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Celebrating the heretics!

‘Heretics, Misfits and Mystics’. This is the wonderful 

title of a book by the Reverend John Mabry, himself 

a self-confessed heretic. Brought up in America as a 

fundamentalist Christian in what was an extremely 

conservative religious tradition, for many years he 

made what he describes as ‘herculean efforts’ to hold 

onto his orthodox beliefs. Eventually, however, he 

made the choice to ‘let go of my efforts, and simply 

let what is, be.’ With some trepidation, he finally 

admitted to himself and others that while he still saw 

himself as a Christian, he could no longer call himself 

an orthodox one.  

Mabry has come to see himself as being ‘in very good 

company’ as a heretic. He points out in his book that 

many of the great heroes of faith were labelled 

heretics at some point in their journey. For example, 

the Buddha was, and still is, considered a heretic by 

orthodox Hindus. Jesus himself was  branded  and 

persecuted as a Jewish heretic and in more modern 

times, George Fox, the founder of the Quaker faith, 

was imprisoned several times for his ‘blasphemy’. 

In his latest book, ‘Black Sheep and Prodigals’, 

however, Dave Tomlinson points out that the word 

‘heresy’ originally came from the Greek word 

‘haireomai’ meaning to choose. Heretics, therefore, 

are simply people who are able to think and choose 

for themselves, to make their own responsible 

choices about what to believe or not to believe. They 

are people who have the courage to go against the 

crowd, to refuse to conform, to challenge accepted 

wisdom where they believe it to be misguided, to 

depart from tradition when they believe it to be 

straight-jacketing growth. 

Why is it then that Christianity has treated its heretics 

so harshly?  Too often over the centuries, the culture

in our churches has been one of obedience, 

submission and conformity. Conformity has been seen

as something to be valued and nurtured as a sign of 

spiritual maturity, as evidence of a ‘strong’ faith, 

perhaps even as a fruit of the Spirit. Too often, we 

have been taught not to question. We have been 

urged to ‘just believe’. Intelligent discussion and 

debate has been stifled and if we dare to think 

differently, we have lived in fear of being relegated 

to the role of black sheep of the family. 

Perhaps it is time we learnt to listen to, respect and 

even celebrate the heretics amongst us, whether 

we agree with them or not. For they are the ones 

who have the courage to ask the questions and voice 

the doubts that plague most, if not all of us, at least 

some of the time. Perhaps it is time to build church 

communities that are, as Tomlinson puts it, genuine 

‘laboratories of the Spirit’ - safe spaces where we 

can explore our faith and spirituality in an open-

minded, open-hearted way and where we can dare 

to be different without fear of reprisal. 

That is the kind of church I want to belong to. A 

church that welcomes postmodern pilgrims like me 

who long for a spiritual home that can allow us to 

be who we are, think what we think and find our 

own path. A church that encourages passionate and 

creative debate, that is open to new ways of thinking 

and seeing, that welcomes diversity of thought and 

belief. A church which whole-heartedly embraces 

the adventure of engaging with a  living faith that is 

not set in concrete, but is constantly changing and 

evolving. This is, I think, the kind of church Jesus 

would have wanted us to be.  

Kaitlyn Steele

‘I believe we need… a generous-minded, big-hearted faith 

that will create a welcoming spiritual home for today’s 

postmodern pilgrims, those black sheep and prodigals 

who have wandered from the fold, and many others who 

never went near the fold in the first place yet hanker after 

space for a soul to belong.’

Dave Tomlinson



Progressive voices - Professor David 

Elkins 

David Elkins is one of the most influential clinical 

psychologists of the last century and a professor 

emeritus of psychology in the Graduate School of 

Education and Psychology at Pepperdine University in 

the USA. He is a leading figure in the humanistic 

psychology movement and one who has included a 

strong focus on human spirituality both in his writings 

and research.  He is also a published poet. 

David grew up near the Ozark mountains in Arkansas, a 

remote part of the country which is  deep in the 

American Bible belt. He was brought up in a  

fundamentalist Christian family and whilst still a boy, 

decided that he wanted to be a minister. He realised that 

dream in the mid 1960s and went on to work as a 

minister for the next five years. He was, however, 

already experiencing a profound disillusionment with 

organised religion. He had, as he saw it, begun ‘to 

outgrow my church’ and the faith crisis he was wrestling 

with eventually brought him into serious conflict with 

the leaders in his congregation to the point that they 

eventually fired him.

