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UNIVERSITY OF CHESTER 

Abstract 
Journey to wholeness: 

the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality 
 

Andrew Smith 
Doctor of Philosophy 

June 2021 

 

Celtic spirituality, the Christian spirituality of Britain and Ireland which flourished in the 
middle of the first millennium CE, has enjoyed a modest revival at the turn of the current 
millennium. Existing literature focusses on theology, history and culture. This research asks 
the original question: “what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality?” It aims: to 
contribute to wider literature on spirituality and counselling by going deeper than previous 
studies of ineffable experiences through creative forms of inquiry; to find out whether and 
how Celtic spirituality helps participants’ wellbeing, growth and alleviation of distress; and 
to look psychotherapeutically at a form of spirituality, which as a holistic worldview that is 
optimistic about human nature, has some common ground with person-centred theory.  
 
Ten people pursuing an interest in Celtic spirituality each made a collage to represent their 
experience prior to, and as a starting-point for, a semi-structured interview. The data analysis 
comprised four stages: collage inquiry (beginning with participants’ own explanation of their 
picture and its elements); immersive listening to the interview recordings, briefly noting the 
content of each interview and what lay at the edge of their awareness; poetic inquiry, using 
symbolic or resonant words and phrases from each interview to re-tell the experience; and 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to find themes. This original methodology of 
holistic qualitative inquiry concluded with summative work: a collage of the collages, word 
clouds of the immersive listening notes and a summative poem, “Journey to wholeness (God 
enfolding me, God in everything)”, comprising words and phrases from every interview, 
capturing every IPA theme and key words from the word clouds.  
 
The overarching, unifying IPA theme reveals Celtic spirituality to be an experience of 
integration and wholeness. This aligns with the actualising and formative tendencies of 
person-centred theory. From twenty-three subordinate themes I abstracted five 
superordinate themes, which also align well with aspects of person-centred theory: loving 
others and connection through community both particularly evidence unconditional positive 
regard and the latter also empathic understanding; feeling “at one with creation”, 
participants strongly experience the actualising and formative tendencies; being self both in 
the moment and through life both exhibit congruence.  
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1. Introduction: finding a path through the mist 
 

 

1.1 Position statement: misty water-coloured memories1 

 

Rolling in like a sea-mist, Celtic spirituality entered my life almost imperceptibly and now 

enfolds me. This is the position I bring to my research. I fell in love with Scotland and with 

Iona on my first visit as a shy, thoughtful five-year-old boy. Could I put my finger on it? 

Something in the ancient rocks, the crashing waves, the breeze and the space, the freedom: 

not something I recognised then as Celtic or as spirituality. Those are not words or ideas I 

possessed then. I had an idea of God and I had the word “God”. In fact, I had a sense of God 

in me and in creation; I also had a sense of the God who was spoken about in the church 

where my father preached as a lay reader. I am not sure I connected these together. 

 

As a middle-aged solicitor, I was introduced to Celtic liturgy, through Northumbria 

Community morning prayer at breakfast with business chaplaincy, Ministry@Work. It was 

simple. Poetry unfolded her tendrils from the prayer card. It spoke to me. It made sense to 

me, as my language. Using my head, I spoke the language of law and of my church - the local 

(evangelical) parish church - but this spoke to my heart.  

 

I went on retreat to Northumbria and enjoyed a transformational experience. Tasked to 

portray my “spiritual compass” (Thompson, Pattison and Thompson, 2008), but knowing the 

limitations of my painting and drawing skills, I cut and glued pieces of coloured card. I made 

my first collage since primary school. And I cut out the shape of the family I yearned to have, 

but which had seemed inconceivable to a gay man of my generation. Since then, I have come 

out, I was approved as a prospective single adoptive Dad, I met my husband and we are 

seeking to adopt together. One simple sentence to convey a difficult journey.  

 

I returned to Iona to stay at the Abbey with the Community for a week before beginning my 

MSc in counselling and psychotherapy. It inspired me to research spiritual retreat as a 

                                                             
1 “misty water-coloured memories” from the lyrics to “The Way We Were”, winner of the 1974 
Academy Award for Best Original Song the year I first visited Iona. Bergman, A., Bergman, M. & 
Hamlisch, M. (1973) The Way We Were New York: Columbia Records. Title track of the film Pollack, 
S. (1973) The Way We Were Los Angeles: Columbia Pictures and of the album Streisand, B. (1973) 
The Way We Were New York: Columbia Records. 
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therapeutic experience (Smith, 2018c). Three of my five participants, all of whom had stayed 

on Iona, spoke of the impact on them of Celtic spirituality. Like that sea-mist, it was hard to 

pin down, but profound in its effect.  

 

I concluded my MSc dissertation (Smith, 2018c, p109) with a proposal for PhD research.  

 

 

1.2 Research aims: planning the route 

 

My aims, each of which is original and addresses a gap in the literature, are: 

 

• to answer the research question “what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic 

spirituality?” by finding out whether and how participants’ experience (eg through 

retreat, reading, prayer/meditation or worship) helps their perceived personal 

growth and alleviation of their psychological distress; 

• to look from a psychotherapeutic perspective at a form of spirituality, which has 

some common ground with person-centred theory; and 

• to go deeper than previous quantitative and purely text-based qualitative studies 

through the innovative use of creative forms of inquiry, to unlock profoundly 

spiritual experiences that are hard to express verbally. 

 

I approach the subject as “an explorer, not an expert”, to quote Mitton (2013, p5) in his work 

on Celtic spirituality’s origins in the first millennium and its recent rebirth. I am an explorer, 

because both the subject-matter of my research and the methodology are original: no one 

else has researched Celtic spirituality’s psychotherapeutic role; no one else has used 

immersive listening (Smith, 2018b); few have written about collage inquiry in counselling 

research; this research pioneered holistic qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021). Literature is 

lacking on creative forms of inquiry into spirituality and counselling. No one else has analysed 

Celtic spirituality through the lens of person-centred theory, just as no one had done so with 

retreat before my previous research (Smith, 2018b, 2018c, 2019c).  

 

Taking the person-centred perspective, the participant is the expert in the room, not I: “as 

no one else can know how we perceive, we are the best experts on ourselves” (Rogers, 1961). 

My first task is to understand Celtic spirituality as the participants perceive it, not as I do. The 
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use of my skills in counselling and qualitative research thus outweigh my knowledge of the 

subject-matter. 

 

However, to define my question and understand participants, who assumed I had a deep 

knowledge of Celtic spirituality, I began with extensive reading. Clearly, my interpretation of 

the Celtic literature and my participants’ data could show a strongly positive bias.  By the 

time he wrote Colonies of Heaven, Bradley (2000) had explored Celtic Christianity “in all sorts 

of moods – with the enthusiasm of the convert, the scepticism of the scholar, the faith of the 

believer, the misty eyes of the romantic and the hard-headed detachment of the academic.” 

As researcher, I must apply the scepticism of the scholar and the hard-headed detachment 

of the academic. 

 

 

1.3 Defining the research question: working with grey matter2 

 

My research question is simply: what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality? By 

that, I mean: what impact does it have on how people feel, their growth, their sense of self? 

And how does it have that impact? In my previous research, I have analysed some significant 

common threads between spiritual retreat and the person-centred psychological theory of 

Carl Rogers, both his theory of the person (1951) and his core conditions for therapeutic 

change (1957, 1959).    

 

So, what is this “Celtic spirituality”? Chapters 5 to 8 reveal what it means to my participants. 

I asked myself first, what is spirituality? Then, what is Celtic spirituality? 

 

An immediate challenge to defining “spirituality” is its ineffable quality. Both the word and 

concept are hard to grasp and put into words. The English word “spirit” derives from the 

Latin spiritus, variously translated as soul, courage, vigour or breath (OED, 1989). Poet and 

former director of the Corrymeela Community Pádraig Ó Tuama expresses this vital quality 

                                                             
2 My participant Diana (lines 490-493) spoke of how psychology and spirituality are both nebulous, 

but seek to shed light, to find meaning: “They’re entering the very misty world of the mind, aren’t 

they? And I mean, that has a huge impact on the whole of a person’s life. I’m just thinking: grey 

matter. But looking for rainbows.” 
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of spirituality as breath (2019, p15): “If we are to speak about spirituality, we must speak 

about breathing and dying. Spirit, from spirare, meaning to breathe. To be spiritual is to 

breathe, to be unspiritual is to die; it is the most concrete thing we can think of. After you 

die, you die.” 

 

Among twenty-seven reported academic definitions (McCarroll, 2005) there is no common 

one (Koenig, 2012). Likewise, some participants voiced the challenge of stating with any 

confidence whether an experience represented, or could be attributed to, spirituality in 

general or Celtic spirituality in particular.  

 

Among Christian writers, Woods (2000, p5) sums up spirituality as “the story of our life as a 

whole as we have directed it toward the realisation of our deepest longings and highest 

aspirations.” Rowan Williams (2012) emphasises the phenomenological: “Spirituality must 

now touch every area of human experience, the public and the social, the painful, negative, 

even pathological byways of the mind, the moral and relational world.” John Bell (1998) of 

the Iona Community, at the heart of the Celtic revival, uses imagery at once God-centred, 

abstract yet concrete: “spirituality is the oil which fuels the machinery by which we relate to 

God, to God’s world and to God’s people.” Iona’s first woman director, Kathy Galloway, is 

succinct: spirituality is “that which ultimately moves you – the fundamental motivation of 

your life” (Paynter, 2002).   

 

Weighing all these, from the vital through the relational to the phenomenological, I shall use 

a working definition of spirituality as “deep experience of that which transcends the personal 

or material world and connects the individual to something greater than themselves or 

ultimate.” 

 

So much for spirituality; what is Celtic spirituality?  

 

First, it is my shorthand for Celtic Christian spirituality, not to diminish the significance of 

pagan or shamanic Celtic spirituality, but because Christian spirituality is what I know and 

am studying. That said, Celtic Christian spirituality was and remains influenced by the pre-

Christian spirituality of the Celtic peoples. In contrast to the exclusivity of the Roman 

tradition of St Peter and Augustine which after the Synod of Whitby in 664CE came to 

dominate Britain and later Ireland, Newell (1997, p32) notes how Celtic Christianity, with its 
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emphasis on the teaching of St John and the “Light that enlightens every person coming into 

the world” (John 1:9), lived side-by-side with, and indeed incorporated, elements of pre-

Christian Celtic culture.  

