a time of 

looking forwards to the next stage of our journey together.

Some changes we have made...  

Changes to the Spaceforsoul Co-ordinating Group

We are very sorry to be losing Julian Wood, our IT and Communications Officer, from the Co-ordinating 

Group due to the pressure of other commitments. Julian has been a highly valued member of the Group 

and we have very much enjoyed working with him. He will be greatly missed. Thankfully, he will continue 

to play an active part in our local Spaceforsoul community and has very kindly agreed to act as an honorary 

IT consultant to the Group. 

At the same time, we welcome our newest Co-ordinating Group member, Mandy Young. Mandy has been 

involved in the Spaceforsoul community for some time now and currently co-ordinates one of our 

Bristol-based spiritual exploration groups. She brings a wealth of expertise and experience to the Group 

and we are very much enjoying having her on board. Our Chair, Kaitlyn Steele, our Membership Secretary, 

Kim Carey and our Treasurer, Nicki Crabtree were all re-elected and will continue in their present roles.           

A change to our membership rules

At the AGM, we took the decision to change our existing membership rules. From now on, membership of 

Spaceforsoul is open to anyone who supports the aims of the organisation and is involved in its activities 

and it does not cost anything to join. You do not have to attend any of our meetings or events in order to 

become a member - just being on our mailing list and receiving our quarterly newsletters is enough.   

There are a number of benefits of Spaceforsoul membership. Not only does it give you the opportunity to 

become more involved in our community, it also enables you to play an active part in shaping Spaceforsoul 

as it develops - for example, through voting at the AGM and any other General Meetings we may hold and 

through becoming a member of the Co-ordinating Group.  As a member, you will also pay reduced rates 

for any Spaceforsoul events or short courses we may run and have free access to the quarterly newsletter 

of the Progressive Christianity Network (PCN) Britain (www.pcnbritain.org.uk) . 



Resources for 

the journey…

Daily meditations with Richard Rohr

Father Richard Rohr is a Franciscan priest, ecumenical teacher, 

internationally known author and Dean of the Center for Action and 

Contemplation (CAC) based in New Mexico.

His daily meditations explore the contemplative foundations of 

Christianity and are for all spiritual seekers regardless of religion or 

denomination. You can sign up to receive his free daily meditations 

via email at: https://cac.org/category/daily-meditations/...

The Center also offers a small range of online courses such as 'Immortal 

Diamond: A Study in Search of the True Self' and 'The Franciscan Way'.

On being    www.onbeing.org

On Being is an award-winning public radio conversation, podcast 

and website which seeks to explore the fundamental questions at 

the heart of human life such as what it means to be human and 

how we want to live our lives. 

It is hosted by Krista Tippett, the award-winning broadcaster and 

New York Times best-selling author. In 2014, she received the 

National Humanities Medal at the White House for ‘thoughtfully 

delving into the mysteries of human existence’.

You can listen to or download podcasts of interviews and recorded 

talks with John O’Donohue, Carrie Newcomer, Mary Oliver,  Parker 

Palmer, Desmond Tutu and many others. 

Stop press!

Dave Tomlinson publishes his latest book on the 20  April 2017. Entitled 

‘Black Sheep and Prodigals: An antidote to black and white religion’, it is 

written primarily for people who find themselves on the edges or outside 

of mainstream religion and sets out ‘to present a more contemporary and 

more humane approach to faith, drawing on honest doubt, common sense 

and spiritual experience’. A must for those who enjoyed ‘How to be a Bad 

Christian’ and ‘The Bad Christian’s Manifesto’. Visit his website - 

http://www.davetomlinson.co.uk/ - to find out more about him. 