‘I found that I could no longer believe many of the things 

my church taught, and in the worship services I began 

to experience an emptiness that had not been there 

before. No matter how much I wanted to believe and 

how hard I tried to believe, I found that I could not 

believe what I didn’t believe. It was that simple. And that 

painful.’    

The religion that had been so central to his life for so 

many years now ‘no longer spoke to my soul’ and the 

enormity of the loss eventually plunged him into a deep 

depression. It was his relationship with his Jungian 

therapist that enabled him to find his own spiritual path 

An extract from ‘Beyond Religion’:

‘We must recognize that spirituality is universal and that the spiritual blood, 

as it were, that flows in our own veins is no different from that which flows in 

the veins of every other man and woman. To develop a new, universal vision 

of spirituality, we must be willing to open our hearts and let go of narrow 

religious views. We must be willing to join hands with others and work towards 

a common faith. As the Dalai Lama said,”We must find, all of us together, a 

new spirituality.”                                                                                                             

and taught him how to nurture his soul and his deep 

connection with what he calls ‘the Sacred’. 

In 1998, he published his first book entitled ‘Beyond 

Religion’. It is a book about what he calls ‘non-

religious spirituality’, a book he wrote especially for 

those of us who find ourselves, for one reason or 

another, outside the walls of traditional religion. It is 

a book about the search for the Sacred and the care 

of the soul. For those of us who are spiritually hungry 

and are ‘drying up for lack of soulfulness’,  it offers us 

a vision of a new spirituality, a home for ‘the spiritual 

but not religious’, alternative pathways that can 

refresh the spirit and nurture the soul. It is also a 

passionate plea for us to heed the voice of our own 

soul, to attend to the innermost core of our being, to 

embark on the most important journey of our lives. 

For the soul, he says, ‘is always calling, singing her 

gentle song of homecoming.’  The soul will lead us if 

we let her to the ‘sacred stream’ that flows through 

all that is and waits patiently for us to find our way 

home.   



The art of soul nurturing: 

Walking the paths

In his book, ‘Beyond Religion’, David Elkins argues that 

‘a regular structured approach to caring for the soul is 

crucial to spiritual development’ and that nurturing the 

soul is an art which requires us to commit ourselves to 

this form of spiritual practice in a disciplined way. In a 

chapter entitled ‘Walking the Paths’, he outlines what he 

calls ‘a personalized program’ for nurturing and 

supporting the soul – personalised in the sense that it 

asks us to design our own programme on the basis of our 

own unique spiritual longings and needs. 

When we think about spiritual practice, more often than 

not we tend to think primarily about various forms of 

praying or meditating, about the disciplined studying of 

the sacred texts of our tradition, about worshipping or 

about engaging in particular sacred ceremonies or rites 

such as taking communion. These are indeed important 

forms of spiritual practice, but they are not the only ones.

In her book, ‘Fully Awake and Truly Alive’, Jane Vennard 

argues that our traditional ways of thinking about 

spiritual practice have perhaps been too narrow and 

constricting and offers a very broad, inclusive definition 

which she hopes will speak to both the religious and 

non-religious. Spiritual practices, she says, ‘are those 

ways of seeing and being in the world that help us wake 

up and become fully, truly alive.’ In other words, anything 

we experience or engage in that awakens and enlivens 

us spiritually and that enables us to become more fully 

the person we truly are can be seen as a form of spiritual 

practice. They can both refresh the spirit and nurture the 

soul. For those of us who believe in what William James 

called ‘the More’, they can also draw us into the Divine 

Presence that Paul Tillich described as ‘the Source and 

Ground of our being’. 