 

Secondly, the lack of clear boundaries extends to the definition of “Celtic”. Bradley (2018) 

relates “Celtic” to the peoples who spoke a Celtic language and downplays differences with 

the Anglo-Saxons. However, in contemporary spirituality the definition of themes as Celtic 

“ultimately does not matter. What does matter is whether they work, whether they speak 

to people today as authentic, honest and helpful” (Bradley, 2000, px). Cunliffe (1997, p3) in 

a new introduction to Chadwick’s (1971) seminal work on the Celts, argues that “history lies 

in the eye of the beholder, and the differing interpretations through the ages of the term 

‘Celt’ add a whole additional level of fascination to the reality”. Researching my participants’ 

experience, I let them explore and define what they understood to be Celtic.  

 

Thirdly, I am researching the experience of people living in the early twenty-first century. 

Literature on Celtic spirituality focuses mainly on the early Celtic church, especially of the 

sixth to eighth centuries CE. The influence and inspiration of this early period is profound. 

But though rooted in this period, the Celtic spirituality my participants have experienced is 

alive and growing today. It is expressed through the writings, prayer, worship and modern 

monastic communities of people, who in recent decades have drawn explicit inspiration from 

the church driven largely to the edges of Britain and Ireland by the hegemony of the Roman, 

Augustinian church after the Synod of Whitby. This modern manifestation therefore includes 

the dispersed communities, whose mother houses I have visited at Iona, Northumbria and 

Corrymeela, but also of Aidan and Hilda on Lindisfarne and of St Chad in Lichfield. Every 

participant engaged with one or more of these communities.  

 

Fourthly, modern Celtic spirituality encompasses and affirms personal, individual 

engagement with nature, silence or other contemplation, where the participant has felt a 

connection with God and regards that as spiritual experience.   

 

In the preceding paragraphs, I have touched on God’s presence in everyone, rootedness, 

expressions of spirituality, creativity and community as aspects of Celtic spirituality. I shall 

review the literature on these and other widely recognised characteristics in chapter 2. 
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So much for Celtic spirituality. What do I mean by its psychotherapeutic role? This concerns 

healing of the mind or emotions, “causing someone to feel happier and more relaxed” 

(Cambridge, 2011) and whether and how it contributes to personal holistic growth through 

an individual’s gaining of insight into themselves (Sanders, 2013). My understanding of 

“therapeutic change” (Rogers, 1951) is expressed in person-centred theory as a process by 

which an individual can make sense of newer experiences, previously at odds with their self-

image, and hence experience growth (Rogers, 1961) from incongruence (not being oneself), 

his sole source of psychological distress, towards “restoration”. Rogers proposed six 

“necessary and sufficient conditions for therapeutic personality change” (1957, 1959) 

including three “core conditions”: congruence (genuineness, being true to oneself), 

empathic understanding (feeling as if one were another) and unconditional positive regard 

(“UPR”) – a warm, non-judgmental acceptance. Rogers himself (1980) compared UPR to 

Christian love. 

 

This is a social model of “mental health”, a term which I use in accordance with the WHO 

(2018) definition as “a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own 

abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make 

a contribution to his or her community”, in which social factors are the first determinant 

WHO cite. 

 

 

1.4 The professional, personal and academic context: a new place on the map 

 

I opened this thesis with a personal story of this research. Now I place it in its professional 

and academic context. 

 

Since Thorne (1991) pioneered work in spirituality and counselling, especially from a person-

centred perspective, interest has gradually grown in this interdisciplinary intersection. The 

BACP has a spirituality interest group, whose professional journal, Thresholds, has published 

some of my research, which led to or from this study (Smith 2019a, 2019b, 2020, 2021). The 

existence and size of this group testifies to the professional relevance of my research.  

 

Counselling colleagues and clients at a hospice and a youth charity show regular and deep 

interest in spiritual aspects of therapeutic change. Quantitative and qualitative work within 
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studies by, among others, my supervisors Professors Peter Gubi (2003, 2011, 2015, 2017) 

and William West (2000, 2004, 2011a, 2015, 2017, 2019) evidence the prevalence and depth 

of engagement of counsellors and clients with prayer and other content and process of a 

spiritual nature in counselling.  

 

Counsellors and psychotherapists are not the only professionals to engage with counselling 

and spirituality. Spiritual directors and companions accompany their pilgrims in exploration 

of material, which has a psychological as well as spiritual impact. In the introduction to his 

work on what counsellors and spiritual directors can learn from each other, Gubi (2017) 

notes that “both originated as a ‘ministry to the soul’.” Two of my research participants 

(Diana and Yvonne) spoke of their work as spiritual directors, a role often likened to the Celtic 

anamchara or “soul friend”. 

 

Modern Celtic spirituality’s revival is symbolised by the rebuilding of Iona Abbey as a centre 

for the dispersed Iona Community by George MacLeod, who was both insider (Moderator of 

the Presbyterian Church of Scotland) and outsider (pacifist and mystic). It is these different 

aspects of MacLeod’s life – in modern person-centred theory, different configurations of self 

(Mearns & Thorne, 2013) – and his integration of them, that arguably widen his appeal and 

merit study for what lessons we can draw for our own lives: “Those searching for a whole 

vision rooted in history yet alive with mystery, wishing to integrate the personal, the political 

and the communal, and above all, wishing to try it out in the flesh, will find this man of 

Morvern to be a helpful guide. Because he has travelled this way before them.” (Ferguson, 

1990, pp420/1). Could we add to that list: those wishing to integrate the spiritual and the 

psychological? 

 

Nonetheless, as we shall see in the next chapter, the academic focus on Celtic spirituality is 

theological, linguistic, cultural and historical. This leaves a gap: to study the psychological 

perspective.  

 

 

1.5 Originality: journey of discovery 

 

Doctoral research must show original contributions to the sum of human knowledge. To my 

knowledge and understanding, this work does so in the following key ways: 
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• original research design: the use of collage before interview as a means of collecting 

data; 

• original research methodology: the use of a unique combination of qualitative 

creative and interpretative methods of data analysis; 

• original developments in research methodology: the use, in holistic qualitative 

inquiry (Smith, 2021), of summative approaches to collage, poetry and immersive 

listening, to collate the findings of all participants from creative forms of inquiry; 

• original analysis of literature on Celtic spirituality through three aspects of 

panentheism: God in everything, God in oneself and God in others; 

• original study of Celtic spirituality from a psychological and psychotherapeutic 

perspective, i.e. in the contexts of (1) literature on counselling and spirituality and 

(2) participants’ experience of their mental health and emotional wellbeing and the 

impact thereon of Celtic spirituality; 

• original analysis of Celtic spirituality and person-centred theory; and 

• original analysis of the contemporary context for Celtic spirituality and person-

centred theory of populist nationalism and the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

 

1.6 Research choices: roads taken and not taken 

 

In completing this research at some pace, I have taken a direct route. All researchers make 

choices: selecting research fields, literature, questions, methodologies and participants: 

where to start and when to stop.  

 

In pursuing a subject-matter, which forms a holistic worldview (chapter 9), I have brought 

my whole self to the role of researcher (chapter 10) as well as the experience of previous 

research (Smith, 2018b, 2018c, 2019c), which gave an additional eighteen months’ 

foundational work to the subject-matter and methodology of this thesis, the formulation of 

the research question and the proposal.  

 

Counselling practice, hospice chaplaincy and training in spiritual accompaniment during this 

research have yielded a three-fold experience of integrating spirituality and lived experience 

within myself and others with empathy, sincerity and love. I do not pretend to experience 
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more than fleetingly Fowler’s (1981) ultimate faith stage of universalising enlightenment or 

McLaren’s (2012) harmony. Indeed, for all my life and work experience in other ways, as a 

latecomer to research and practice, marriage and parenthood, it would be premature to 

claim I have progressed into Rohr’s (2012) second half of spiritual life, echoing Rogers, 

(1980): “being not doing”. But I have glimpsed moments in myself and been privileged to 

listen to and learn from participants’ mature spirituality through this Celtic journey. 

 

In responding to reflections by participants, supervisors and fellow students as well as my 

own reading and immersion in the study and the times in which it was written, I have adapted 

the research within its overall framework, for example in analysing each of the two areas of 

literature both on their own terms and holistically, likewise synthesising the four stages of 

the research method into holistic qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021) and discussing the findings 

in their contemporary context (see section 9.4). 

 

Many counselling researchers speak of the personal struggle of their research journey. My 

struggle largely preceded it: the struggle to reconcile self, sexuality, spirituality, study and 

sphere of endeavour.  Encounter with Celtic spirituality and person-centred psychology have 

played a significant part on a journey through mid-life career change, coming-out, marriage 

and towards adoptive parenthood. Research is demanding, but this study has flowed from a 

release of the combined forces of these elements of life and a resilient determination to 

channel them into completing the main work before the demands of family command my 

full attention. 

 

 

1.7 A guide to the structure of the thesis: a pilgrim’s progress  

 

Looking ahead, what is to come? 

 

Chapter 2 reviews and analyses the literature on Celtic spirituality and wider literature on 

spirituality and mental health. 

 

In Chapter 3 I examine my research methodology. What did I do and why? What was the 

philosophical basis for my choice of this combination of methodologies for this research 

question? How does the methodology relate to the subject-matter of the research? How was 
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it for the participants? I present a critical evaluation both of the methods I did choose and 

some key methods I eschewed. I consider the ethical questions raised by the research and 

the measures for assessing its quality. Given its innovative nature, I have conducted a critical 

reflection on the application of the method before concluding the chapter. 

 

Chapters 4 to 8 consist of an introduction to my research findings and then a presentation 

of these findings through the various methodological stages (both creative and analytical) of 

collage, immersive listening, poetic inquiry and interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA). 

 

I then synthesise and discuss these findings in chapter 9, relating my data analysis and the 

themes derived from it to the research question, the literature and the tenets of person-

centred theory. Before concluding that chapter, I also discuss my findings in the context of 

contemporary life. 

 

This thesis began with reference to my personal journey with Celtic spirituality, so I have 

included a short chapter 10. This captures the reflexive aspect of the research, comparing 

my findings with the content of my bracketing interview and creative engagement. Here I 

also reflect on the research journey and its impact on me by reference to my journal. 

 

Finally, in chapter 11 I conclude with a summary of my findings in answer to my question, 

the limitations on those findings, suggestions for further research prompted by this study 

and an indication of any professional significance of the study, including any 

recommendations for practitioners. 
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2. Literature Review: the landscape of existing knowledge 

 

 

Part 1 – Approach to literature review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

To set this study of the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality in context, I begin by 

looking at the relevant existing literature. However, literature linking Celtic spirituality to 

mental health is very limited. Indeed, that is one original aspect of this research. So, I have 

widened the review to two contrasting but relevant fields: first, Celtic spirituality (Part 2: 

sections 2.3 to 2.6) and secondly, spirituality and mental health (Part 3: sections 2.7 to 2.10). 