Elkins identifies six key points that we need to bear in 

mind when setting out to devise our own programme of 

spiritual practice:

…that each of us is unique, each of us has different 

spiritual needs and each of us will be nurtured in different 

ways by different experiences 

…that our spiritual needs change over time and that what 

may have nurtured us in the past may no longer nurture 

us now

…that we need to be open-minded, adventurous 

and willing to experiment; that we don’t restrict 

ourselves to the familiar, the conventional or the 

‘officially sanctioned’

…that our ways of thinking about and defining 

spirituality may change as we learn from different 

experiences and that we need to be open to the 

new and unexpected

…that soul work cannot be rushed, that it is more 

often than not a slow, gentle process with its own 

particular rhythm, and that we should give each 

activity as much time as it needs rather than 

moving on too quickly before its work is finished   

…that we need to approach this work with a 

genuine desire to open ourselves up to the Sacred 

and to connect as deeply as we can with this 

spiritual dimension of life  

Several times he highlights the importance of 

trusting the soul to know what it needs and being 

willing to follow where it leads. Vennard puts it 

somewhat differently. The important question, she 

says is ‘How are you called to practice?’ In other 

words, what ways of nourishing your soul, reviving 

your spirit and connecting with the Sacred have 

you found most helpful in your own life? 

In order to help us discover the answer to 

Vennard’s question, Elkins proposes a simple four 

step programme which is designed to help us 

discover those experiences and activities that 

nurture our soul, to commit to engaging in a 

number of such activities over a three month trial 

period and then to reflect on and evaluate the 

actual experience of doing so afterwards. You can 

find the full programme in the last chapter of his 

book. It is entitled ‘Walking the Paths’. 

                                                               Kaitlyn Steele



Spaceforsoul news

Our new home

Spaceforsoul now has a new venue for our monthly 

Sunday morning Sacred Spaces meetings. From now 

on, we will be meeting in the Old Library, Eastville, 

Muller Rd, Bristol BS5 6XP. It is a warm and 

welcoming space which we already feel at home in 

after only one meeting! 

Come and see for yourself  - you will be very 

welcome. 

Dave Tomlinson visits Bristol!

We are delighted to announce that Dave Tomlinson 

is coming to Bristol on the evening of Wednesday 

6th September to talk to us about what he calls 

‘black sheep spirituality’.  

When?  Wednesday 6  September at 7.00 p.m. 

Where?  All Saints Church, 48 Grove Road, Bristol 

BS16 2BW

Charge?  Free - suggested donation £5  

Booking details: To book a place, please contact us 

at spaceforsoulbristol@gmail.com   

Dave’s latest book was published in April of this year. 

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. 



Looking for someone to share 

the journey with?

spirituality and which reflects a fundamental trust 

in each other’s inner resources for change and 

growth at all levels of our being.      

If on the other hand, you would prefer to talk with 

someone on a one-to-one basis, there is also the 

option of finding a spiritual companion (also known 

sometimes as a spiritual accompanier or director). 

Increasingly, those who are offering contemporary 

spiritual accompaniment are trained to work not 

only with people who are already following a 

particular spiritual path, but also with people who 

may not yet have found their own spiritual home. 

Some are also trained counsellors or therapists and 

so bring to their work a particular understanding of 

the ways in which our psychological and spiritual 

journeys are closely interwoven. 

If you would like to know more about Sacred Spaces 

or our spiritual journey groups or would like further 

advice around finding a suitable spiritual 

companion, please feel free to contact us at 

spaceforsoulbristol@gmail.com  Two members of 

our Co-ordinating Group are trained spiritual 

companions and would be happy to talk through 

with you how to set about finding the right person.   

Finding a safe space in which we can talk openly 

and honestly with others about our spirituality can 

be very difficult. This is perhaps particularly true for 

those of us who are struggling with aspects of 

church life or of organised religion in general and so 

find ourselves making our spiritual journeys out-

side of its walls.  Often, this can feel like a lonely 

place to be and it can be very difficult to know how 

to find like-minded people to share the journey 

with. 

If this is where you are at this point in your own 

spiritual journey, there are a number of options 

open to you. You might want to consider coming 

along to one of our monthly Sunday morning   

Sacred Spaces meetings. This can be a good way of 

meeting others who are in a similar boat and of 

finding ways of exploring and expressing your spir-

ituality which are more meaningful for you. Alter-

natively, if you are searching for a smaller, more 

intimate space, joining one of our spiritual journey 

groups may work better for you. These are small 

groups of up to six or seven people who meet 

together more regularly - generally on a fortnightly 

basis - to share their spiritual journeys with each 

other. Meeting more frequently with a smaller 

group of people can make it possible for us to 

explore our spiritual journeys more freely and to 

offer each other a greater level of companionship, 

support and encouragement along the way. 