In reviewing literature about Celtic spirituality, I consider its key features and how they relate 

to person-centred psychological theory. For both fields, I draw themes to provide a basis 

with which to compare the findings presented in chapters 4 to 8, when I discuss them in the 

light of existing literature in chapter 9. 

 

 

2.2 Search 

 

I searched the following electronic academic research databases for literature on Celtic 

spirituality: Chester University library, EBSCO and Google Scholar search engine. In addition 

to “spirituality and mental health” I searched the following key terms: “Celtic spirituality”, 

“Celtic Christianity”, “spiritual retreat”, “modern monasticism”, “pilgrimage”, “dispersed 

community”, “Iona Community”, “Northumbria Community”, “Aidan and Hilda Community”, 

“Community of St Chad”, “Corrymeela Community”. I also followed up noteworthy 

references from sources arising in my searches and references made by participants in 

interview. 
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Part 2 – review of literature on Celtic spirituality 

 
 

2.3 Key features of Celtic spirituality 

 

Different writers analyse Celtic spirituality in varying numbers of characteristics. Mitton 

(2013, p20) cites fourteen, Sellner seven (1993, pp21-26). Both writers draw their analysis 

from the lives of leading Celtic saints. Newell (1997, pp10-13) also elicits seven key aspects 

from his summary of the teachings of Pelagius. This late 4th century Celtic British teacher, 

writer and spiritual guide influenced Celtic thought for centuries, including many of the saints 

whom Mitton and Sellner mention. In his analysis of the historic Celtic church and its lessons 

for the church today, Bradley (2000) considers six aspects, but his latest work (2018) 

identifies twenty-one. I expand on the characteristics identified by these writers in sections 

2.4 to 2.6. 

 

My own analysis, summarising these and other works, collates fifteen sub-themes into the 

following three overarching themes, based on a trinity of Celtic concepts of the nature of 

God: 

 

1. God is in everything around us; 

2. God is in ourselves; and 

3. God is in everyone else too. 

 

Table 1 sets out these key themes with sub-statements, to express succinctly further Celtic 

beliefs about our relationship with the world, ourselves and others, which lead to my fifteen 

sub-themes: 
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Table 1: Themes in Celtic spirituality 

 

Key theme Sub-statements Sub-themes 

God is in everything around us 

 

The environment is wonderful 

and precious 

Environmental justice 

 

We stand on holy ground Rootedness, connection 

We can find God by journeying Pilgrimage, life as a journey 

We feel close to God at “edge 

places”  

Liminality 

God is in the ordinary, everyday Noticing; rhythm of life 

God is in ourselves 

 

I am loved Acceptance; growth tendency 

My body is good Acceptance of body, identity, 

physical desire  

I need to listen within Silence, contemplation, prayer 

I am a creator Creative arts, e.g. visual art, 

poetry, music 

God is in everyone else too 

 

People are essentially good Hope not fear; tolerance 

We should affirm everyone Equality, diversity & inclusion 

Other people’s needs matter Humility, social justice 

We benefit from other people Community, soul friends 

God is in everyone Reconciliation 

God is in past generations Connection with people who 

have died 

 

 

 

2.4 God is in everything around us  

 

Sellner (1993, p21) considers the first characteristic of Celtic spirituality to be that it 

“reflected what the Welsh call hud: a sense of wonder and awe at the divine residing in 

everything.” Emphasis on creation is part of Celtic spirituality and not mere belief, as evident 

from ninth century Celtic theologian John Scotus Eriugena: “the spiritual is at the heart of life 

and the more deeply we look into matter, the closer we will come to God” (Newell, 1997, 
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p36). This approach is not pantheism (God being all things), but panentheism (God in all 

things), yet it was perceived as sufficiently heretical for one Pope to condemn it in 1225 and 

another to ban it in 1685 (p38).  

 

Table 1 lists five sub-themes linked to the presence of God in everything around us. 

 

This presence explains the “persistent emphasis” (Davies and Bowie, 1995, p20) on the 

“affirmation” of nature in Celtic spirituality, finding expression now in a “combination of 

saintliness and ecology” (Bamford and Parker Marsh, 1982, p10). As God’s spirit is in all living 

things, Pelagius inferred that love your neighbour also means love all life forms around us 

(p10). Newell (1997, pix), former warden of Iona Abbey, quotes an unnamed Irish priest 

friend, “Iona has about it, ‘something of the freshness of the first day of creation’”, which 

leads him to ask, “How does a spirituality that is so creation-focused relate to life in the city 

and the way most of us live today?” Duncan (2015, p1) connects this environmentalism with 

the Celts’ situation on the geographical margins, “close to nature, close to the elements, 

close to God and close to homelessness, poverty and starvation.” The Iona Community in 

both worship (Polhill, 2010) and action has an avowed twin focus on social and 

environmental justice. Perhaps the work of Greta Thunberg (2019) and others campaigning 

for mass action to tackle the climate emergency highlights a potential wider resonance for 

Celtic thought against the interests of the powerful.  

 

Newell (1997, p3) sees this creation focus as beginning in childhood, “experiencing at the 

deepest levels a type of communion with God in nature”, lost when we are taught to see 

God (creator) as separate from creation and spirituality as “almost entirely divorced from 

the matter of our bodies, our lives and the world”. In person-centred terms (Rogers, 1951, 

pp481-533), I interpret this as incongruence, attributable to the impact of introjections on 

our natural, actualising tendency, which seeks rootedness in, or connection with, the world 

around us. Celtic spirituality drew such connection from its pagan roots. Parks’ (2001) study 

of students’ response to Celtic spiritual practice highlights how they valued its connection 

with nature. 

 

“Pilgrimage is [Celtic Christianity’s] single most important and distinctive theme” (Bradley, 

2000, p197). Celtic pilgrimage led to the establishment of many “colonies of heaven” such 

as Iona and Lindisfarne, beguilingly remote for modern pilgrims. Bradley (p204) argues that 
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the “intensely physical activity” of pilgrimage for the early Irish monks “has been somewhat 

overlooked in its current rather ‘bookish’ revival”, but the popularity of long-distance walks 

(e.g. St Cuthbert’s Way and The Two Saints Way) as an experience of Celtic spirituality 

contradicts this assessment. Indeed, Bradley (2018) now highlights the growth of such 

footpaths. Unlike the mediaeval pilgrim’s idea of a purposeful visit to a specific holy place, 

the Celts journeyed because they already had what mediaeval pilgrims sought. Brendan 

sailed west across the Atlantic in a coracle, far enough to encounter icebergs, open “to 

adventure” with “the Celtic simplicity that will let go of the baggage and clutter that weighs 

us down” (Mitton, 2013, p65). This is life as a journey. It has consequences as varied as 

institutional structure (flat and flexible rather than hierarchical and rigid) and liturgy (simple 

and loose). The wild goose, symbol of the Holy Spirit for early Celtic Christians, now lends its 

name to Iona’s publishing house. I have previously (Smith, 2017) written of this “wild-goose 

spirit” as “wind-blown yet compass-drawn” to express Celtic journeying’s openness to 

outside forces whilst maintaining an inner sense of purpose. 

 

Pilgrimage and liminality form the focus of O’Loughlin’s work (2000), in which he questions 

whether there is a distinct Celtic spirituality (pp19-33). Re-examining source material, he 

concludes that being on the edge, both geographically and spiritually, is the over-arching 

theme of Celtic Christians and hence life is a journey on the edge (p158), “for which we do 

not possess a map, but only a compass, a conscience and some landmarks.” He argues (p157) 

that for most of its history, western Christianity was mainstream, hence “in such situations 

the experience of being on the margins was a rare one for any Christian. Now that sense of 

being on the periphery is part of the spirituality of more and more Christians.” However, my 

own experience as a gay Christian and that of fellow Northumbria Community members in 

diverse ways is of encountering deep hurt and feeling marginalised by church rather than 

secular society. The Community’s introduction recognises Celtic spirituality provides a home 

for people, from church leaders to people who do not identify as Christian, who feel on the 

edge of not within institutional Christianity.  

 

Echoing the words of Iona Community founder, George MacLeod (1985), Ó Tuama (2019, 

p20) addresses liminality: “I’ve heard some people describe liminality in the language of 

Celtic spirituality: a thin place, a narrow place, a place where the living and the dead 

commune, where heaven and earth all regard each other.” As poet, linguist and former 

director of the Corrymeela Community, whose cliff-top site overlooks the North Channel, 
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across which Columba sailed to Iona, Ó Tuama continues more deeply: “‘Narrow’ in Irish is 

caol… In Irish, to speak of the “narrowness of the hand” means the wrist, or the “narrowness 

of the leg” the ankle. It is a place of mobility or action, a place easily twisted and when 

twisted, it hurts. Lots of us live in this narrow place, easily open to twisting. Our past and our 

future each have a hold on us in the present and we wonder how we shall manage. How do 

any of us survive this fragile place?” What are we to make of this? In the context of 

psychotherapy, I am struck by this aspect of liminality as “a place of mobility or action”, of 

change. There is pain in this (“it hurts”), but also potential progress, therapeutic change. 

 

Eriugena wrote that the world is “theophany, a visible manifestation of God… To know the 

Creator, we need only look at the things he has created” (Newell, 1997, p35).  COVID-19 

lockdown and the nascent concept of forest church notwithstanding, it is a rare church 

gathering, which explores God’s message outdoors through nature rather than meeting 

inside to read the bible and listen to a sermon. In Celtic spirituality, spiritual experience is 

not separate from physical experience. It is nothing to fear nor indeed out of the ordinary, if 

we only notice it: “Turn but a stone and an angel moves” (MacLeod, 1985). This deep, 

contemplative attentiveness resembles mindfulness.  

 

For all its misty quality, in Celtic spirituality the divine is not distant. Rather, “at the heart… 

is a deep sense of the presence of God – God here and now, with me, close at hand, a God 

present in life and in work, immediate and accessible” (de Waal, 1996, p65), in all daily tasks 

and at all times of day, as voiced in two well-known Celtic hymns (both sung to the Irish tune, 

Slane), “Lord of all hopefulness”  (Struther, 1931) and “Be thou my vision” (Hull, 1912). The 

early Celts had prayers for myriad everyday tasks, such as those gathered in the Carmina 

Gadelica (Carmichael, 1900, 1976). For some modern adherents, like their forbears living in 

community, the use of a daily prayer “office” forms a regular and important experience of 

Celtic spirituality, promoting a daily rhythm of life.  

 

 

2.5 God is in ourselves 

 

Rogers framed his actualising tendency as something innate, which can be facilitated through 

offering the core conditions in therapy (1957). By comparison, “Pelagius maintained that the 

image of God can be seen in every new-born child and that, although obscured by sin, it 
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exists at the heart of every person, waiting to be released through the grace of God.” (Newell, 

1997, p6). If we view therapy as God’s grace working through human agency, these two 

strands of thought are easily reconciled as fostering an inborn growth tendency through a 

loving, understanding and sincere acceptance. Both Celtic spirituality and person-centred 

psychology have been criticised as naïve by a prevailing culture, which sees humanity as 

essentially bad (whether ourselves, other people in general, or those of a particular identity). 

We can draw a line from Augustine’s “every child is born sinful” (p6) through Calvin’s “theory 

of total human depravity” (p52) and the 18th and 19th century evangelical revival, which 

“continued the emphasis on original sin” (p52) to the default attitude of hatred displayed in 

today’s tabloid headlines, social media trolling and populist nationalism. We see the impact 

in the therapy room, especially in young people, who struggle to understand where they fit 

in as individuals.  

 

Davies and Bowie state in the introduction to their anthology (1995, p19): “the first thing we 

can learn from Celtic Christianity concerns its physicality… In the first place, it reminds us 

that we are embodied beings.” The Celts’ acceptance of body and physical desire put them 

at odds with the body/spirit divide and pervasive sense of bodily shame associated with 

Augustinian teaching, which casts a long shadow in the western world, not only in media and 

politics, but also within behavioural psychology (conditioning: Skinner, 1938) and 

psychodynamics (the ego: Freud, 1923). Celtic spirituality sees neither a body/spirit nor a 

creator/creation divide: God is in everything. God is good. Creation is essentially good. I shall 

return to the impact on human identity, gender and sexuality, when looking at how it 

informs relations with others, and hence the Celtic approach to equality, diversity and 

inclusion.  

 

The counter-cultural Celtic view of an intrinsically good world bears striking similarity with 

person-centred theory. Eriugena proclaims that God’s divine goodness is “the essence of the 

whole universe and its substance” (O’Meara, 1987). Newell (1997, p36) summarises the 

argument: “So essentially good is creation that if the good were entirely abstracted from it, 

everything would cease to exist, nothing would remain. Putting this in philosophical terms, 

he said that goodness is not an attribute of being; rather being is an attribute of goodness. 

In other words, goodness is not simply a feature of life but gives rise to life. Evil, therefore, 

is opposed to existence; whereas goodness is creative, evil is destructive.” I draw the parallel 

with Rogers’ (1951) theory of the actualising tendency and his view of the essential goodness 
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of people and nature, with an innate drive to make the best of the circumstances in which 

we find ourselves: to grow as best we can. Rogers’ view that introjections from others can 

distort our growth, make us incongruent, mirrors the Celtic approach to good and evil: 

“Eriugena insisted that nothing in nature is evil in itself. That is, we and all creation bear 

within us, however covered over it may be, the essential goodness of God. If we become evil, 

we are acting contrary to our essential nature.” (Newell, 1997, p36).  

 

This is not to deny evil or suffering, nor that humans can do terrible things. Mitton (2013, 

p37) finds “the world of demons and angels has always been very real to the Celtic church”. 

He argues (p44) the Celtic approach is neither a liberal dismissal of a personal devil nor 

“charismatic spiritual ‘hype’ and forms of spiritual warfare that all too easily pander to our 

own needs for power. Rather, with their usual combination of humility and confidence, and 

with their well-earthed spirituality, the Celtic church developed a well-integrated and 

thoroughly biblical response to the presence of evil in this world.” I italicise “biblical”, 

because Celtic spirituality’s chief critics today are conservative evangelicals, who emphasise 

the bible over other means of knowing God. Mitton contends Celtic spirituality is both deeply 

biblical and open to receiving and responding to God’s word in an integrated way through 

reason, tradition and personal experience (as various Christians do with differing emphases) 

and also through the whole of creation. A member of the Church of England’s General Synod 

asked me, “do we worship God or do we worship the bible?” (research diary, 13 August 

2019). By this test, Celtic Christians resolutely worship God. 

 

Another aspect of Celtic worship is its focus on silence, contemplation and prayer. Bradley 

(2000, p136) finds more order, silence and awe, less jollity, chatter and noise in Celtic 

worship, summarised in a notice board admonition: “‘Before the service, speak to God. 

During the service, let God speak to you. After the service, speak to one another.’” Linking 

this to psychotherapy, I note Bradley’s concern that the use of modern hymns and worship 

songs, but few psalms, while adding to the liveliness of worship, has led (p139) to “a 

narrowing of the range of emotions expressed in worship, … predominantly upbeat, focussed 

on praise and calculated to promote the feel-good factor. Few of them express the feelings 

of dejection, doubt, lament, anger and confusion, which underlie a good many of the Psalms. 

These feelings need to be expressed and articulated in worship.” In person-centred language, 

this is a cry for congruence and empathy in worship. St Paul writes: “Rejoice with those who 

rejoice and weep with those who weep.” (Romans 12:15). Warren (1999) proposes a “new 
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paradigm for worship with a threefold dynamic of celebration, lament and hope.” The Iona 

Community, through the output of its Wild Goose publishing house and especially John Bell, 

has sought to address this need. 

 

Comparing the Roman/Augustinian and Celtic churches, Newell (1997, pp 94-105) sees a 

need for both “ways of seeing” (p94): the faithful action, tradition, rock, shelter and security 

of a church with walls, which Peter established; and John’s gifts of mysticism, contemplation 

and seeing God in all things, open to encounter with God outside those walls, open to 

transformation through love. “Both disciples ran to the empty tomb of Jesus and both 

witnessed his resurrection. In a sense they can be regarded as the male equivalents of Mary 

and Martha and as symbols of the tension between the contemplative and the active” (p95). 

Our tension lies in finding balance between these outer and inner selves. Celtic spirituality 

appeals to a “countercultural movement” forsaking the “seduction of busyness” (Mitton, 

2013, p29) and seeking deeper contemplation. 

 

The Corrymeela Community was founded as a “soft place for hard conversations” (Ó Tuama, 

2017, pxvi) across the sectarian divide of 1960s Northern Ireland. Recent director, the poet 

Pádraig Ó Tuama, expresses Celtic spirituality’s capacity to hold people through hardship in 

his description of prayer (ppxi/xii) as “a small fire lit to keep cold hands warm… that flourishes 

both with faith and doubt. Prayer is asking, and prayer is sitting. Prayer is the breath. Prayer 

is not an answer, always, because not all questions can be answered…. Prayer is comfort. 

Prayer is disappointment.” Again, I am struck by the congruence and empathic 

understanding in these words. 

 

I have already touched on music in worship, which in the Celtic realm is but one 

manifestation of humanity’s innate creative drive. God is creative and made us in God’s 

image; therefore, we are creative. Bradley (2000, p141) finds “directness and a rich use of 

imagery and illustration” in the poetry of Celtic prayer (p142), which has an appeal to 

unchurched people, tends to be easier to memorise, and lends itself to blessings and special 

occasions, even to “worship as ceilidh” (p143). Mitton (2013, p31) argues Celtic spirituality 

has “a great respect for words that challenges the wordiness of some church prayers today, 

both written and extempore. Many of the Celtic prayers are beautifully and poetically 

written and are designed to stir the soul and touch the heart.” The Celtic tradition of visual 
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art has flourished in forms as varied as illuminated manuscripts, stonemasonry and 

tattooing. I explore this further in chapter 3, on my use of creative forms of inquiry.  

 

 

2.6 God is in everyone else too 

 

I have just written in section 2.5 about the Celtic view that people are essentially good. This 

outlook nurtures a sense of hope not fear and of tolerance. It can coexist well with people 

of different views or traditions. The early Celtic church, drawing on the tradition of St John 

and “the Light that enlightens every person coming into the world”, lived alongside and 

incorporated elements of pre-Christian Celtic culture (Newell, 1997, p32). This is consistent 

with person-centred theory’s affirmation of each individual’s self-image through UPR 

(Rogers, 1957) and an approach to power, where the other person is regarded as the expert 

on themselves (Rogers, 1961), so we do not impose our values upon them. Researched by 

MBTI personality type (Francis, Craig and Hall, 2008, pp187-188), affinity with Celtic 

spirituality is more prevalent within N, F and P types (intuitive, feeling and perceptive). 

However, the researchers find elements within Celtic spirituality to appeal to each side of 

MBTI’s four dichotomies: community for extroverts, contemplation for introverts; creativity 

and mysticism for intuitive types, sensory experience and practical action for sensing types; 

the goodness of humanity for feelers, justice and disciplined study for thinkers; openness to 

the journey of the spirit for perceptive types, emphasis on routine for judging types. 

 

In Celtic thought’s modern setting, this affirmative quality for all is voiced in support for 

equality, diversity and inclusion, which places it at odds with conservative evangelical 

thinking, but well aligned with person-centred theory. Mitton (2013, p7) warns of the danger 

of “romanticisation” of Celtic spirituality, the “wishful thinking” (Bradley, 2000) of adapting 

it to our own views, or projecting postmodern thought onto it, such as feminism or ecology 

(Sheldrake, 2005, p2). Meek (2000, p2) finds “it tends to flourish in proportion to its distance 

from the real Celtic sources” and that its adherents see “a mirror image of their own desires 

for a meaningful encounter with ‘spirituality’, with ‘wholeness’, with ‘being’” (Meek, 1991, 

p14). As historian and linguist, Meek’s principal criticisms are that contemporary Celtic 

spirituality has diverged from its roots and most adherents fail to study the original sources 

and languages. Mac Réamoinn (1997, p355) likewise complains about the lack of 

“authenticity” or interest in Celtic languages in “sentimental” modern Celtic spirituality. 
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Other forms of contemporary Christian spirituality are rarely critiqued for evolving over 

1100-1600 years. Why should Celtic spirituality? Regardless, it is irrelevant to my study of 

people’s experiences on their own terms. Clearly 21st century society and thought differ from 

the 7th century. But there is significant evidence of marginalised groups enjoying greater 

opportunities in Celtic cultures past and present. 

 

Celtic spirituality’s pagan influence may account for its longstanding valuing of women: “The 

female had a unique place in the Celtic world compared to other civilisations. She was 

regarded equally and could be elected as chief.” (Beresford Ellis, 1992, p20). In her 

authoritative account of the Celts, Chadwick (1971) notes that Pictish institutions provided 

for inheritance through the female line and their close-knit extended family facilitated either 

or both parents to follow their work, leaving child-care to the tribe. But Márkus (1995, p54) 

finds evidence of misogyny and Bradley (2018, p18) has revised his earlier affirmative view 

of women’s rights in early Celtic culture. Ó Ríordain (1996, 1997) regards it a “non-starter” 

to call the Celtic church “progressive” in contemporary terms; Mac Réamoinn (1997, p357) 

labels it “imagination and fantasy”. Full equality still eludes: modern Celtic communities have 

largely been founded by men, just as the predominantly female counselling profession reads 

textbooks and studies theories largely written and propounded by men. However, Iona now 

has a woman leader and Northumbria has three. 