In both our Sacred Spaces meetings and spiritual 

journey groups,  we seek  to create a safe space for 

each other in which we can share our inner 

journeys, discover our own developing spirituality 

and ‘live the questions’ that are meaningful for us. 

We also seek to value and draw on each other’s gifts 

and resources in creating a sacred space in which 

we are free to be whoever we are and wherever we 

are on our spiritual journeys. 

There  are no creeds, no doctrines, no right or wrong 

answers, no unhelpful demands, expectations or 

restrictive rules. It is a space in which which there 

is no concern with converting each other to a 

particular way of thinking or of living out our unique



Resources for 

the journey…

On Being  interview with the poet, Mary Oliver: 

Listening to the World

Listen to this podcast of Krista Tippett talking to Mary Oiver 

about the wisdom of the world, the salvation of poetry, 

and the life behind her writing.

https://onbeing.org/programs/mary-oliver-listening-to-

the-world/

This is an American multifaith and interspiritual 

website, founded by Frederic and Mary Ann 

Brussat. Frederic is a United Church of Christ 

clergyman with a journalism ministry and Mary 

Ann is an interfaith minister. The site is devoted 

to providing a wide range of resources for the 

spiritual journey including e-courses, blogs, an 

introduction to a wide range of spiritual teachers 

and practices and a number of spirituality quotes. 

A rich resource for the journey. 

www.spiritualityandpractice.com

The Book of Joy: Lasting happiness in a changing world

By the Dalai Lama and Archbishop Desmond Tutu  

In April 2015, Archbishop Tutu travelled to the Dalai Lama’s home 

in Dharamsala, India, to celebrate His Holiness’s eightieth birthday 

and to create this book as a gift for others. 

This book is an illuminating and deeply challenging dialogue 

between two spiritual teachers from different traditions on the 

spiritual practice of joy. They look at the true nature of joy, the 

obstacles to joy and what they call the eight pillars of joy. They 

also introduce us to a number of joy practices. An inspiring read. 



Centre for Spiritual Exploration 

and Accompaniment (CSEA)

In the Autumn, Spaceforsoul is launching a new 

programme of e-courses which is  designed to resource 

and support you in discovering what it means for you 

personally to be a spiritual self and in making your own 

individual spiritual journey. 

It is is open to anyone with a strong interest in exploring 

spirituality and the spiritual journey from a broad 

perspective. You do not have to belong to a particular 

religious or spiritual tradition in order to complete any 

of these e-courses and they are not focused on any one 

particular spiritual pathway. All that is required is a 

desire to discover more of who you are as a spiritual 

person and to engage in a committed way with your 

own search for the Sacred.

It does not matter where you are on your spiritual 

journey, what you believe or don’t believe or whether 

you know what it is you are searching for. This 

programme is a journey of discovery. It is for those of 

us who are seekers, who live with the conviction that 

‘there must be something more than this’  and with a 

yearning for what the philosopher, William James 

called ‘the More’. It is both an inner journey and a 

journey into the heart of the Sacred Mystery. 

The programme consists of a series of stand-alone 

e-courses each of which has a different focus. You will 

be able to choose those e-courses that particularly 

interest you and to study as many as you want to. 

Each e-course will cover a particular topic relating 

to different aspects of spirituality and the spiritual 

journey. There is no assessment at all and the only 

thing you will be encouraged to do as you follow 

each course of study is to keep a personal soul 

journal. The cost of each e-course will range from 

£25 to £40 depending on the range of topics it 

covers and the amount of material it offers.

On joining the programme, you will have the 

opportunity to be part of an on-line forum which 

will give you the opportunity to connect and 

dialogue with others who are doing the same 

e-course. From time to time, there will also be 

opportunities to attend one day workshops or quiet 

days led by the course tutor. 

The programme has been written by our Chair, 

Kaitlyn Steele, who has a long track record in 

designing and delivering both Further and Higher 

Education courses, including a two year spiritual 

accompaniment and exploration course. She is also 

the author of ‘Sacred Space: Embracing  the spiritual 

in person-centred therapy’ and the founder and 

current Chair of Spaceforsoul.

The first e-course entitled ‘The spiritual self’ will be 

launched in the Autumn.  

In Search of the Sacred: 
Exploring the spiritual journey 
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