 

7th century Aidan and Hilda were an example of apparently successful, mixed sex, platonic 

working partnerships and friendships, as were Cuthbert and Aelflaed, Brigid (“motherly and 

managerial”) and Conleath, which leads Mitton (2013, p53) to conclude that the Celtic 

church “in many ways seemed to be much more at ease with human sexuality”. Earle (2012, 

p6) notes how Pelagius “taught women with the expectation that they would become equal 

partners in the spreading of the gospel.” Considering recent divisions over questions of 

gender and sexuality in most churches, Mitton (p55) suggests that a continued flourishing of 

the Celtic tradition would have led to “a far healthier attitude to sexuality generally”.  

 

In Rogerian theory, we use the core conditions including UPR so clients can open up. Eriugena 

thought grace necessary to heal our lost “inner sight, to open our eyes again to the goodness 

that is deep within us, for God is within us” (Newell, 1997, p37), finding a deep simplicity and 

unity beyond the gender divide: “the image of God is neither male nor female” (O’Meara, 

p896B). As Newell summarises (1997, p37), “these distinctions appear only at the surface of 
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life, not at its heart.” I am struck by the resonance with today’s increasing expression of 

genderfluidity and fluid sexuality, of loving someone deep down for who they are, regardless 

of gender (as well as regardless of other distinctions, such as race, religion or ethnicity). 

 

Alongside Quakerism, contemporary Celtic spirituality is at the forefront of Christian 

advocacy of, and affirmation for, women’s and LGBT+ rights, as well as peace and social and 

environmental justice. Interestingly, Quakerism is disproportionately well-represented 

among person-centred counsellors interested in spirituality (West, 1998). Both are 

contemplative, yet politically engaged. “This combination of the mystical and the political is 

what is so remarkable about MacLeod.” (Newell, 1997, p79). For MacLeod, to be mystical 

was to get stuck into life. Books on spirituality sat in his library’s “bankrupt corner” – he was 

a man of action: “it is the primacy of God as Now that we must recover in Christian 

mysticism.” (Ferguson, 1991, p36). Working both in the remote Hebrides and Glasgow’s East 

End, the Iona Community’s combination of mist and grit began with its founder, George 

MacLeod: “both a Celtic mystic and a Presbyterian minister, and proud of it” (Newell, 1997, 

p77); its best-known contemporary figure is John Bell, mystic hymnwriter and broadcaster, 

but also Presbyterian minister and gay social activist. 

 

Iona’s activism continues the Celtic social justice tradition from Pelagius, for whom it was “a 

concern that led him even to call for the redistribution of wealth” (Newell, 1997, p12). In the 

19th century it prompted the founding of working men’s colleges as well as Britain’s first 

higher education institution for women, and transformed city slums (Newell, 1997, pp64 & 

72). “For the [Celtic church], the all-important thing was humility” (Mitton, 2013, p114). Here 

lies inspiration from John rather than Peter, from the Jesus of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5). 

“While the Celtic church had its faults, its strength lay in the fact that it had never had much 

to do with powerful institutions and it formed its life and witness among the poor and the 

insignificant” (Mitton, 2013, p119), which Magnusson (1984) presents starkly in his 

comparison of Celtic v Roman monasticism: “Celtic monks lived in conspicuous poverty; 

Roman monks lived well. Celtic monks were unworldly, Roman monks were worldly. Celtic 

bishops practised humility; Roman bishops practised pomp. Celtic bishops were ministers of 

their flocks, Roman bishops were monarchs of their dioceses. Celtic clergymen said ‘Do as I 

do’, and hoped to be followed; Roman clergymen said ‘Do as I say’, and expected to be 

obeyed.” Likewise, the gentleness of the current Celtic revival contrasts with the evangelical 

movement’s heavily marketed Alpha course, prosperity gospel and US mega-churches or 
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indeed the institutional power-structures of the Roman Catholic, Orthodox and large 

Protestant denominations. 

 

Celtic spirituality is “filled with the spirit of community” (Davies and Bowie, 1995, p20) from 

the original minsters and abbeys (starting with Ninian c360-c432, who adopted this model 

rather than the Roman town and diocesan structure, to suit a rural land) to modern 

monasticism in “a living, scattered, vulnerable community, forever seeking new ways to 

touch the hearts of all” (Ferguson, 1990, pp416/7). This spirit informs the Celtic emphasis on 

the Trinity, God as a community of Three in One. Just as the monastery was “the dominant 

institution of Celtic Christianity” (Bradley, 1993), a key manifestation of its current revival of 

Celtic spirituality is modern monasticism through membership of a dispersed community 

and/or going on retreat, the subject of my earlier research (Smith 2018b, 2018c, 2019c). 

 

Community sounds cosy. On retreat, we can find a manifestation of what an earlier research 

participant called “creating community with strangers” (Smith, 2019c). But we do not need 

to subscribe to Sartre’s (1944) notion that “hell is other people” to know it can be hard to 

love our fellow human in person as much as in abstract. MacLeod, for whom despite its 

essential goodness, “the world and each one of us is also streaked through with terrible 

darkness” (Newell, 1997, p87), could have been writing of this challenge in the latter part of 

this stanza:  

 

“In every friend we have 

The sunshine of thy presence is shown forth. 

In every enemy that seems to cross our path, 

Thou art there within the cloud to challenge us to love, 

Show to us the glory in the grey.” (MacLeod, 1985, p39) 

 

The challenge to love also manifests itself in deep or long-term 1:1 relationships, which 

counsellors and spiritual directors experience both in the process and content of sessions. 

This brings us to the first of Pelagius’ key teachings: find a “‘friend of the soul’, to whom you 

can open the inner self, ‘hiding nothing’ and ‘revealing everything’, in order to know and 

further explore what is in one’s own heart” (Van de Wayer, 1995, p58). The concept of the 

anamchara or soul friend is one of the clearest links between psychotherapy and Celtic 

spirituality: a “companion on a journey of discovery” (Simpson, 1999), “never to be 
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judgmental” (Bradley, 2000, p108, citing Clutterbuck, 1990), a friend for life. Indeed, 

“particular value was put on soul friends being present to one another at death” (p104), 

which also evolved into a “lay ministry to the dying” (p105, citing Carmichael, 1900). My 

hospice chaplaincy work may cause me to overemphasise it, but Wilcock (1996, p5) writes 

of soul friendship’s therapeutic value at end of life: “To accompany other people, along with 

their loved ones, up to the gate of death is to enter Holy Ground. To stand in an awesome 

place where the wind of the Spirit blows; to encounter peace and grief, insight, intimacy and 

pain on a level not found in ordinary living. By the side of the dying we learn stillness, waiting, 

simply being; the arts of quietness and keeping watch, prayer beyond words.” 

 

Soul friendship sits within a wider Celtic tradition, to which we might apply the modern label 

psychotherapy. Former psychiatric hospital chaplain Bradley (2000, p100) writes, “while 

many of Columba’s prophecies seem simply to demonstrate his prodigious gifts as a seer, 

leading one recent author [Sutherland, 1985] to describe him as ‘the father of second sight’, 

others clearly come within the context of what would now be called a counselling 

relationship.” Kings, nobles and others confided in Columba and other Celtic Christian 

leaders. Indeed, the idea of “physicians of the soul” (priests as doctors) (Bradley, 2000, p96) 

formed “part of an extensive ministry of pastoral care and counselling which was exercised 

in the Irish monasteries and their offshoots in mainland Britain” (p98).  

 

The role of community in Celtic spirituality is related to its mission of reconciliation, which 

seems increasingly relevant and counter-cultural amid the rise of populist nationalism. 

Mitton (2013, p75) finds it “encouraging to discover that there was a time in the history of 

these lands when genuine koinonia (Christian fellowship) existed and flourished… The Celtic 

church modelled a community life that was non-exclusive and deeply attractive to a confused 

and broken society. In this 21st century, when we see evidence of so much polarisation, not 

only in our world but in the church as well, more than anything else we need a church to 

model a Spirit-inspired community, where people demonstrate a commitment to 

overcoming the differences that have too easily divided us.”  

 

Early Celtic Christianity was the Christianity of much of Britain and Ireland at a time before 

the schisms, which formed today’s church denominations. Modern-day Celtic spirituality 

bridges these divides in part by reaching back to a common heritage. It is fundamental to the 

mission of Corrymeela as a place of peace-making across the sectarian divides of Northern 
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Ireland, since applied to work across racial divides (by recent director Inderjit Bhogal) and 

with LGBT+ people (by his successor Pádraig Ó Tuama). Simpson (2002) writes that the 

members of the Community of Aidan and Hilda, which he founded, “seek to renew the 

church by weaving together the separated Catholic, Reformed, Orthodox and Pentecostal 

strands”. Mitton (2013, pp5) writes that “people from both liberal and evangelical traditions” 

wrote to him in response to his first book on Celtic spirituality: “I feel I have come home”. 

Indeed, this mirrors his own response to his first visit to Lindisfarne, spending “two blustery 

wet and cold days” researching Aidan and Cuthbert: “For me it was like a homecoming. 

Something about the island and its history connected with a deep longing within me and 

brought together many different strands of my own faith.” (p13).  

 

The twin emphases on creation and scripture in Celtic spirituality draw on John’s vision of 

God as “the Word” (John 1), who speaks through creation and the person of Jesus (Newell, 

1997, pp 34-35). This relates to, and bridges the divide between, a range of church traditions: 

Celtic spirituality values deep biblical knowledge, but also personal experience, reason and 

tradition. Different churches and Christian groups (Catholic, evangelical, liberal) emphasise 

these differently, but can find in Celtic spirituality something which speaks to them. This 

prompts the accusation that it is simply whatever one wants it to be, too malleable. But from 

a person-centred perspective this is not accusation, but affirmation. It also offers a touching 

place for both body and mind, for both “sensing” and “intuitive” in the language of Myers-

Briggs (Briggs, 1990).  

 

Mediator John Paul Lederach notes (2014, p81) that “reconciliation is not to quickly forgive 

and forget… Reconciliation requires that we remember and change.” This aspect of change 

again evokes psychological theory: therapeutic change. Douglas and Poon (2008, p15) claim 

“God’s mission of reconciliation and the proclamation of good news to all people is the task 

of the Church in this and every generation.” This speaks to the contemporary concern of 

identity, of who we are as individuals and as members of groups, with some people, against 

others. Erstwhile Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (2002, p5) prophesies that “while the twentieth 

century was driven by conflicts over ideology, the twenty-first century will be characterized 

by conflicts over identity… Identity politics, the way by which individuals or groups seek to 

assert some aspect of who they are or see themselves to be, can be empowering and life-

affirming while at the same time oppressive and hurtful.” Hatch’s (2014) scale of sectarian 

danger (ranging from “we are different, we believe differently” to “you are demonic”), used 



 39 

in the work of Corrymeela (Ó Tuama, 2016), calibrates this decline from valuing difference 

and diversity to regarding the demonisation of another group’s identity as essential to 

maintaining one’s own. The Celtic spiritual identity is rooted in a culture of place, but it is of 

a dispersed place (a worldwide diaspora to and from Britain and Ireland). Conservative 

Anglican and prime minister May (2016) criticised “citizens of the world” as “citizens of 

nowhere”, extending the attitude of her “hostile environment” immigration policy to liberal, 

literate people who embrace multiculturalism and freedom of movement. Celtic spirituality 

prizes diversity and journeying across a world where we all belong everywhere, connected 

to a God who is in all of us and all of creation, and in whom we can all be reconciled. 

 

Celtic spirituality’s keen sense of the wholeness of creation acknowledges the importance of 

continued connection with people who have died. Hence it draws inspiration from the lives 

of saints, both early Celtic saints and Bradley’s Communion of Saints (2000, p192), “those we 

have known and loved and learned from in our own family and friends”, whose influence can 

be profound: Cardinal Basil Hume (1996) believed “we can be more touched by contact with 

holy people than by any number of sermons”. Bede could have been writing of congruence, 

when he said of Aidan (1955, p150), “the highest recommendation of his teaching to all was 

that he and his followers lived as they taught.” Contrasting with Bradley’s (2000, p191) 

perception that churches fail to meet people “in their desire to communicate with the dead 

and to preserve a lively reminder of them”, leading to an increase in spiritualism and occult 

practices, MacLeod (1985) offers a vision of “the mystery of the one family in heaven and on 

earth” sharing a “communion” of the living, the dead and God, where “only a veil divides, 

thin as gossamer”.  

 

Bradley argues this “lively doctrine of the Communion of Saints”, manifested in Celtic hymns, 

prayers and stories (p195), combats a sense of alienation and makes us more rooted, TS 

Eliot’s (1941) “point of intersection of the timeless with time”. For Bradley, this can be 

rootedness in place. It was a theme of one participant in my research on retreat (Smith, 

2018c) and may link to pilgrimage, which I discuss separately. Connection (with God, self and 

others) was a theme of all participants in that research.  

 

I have compared (Smith, 2019a) Celtic spirituality’s integrated approach to the Communion 

of Saints with the continuing bonds theory of bereavement, loss and grief (Klass, Silverman 

and Nickman, 1996), which argues for an ongoing, dynamic relationship with the deceased: 
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“Bereaved people remain involved and connected to the deceased and are changed by the 

process of bereavement; they do not “get over it”. Healthy resolution of grief enables people 

to maintain a continuing bond with the person who has died. Continuing bonds are not a 

denial but are dynamic and developmental, changing and maturing over time in a way that 

parallels the development of relationships with others who are alive.” 

 

Echoing MacLeod’s sense of sainthood, Bradley (2000, p184) declares that “there are many 

saints living in our midst whose quiet faith and courage in the face of adversity put them 

firmly in the ranks of the saints even though they would never themselves claim that title.” 

Such lives are led in diverse situations the world over. If any are modern “Celtic saints”, 

where can we meet them? The answer must lie where Celtic Christians are to be found: at 

monastic hubs such as Iona, Corrymeela or Lindisfarne, or as quietly scattered members or 

contacts of their dispersed communities. Indeed, the quiet, dispersed nature of a spirituality 

without a denomination presented a challenge to recruit participants for this research. 
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Part 3 – review of wider literature on spirituality and mental health 

 

 

In this part, I discuss literature on the relationship between mental health or psychology and 

spirituality. As my research looks at the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality from the 

perspective of person-centred theory, I analyse the spiritual world-view of writers in the 

person-centred tradition, notably Carl Rogers and Brian Thorne. For the same reason, I make 

only limited reference to Jung. Moving from big picture to detail, I consider some difficult 

edges in this field, such as abuse and discrimination, before surveying literature on spiritual 

practices and their impact on mental health. Table 2 presents my critique of themes like 

Table 1. Themes found in both tables are highlighted yellow.   

 

Table 2: Themes in literature on spirituality and mental health 

 

Key theme 

 

Sub-statements Sub-themes 

Mind body and spirit 

 

The Western tradition 

separates mind body and 

spirit 

Marginalisation of 

spirituality 

 

People need meaning and 

purpose in life 

Meaning-making 

Different people feel 

differently 

Holistic care; dignity, 

diversity, identity 

There are different ways to 

understand ourselves  

Creativity;  

life story 

Spirituality and person-

centred psychology 

 

 

All life and the universe are 

connected via growth 

impulse 

Actualising and formative 

tendencies for growth 

People strive to grow into 

their true selves  

Positive view of human 

nature 

Our psychological 

knowledge should fit our 

lives and wider knowledge 

Integrated worldview 
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Key theme 

 

Sub-statements Sub-themes 

Spirituality, psychology 

and intersectionality: 

difficult edges 

Psychology is rooted in 

science as a reaction to 

faith 

Anti-religious stance 

Professionals struggle with 

their own experience on 

the edge 

Lived experience as 

outsider; professional 

experience of felt depth, 

liminality 

Some people with spiritual 

power exploit others 

Discrimination; abuse 

Spiritual practices for 

mental health 

We can support each other 

and find purpose together 

Community 

Life can be seen as a 

journey  

Growth; pilgrimage 

We can find healing in 

nature  

Ecotherapy 

Deep 1:1 encounters can 

help us make sense of life 

Spiritual accompaniment 

People like to connect – 

with themselves, others 

and that which transcends  

Prayer; reflection 

 

 

2.7 Mind body and spirit 

 

“Spirituality relates to a person’s inner spirit, and therefore intensely to their experience of 

being human, their meaning and purpose in life; their human quest; what makes them tick; 

what keeps us well when life throws challenges at us.” Gilbert (2011, p29; 2014, p14) 

captures the centrality of spirituality. Our human sense of meaning or purpose, what keeps 

us well under challenge, undergirds our mental health. Yet spirituality is widely marginalised: 

as a hospice chaplain I am peripheral, not a core service even in holistic, end of life care. 

Likewise, searches of literature on spirituality and mental health confirm its minority status, 

largely confined to specialist publications.  
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Writing during COVID-19 lockdown, when bookshops are closed, I dimly recall a shelf heading 

for works about spirituality, wellbeing or mental health: “mind body spirit”. This combines 

concepts often separated in Western tradition. Leonardi (2020, p10) explores “the paradox 

that Christianity can be distrusting of the human body, seeing it as a location for the sins of 

the flesh”, while enshrining a doctrine of incarnation (“enfleshment”) in two of its 

fundamental tenets: God created humankind in God’s likeness; God lived in fully human form 

as Jesus. 

 

Schmidt and Leonardi (2020) analyse how “mind-body dualism” sustains this paradox, which 

survived from the age of faith into Enlightenment rationalism, “elevating the intellect to a 

superior role vis-à-vis all the other dimensions of being human” (Leonardi, 2020, p10). 

Trousdale (2013, p22) traces it right back before Augustine’s doctrine of original sin to the 

“bifurcation of spirit and matter in Greek thought”. She contrasts the Western Christian “dis-

embodied spirituality” tradition with the “embodied spirituality” (Yusef, 2011) found in both 

early and modern Celtic spirituality and in mediaeval mystic, Julian of Norwich. Julian’s 

writings inspire Thorne (1998), see section 2.8. Thorne (2012) also takes inspiration from 

Jung. Celtic writer Philip Newell quotes Jung’s words “the devil is a dualist… forever trying to 

rip apart what God has joined together” in his introduction to Earle (2012). This dualism 

facilitates the marginalisation of spirituality.  

 

The medical model of mental health (Bynum, 2008), born of this dualist tradition, has been 

challenged by person-centred theorists (see section 2.8) and others. Thompson (2018) 

makes no reference to person-centred thinking, but derives his “HEART” approach from the 

same philosophical roots, noting that existentialism and spirituality “are both concerned 

with what it means to exist, specifically what it means to be human and to face human 

challenges” (p136). Coming from his academic background in social work, his 

“biopsychosocial” (p134) HEART model advocates holistic, emotion-focussed, trauma-

informed therapy. Despite finding literature on spirituality and mental health, such as the 

values-based work of Coyte, Gilbert and Nicholls (2008), Thompson cites Fernando (2014) 

“on the exclusion of spirituality from western traditions of psychology” and finds spirituality 

remains “peripheral to mainstream mental health thinking and practice” (2018, p133). 
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Spirituality provides a therapeutic framework for meaning-making (Thompson, 2018, p135). 

Everyone has spiritual needs – “to find a sense of meaning, purpose and direction” – and 

faces spiritual challenges (Skelton, 2012; 2017). Thompson also emphasises (p143) the 

importance of “hope”, “awe and wonder”, the “numinous” and “transformation”, including 

growth through adversity or suffering. I consider growth later in this section. 

 

Thompson’s holistic approach advocates all should understand spirituality and its impact on 

mental health, not leave it solely to healthcare chaplains. Wyatt (2002, p 182) argues 

counsellors need what I term “spiritual congruence” (Smith, 2018a, p8), when he says: “when 

I am clear about my faith and comfortable with it – whatever it looks like – then that is good. 

I know what I think. I know what I believe and I know what I do not believe. I know what my 

values are, or I know that I don’t know. Then, when I am like that, I can listen to clients.”  

 

Theologian Swinton brings experience as both healthcare chaplain and mental health nurse 

to the practical application of spirituality, challenging the medical model (2001) and framing 

a holistic, social approach through diversity, “the gift of difference and its importance for 

community” (Swinton and Hauerwas, 2005, p40). He contrasts the “inclusion” in faith 

communities that is mere tolerance with the challenge of creating community, which 

positively affirms the discipleship and vocation of people with disability. Swinton (2012) 

reframes the view of time experienced by people with dementia: with memory loss we lose 

a linear perspective of time, but possess a simultaneous sense of past, present and future, 

which he likens to God’s relationship with time. He sees important qualities of God’s personal 

approach to living in time (Jesus walks – “love is slow”) in the lives of people with learning 

disability – “slowness, gentleness, vulnerability, non-competitiveness, trustfulness, 

restfulness” (Swinton, 2016). Writing with Brock (2012, p60), Swinton argues Augustine’s 

doctrine of original sin and Platonic ideals inform contemporary models for disability as a 

deformity from the identified norm. Again, Greek thought and Augustine remain pervasive. 

Swinton prefers African ubuntu (2007, p202): “rather than perceiving human beings as 

discrete, unconnected individuals, ubuntu views them to be constituted as individuals 

through their relationships and affiliations to other individuals, communities, and ultimately 

to God.” Researching differences between parish ministry and healthcare chaplaincy, 

Swinton (2016, pp180-184) finds his participants work much more with relationships in 

chaplaincy roles: they come alongside diverse people to create deep encounters, even on 
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brief acquaintance, often in crisis, mostly people outside church who turn to a chaplain for 

support and meaning. This resonates with my own chaplaincy experience. 

 

Learning from the Francis inquiries into excess deaths and poor care at his local Mid 

Staffordshire NHS Trust, Gilbert (2011, p31, 2014, p16) argues culture must at all levels 

centre on “people’s personal, family and group needs, an individual’s ‘animating and life-

giving force’, people’s dignity and the underlying culture and identity of each individual” (my 

italics). I should declare my own experience, not only as healthcare chaplain and counsellor, 

but also as director responsible for championing a freedom-to-speak-up culture at the Trust, 

which afterwards acquired Stafford Hospital. In my experience, both frontline and 

boardroom, spirituality is central to mental (and physical) health. Baroness Jowell closed her 

final speech in the House of Lords: “In the end, what gives a life its meaning is not only how 

it is lived, but how it draws to a close” (Jowell, 2018). Or to start at the end, “dying well 

requires that we live well, not just at the end of our lives but throughout the whole of our 

lives” (Swinton and Payne, 2006, pxxiii).  

 

We find deep knowledge and meaning through creativity, as acknowledged in my research 

methodology.  Carrington (2012) notes from her research that “spiritual paradigms 

predominantly recognized and actively sought to include all ways of knowing.” We tell our 

life stories and they “matter… they make different futures possible” (Brazier, 2020). 

Spirituality can be understood through story. Theologian Guy (2019, p13), who engages with 

African Christianity, contrasts “the abstract thought of the Greek language which has 

strongly influenced western culture” with the Hebrew of the Old Testament “written in 

story… For the western mind, this is a challenge. For people from other cultures, this may 

seem more natural.” Sawrey (2018) portrays it as “drama”. Egeli (2019) contends the arts 

“can hold the key to transcendent ways of knowing, experiencing and connecting”, forming 

a “creative bridge” between the spiritual and therapeutic, responding to West’s (2004) 

observation that therapy is seen as a secular activity. This role is widely reported in 

expressive and visual arts (Coles, 1990; Boyatzis & Newman, 2004; de Souza, Hyde and 

Kehoe, 2014; Sawicki, 2019); in poetry, when we “recuperate in a place where language 

doesn’t join up” (Jamie, 2005); and even in “radiant silence” (Jamie, 2012, p4): “we float on 

the surface of a powerful silence… I float on the surface of knowledge” (p17) in Jamie’s 

writings from polar regions, which I have previously described as “numinous waters” and 

“calm waters” (Smith, 2014a; 2015). 
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If I expected to find spirituality in research on creativity, it was a surprise to discover it in 

business coaching. Unreferenced in the bestselling books of career transition coach and 

country vicar John Lees (2012; 2013; 2014), the role of spirituality is however the express 

subject of Sieler’s (2003) work. Drawing on story as meaning-making like Guy (2019) and 

Brazier (2020), Sieler (2003, p19) regards narratives as barriers to change: “they provide 

powerful contexts of meaning, shaping what people see as possible and not possible”. He 

cites the importance of “inner order” (Csikszenthmihalyi, 1990) for combatting “existential 

dread” – “our self-doubt, our lack of ontological security” – and developing both “deep inner 

confidence” and “adaptive resilience” (Sieler, 2003, pp61 & 63).  

 

Leonardi (2020, p10) links embodied spirituality with analytical personality theory, through 

which “Jung addresses the spectrum of modes of consciousness” and “asserts that we are 

far more than our conscious awareness”. He adds that Myers-Briggs Type Indicators (MBTI) 

(Briggs, 1990) offer four ways of knowing: thinking and feeling, intuition and sensing. A team 

led by Wrexham Glyndŵr University have conducted a series of quantitative studies on 

various aspects of spirituality, including Celtic spirituality, using MBTI (Francis, Craig and Hall, 

2008), see section 2.6 above.  

 

“Organismic awareness” is Rogers’ (1980) term for this totality of experience, which Leonardi 

analyses (2020, p10) and notes that both Rogers and Thorne affirm within the person-

centred approach (Leonardi, 2010, p68), to whose writings on spirituality I now turn. 

 

 

2.8 Spirituality and person-centred psychology 

 

My research examines the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality through the lens of 

person-centred theory. What have person-centred theorists themselves said about 

spirituality? Writing early this century of Carl Rogers, Thorne (2003, p114) suggested that “a 

few years from now it is likely that Rogers will be remembered not so much as the founder 

of a new school of psychotherapy but as a psychologist whose work has made it possible for 

men and women to apprehend spiritual reality at a time when conventional religion has lost 

its power to capture the minds and imaginations of the vast majority.”  
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The person-centred approach is a leading therapeutic orientation in Britain and Ireland, 

while spirituality remains peripheral to the training, research and practice of counsellors and 

psychotherapists (Swinton, 2014). Thorne’s prophecy remains unfulfilled. However, the 

potential exists and has been realised for a small but not insignificant minority (for example 

the BACP’s spirituality division), who pursue an interest in this field. Ten years later, Thorne 

and Sanders (2013, pxii) reflected on Rogers’ role in spirituality and mental health: “In 

Rogers, those seeking deeper meaning or the desire to come closer to what they experience 

as God, have found encouragement to enter with confidence both into relationship with 

others and into the depths of their own being. They have found in him an intrepid pioneer 

whose refusal to judge others adversely or to demand allegiance to a dogmatic credo has 

left them free to plumb the mysteries of the universe and of their own natures without a 

sense of being abandoned in the open ocean of limitless relativity.”   

 

The basis for this assertion lies in Rogers’ development of his theory of the person to a 

generalised “philosophy of life or worldview, with a clear view of life’s meaning” (van 

Kalmthout, 1998, p16), embracing the whole of life and matter.  Taking words from a key 

influence on philosophy, psychology and spirituality, Søren Kierkegaard (1941, p29), Rogers 

(1961, p166) described his “actualising tendency” as the striving “to be that self which one 

truly is”. He extended it to all organisms: “I am suggesting that this view contains the seeds 

of a philosophical approach to all of life, that it is more than a trend observed in the 

experience of clients” (Rogers, 1961, p180). Later, his formative tendency (Rogers, 1975, p6; 

1978, p23) extrapolated the actualising tendency to its cosmic conclusion. Van Kalmthout 

(1998, p16) explains that “with the formative tendency, Rogers suggests that the meaning of 

life is to be found in the cosmos and for individuals in their participation in this evolutionary 

life flow”, so by experiencing something of what is common to all people, all life, all matter, 

a person’s “organismic experience can provide a feeling of unity with all that exists.”  

 

Both van Kalmthout (1998) and Vitz (1977) anticipate that person-centred psychology could 

itself become a religious movement or sect. Indeed, van Kalmthout recognises the same 

danger in the psychodynamic approach. Thorne (2012, p50) contrasts the humility of the 

person-centred therapist with the authority figure of some other orientations. Linking the 

dangers of therapeutic and spiritual power, Thorne (p67) criticises “evangelical bullies of all 

denominations” who have “inflicted” their beliefs on others, especially Augustine’s doctrine 

of original sin. Thorne (p89) supports Moore’s (1985) view that the original sin is a “refusal 
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to grow, this resistance to self-awareness”. At an international workshop, Thorne (2012, p68) 

introduced Rogers instead to the Catholic doctrine of original righteousness (Cross, 1978). I 

note its positive view of human nature, shared with Pelagian Celtic thought.  Van Kalmthout 

(p16) argues the person-centred “way of being” guards against these dangers of abusing 

power or instituting a secular religion through its “experiential, open-ended approach to life 

in which the personal experience of the individual is considered the highest authority” – 

higher even than the system of therapy itself, which for example informs the development 

of pluralistic therapy as a collaborative approach to integrating therapeutic methods (Cooper 

and McLeod, 2010). In late life, Rogers himself widens his theory and practice from personal 

psychology to relational and transpersonal work and thought: peace-building, cross-cultural 

activity, encounter groups, presence, mysticism. He connects the particular to the general 

and thence the spiritual. His final written description of a “therapeutic encounter” addresses 

the spiritual dimension “in the therapeutic relationship itself” (Rogers, 1986b, p200): “I 

realize that this account partakes of the mystical. Our experiences, it is clear, involve the 

transcendent, the indescribable, the spiritual. I am impelled to believe that I, like many 

others, have underestimated the importance of this mystical, spiritual dimension.” 

 

Thorne’s whole career expressly embraces spirituality and person-centred psychology, to the 

point where arguably he is more the pioneer than Rogers. From first encounter, Thorne finds 

his high Anglican theology a closer fit than evangelical Christianity with person-centred 

thinking (2012, p50). He does not address Celtic spirituality or panentheism. That is part of 

the originality of my research. However, from his own experience and beliefs, Thorne (2013, 

pxiv) does “see in Rogers and his work the re-emergence of a spiritual tradition” from the 

Old Testament through Jesus, the early church and Julian of Norwich, which “is acutely 

conscious of the divine indwelling within the created universe and in each human being”, 

witnessed by the unconditional love “poured out by God on his creation” and which humans 

are capable of feeling and expressing.   

 

It follows from this “divine indwelling” that this approach has an essentially positive view of 

human nature. In a 1960s paper published posthumously, Rogers (1995, p21) responded to 

criticism of person-centred theory as “a Pollyanna view” of human nature by acknowledging 

his awareness of people’s “horribly destructive” behaviour and his discovery from working 

with such clients of “the strongly positive directional tendencies which exist in them, as in all 

of us, at the deepest levels.” This positivity about human nature (which imbues Celtic 
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spirituality) challenges the Western tradition, shaped by Augustine’s doctrine of original sin. 

Thorne (2012, p5) encountered criticism of his integration of spirituality and person-centred 

theory from psychologists and theologians “who believed me to be wedded to a subtle form 

of selfism which denied the essential sinfulness of humankind” and conversely from “person-

centred scholars and practitioners who believed that I was contaminating Carl Rogers’ 

thorough-going empirical humanism with intimations of a mystical spirituality which 

threatened the very core and legitimacy of the therapy.”  

 

Thorne’s own empirical humanism informs his developments in person-centred theory. He 

proposes a fourth core condition, “tenderness” (Thorne, 1991), which shares a 

transcendental quality with Rogers’ (1986) “presence”. Kirschenbaum and Henderson (1990, 

p137) quote Rogers posthumously as defining presence in interview: “my inner spirit has 

reached out and touched the inner spirit of the other”. Tenderness involves being “fully 

alive… caught up in a stream of love” with one another in session, after which “neither I nor 

they can any longer be satisfied with a fragmented existence” (Thorne, 2012, pp36-37). 

Thorne commends therapists whose psychological worldview is integrated with their other 

forms of understanding (p59). We can see that Thorne himself integrates:  

 

• interdisciplinary intellectual knowledge (p48), though prophetically, Thorne doubted 

the internet would encourage this: “more likely is the buttressing and reinforcement 

of specialised knowledge, the spread of spurious data and weariness at information 

overload” (p227); 

• spiritual love and understanding: “love devoid of understanding, although it can 

bring comfort and solace, can never heal” (p87); 

• tacit knowledge: Rogers gave Thorne (p73) “the courage to discover what I already 

knew and to know it fully for the first time”; and  

• lived experience: Rogers “endowed with authority” Thorne’s experience (p73), 

which fosters “self-acceptance and self-affirmation” (p227). 

 

Thorne cites Dutch humanist, ex-Christian psychotherapist van Kalmthout (1998, 2002, 

2006), who “proposed that person-centred psychotherapy was essentially a spiritual 

discipline and not simply a therapeutic approach” (2012, p183). Citing Mearns’ (1996) 

concept of “relational depth”, Thorne (2012, p308) argues that the purpose of therapy, at 

depth, is for the client to find hope, alleviation of pain, meaning, value, “a way out of 
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darkness into light, a passage from alienation and loneliness into connectedness and 

communion” – not a remedy for anxiety, depression, phobia, eating disorder, addiction, 

stress “or a hundred and one problem-solving activities. It can, of course, be all those things” 

as corollaries of: “the essential work, which is about relationship, intimacy and the 

restoration of hope and personhood.” 

 

Thorne (2012, p309) criticises the medical model: “I believe we are involved in a battle which 

is concerned with power, with freedom, with transformational love, with the evolution of 

the human spirit. Put that alongside symptom reduction, treatment plans, empirically 

validated procedures, best practice, NICE guidelines and you begin to see a collision of 

worlds.” Today’s collision of worlds puts power, freedom, love and spirit alongside his 

predicted “spurious data” of “fake news” and gaslighting.  

 

I have already analysed how Rogers’ development from the actualising tendency to the 

formative tendency preceded his move from individual psychology to relational work or 

“social mediation” (Mearns and Thorne, 2000). For Thorne (2012, p191), this is central: he 

adds to the actualising tendency a second core belief “that we have a capacity to relate to 

ourselves and to others in such a way that our unique differences can be celebrated and that 

our corporate life can be enhanced. We can rejoice at one and the same time both in our 

individual uniqueness and in our corporate identity.” This resonates with today’s emphasis 

on group identity (nationality, race, gender) as a source of division. I understand Thorne to 

contemplate both an inclusive corporate identity (celebrating difference with other groups) 

and a universal corporate identity. Rogers’ portrays (1980, p352) the “person of tomorrow” 

as “spiritual seekers who experience the unity and harmony of the universe”. All is affirmed: 

person-centred theory “is a spirituality which begins with an insistence on the absolute 

worth of the person and then extends this outwards to all that is” (Thorne, 2012, p210). 

 

 

2.9 Spirituality, psychology and intersectionality: difficult edges 

 

Intersections with theology, social work, the arts, even coaching have provided valuable 

contributions to understanding spirituality and mental health. Some edges we encounter are 

more difficult. 
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Notwithstanding Swinton’s findings from systematic reviews of the research literature (2001, 

p68) that “aspects of religious and spiritual involvement are associated with desirable mental 

health outcomes”, secular culture in psychology and society has impeded wider integration 

of spirituality and mental health care – witness Freud’s anti-religious stance (Bondi, 2013) 

and the depressive effect of industrialisation on our ability to express our spiritual selves in 

work or education (Gardner, 2011, p8).  

 

Counsellors working with spirituality may experience difficult edges from their own lived 

experience: “typically counsellors and psychotherapists have grown up on the edge of their 

families, sometimes spending a lot of their childhood alone, perhaps being the confidant/ 

carer to siblings and occasionally to a parent, and mostly growing up too soon” (West, 2019, 

p217). West recognises the “cost” of “dwelling on the edge” also for clergy, refugees, 

immigrants, LGBT+ people and people with disabilities or mental health problems. But it is 

also a “potentially creative perspective… it can be seen as liminality, as a choosing to not 

belong or be in one situation, place or group.”  

 

Charzyńska and Heszen-Celińska (2020, p114) note most psychologists “treated clients’ 

spiritual beliefs and practices as expressions of psychopathology and immaturity, negating 

or marginalizing their role in therapy”, but as the twentieth century drew to a close, this 

approach changed in recognition of numerous studies “confirming the health-promoting role 

of spirituality in human life” (Koenig, 2012), such as Richards and Bergin (1997), Swinton 

(2001) and Lines (2006). Yet spirituality remains peripheral to psychotherapy. A significant 

reason for ongoing suspicion of spirituality among mental health professionals is its 

conflation with faith and religion and hence the association of spirituality, faith and religion 

on the one hand with discrimination and abuse on the other. 

 

Wright (2008, p26) singles out the Iona Community and the Quakers as having “positive 

histories of full acceptance” of gay people, “but they are in the minority” among churches. 

Referring to a Royal College of Psychiatrists report into a Church of England “listening 

exercise” on sexuality, he notes that gay people “are more likely to suffer mental health 

problems, violence and discrimination… Some inclusive Christians are welcoming, but others 

are unwilling to yield up their bigotry, which they mask with appeals to scriptural authority.” 

I have published my own such experience (Smith, 2018a; 2019b). 
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Perhaps the most difficult edge is spiritual abuse. Kinmond and Oakley (2015, p156) note 

how people who hold power in a spiritual context, e.g. a church or community, can 

perpetrate spiritual abuse by intentional, controlling or coercive behaviour, which they may 

see as for the good of the other, but which the target experiences as a deeply emotional 

personal attack “on the heart of the person, their integrity, their wholeness” (citing Jenkins, 

2011, p29).  Oakley and Kinmond (2013a, p21) set out its manifestations. Some are found in 

other forms of abuse, such as manipulation and exploitation, censorship of decision-making, 

isolation from others and requirements for secrecy or silence. Other behaviours are specific, 

such as the misuse of scripture or the pulpit to control the target’s behaviour and the 

suggestion that the abuser has a “divine” position.  

 

 

2.10 Spiritual practices for mental health 

 

Whereas person-centred theory and Celtic spirituality offer a world-view or theory of 

everything within which particular aspects may sit, much literature on spirituality and mental 

health addresses specific spiritual practices. Thompson (2018, p138) argues mental health 

professionals should be “‘tuned in’ to spirituality issues and have a good understanding of 

them” to shed light on mental health from a “holistic knowledge base.” Rowan (1993; 2005) 

contends therapists should incorporate spiritual practices into their personal development. 

Thorne (2012, p89) considers person-centred therapy itself requires “a level of personal 

dedication which I equate with that of the priest or even the monastic.” West lists his 

interests in yoga, retreat, religious services and spiritual friendships (2011a, p219). 

Thompson (2018, p138) states membership of a faith community “delivers, in a sense, a 

ready-made broad spirituality (albeit tailored uniquely by each individual involved according 

to their circumstances).” He cites the value of “connectedness” with others, community and 

“something bigger than yourself” (p141) – a theme in my own previous research on spiritual 

retreat (Smith 2018c; 2019c), whose participants also connected with themselves.  

 

Journey can be a helpful metaphor for life. Holloway and Moss (2010) “write of the 

importance of being companions on a spiritual journey… This entails perpetually wrestling 

with the challenge of maintaining a coherent life narrative that gives us meaning and 

identity” (cited by Thompson, 2018, p146). Sometimes, we frame this narrative as growth 

through difficult times: referencing Park and Helgeson (2006), Kiyimba (2017, p140) sees 
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“positive growth arising from the struggle with highly stressful events ... [which] fits well with 

emerging models of therapy that emphasise strength and resilience.” Thus, telling and re-

telling our life story as a journey is itself framed as a spiritual practice. 

 

Equally, a specific journey can hold spiritual meaning.  Pilgrimage “synthesizes” exterior and 

interior journeys “so that thoughts and steps necessitate each other. It involves mental, 

physical and spiritual integrity. In other words, it is like life” (Barker and Buchanan-Barker, 

2004). Moddrell and Scriven (2016, p318) reference the Celtic concept of peregrinatio and 

find their modern-day Celtic pilgrimage provides “an inclusive social space for spiritual and 

cultural reflection, enhanced by embodied experience of the landscape… a post-secular 

exploration of spiritualities.” Modern-day pilgrimage can be conflated with tourism: Liro, 

Sołjan and Bilska-Wodecka (2016) write of a “dedifferentiation approach” at pilgrimage sites, 

whereby pilgrims engage in tourism and tourists in spiritual activity. But Thomas, White and 

Samuel (2018) argue “pilgrimage occurs in a post-postmodern duality that acknowledges 

individual freedom that is grounded in an authentic past.” More succinctly, pilgrims define 

their own journeys (Lois-González and Santos, 2015).  Some pilgrims view their climbing of 

Croagh Patrick mountain in Ireland as a “performance” (Scriven, 2018, p540). Psychiatrist/ 

art therapist Busch (2011) interweaves into her pilgrimage research the “slow and reflective” 

pace of walking (p116) and the use of photography as “a tool for spiritual deepening and 

contemplative awareness” (p116) – what Edwards (1987, p142) calls “participative seeing.” 

Noting Thomas Merton’s (unreferenced) observation that art allows us to find ourselves and 

lose ourselves at the same time – which my participant Maggie expressed in interview, 

forming the refrain for her poem (Table 22) – Busch (p118) found she “was more readily able 

to ‘see’ in the stillness and silence of a contemplative community”.  

 

Participants in my research on spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018b; 2018c; 2019c) cited the 

importance of the environment and connection (with themselves, others and God); I also 

discovered in their experience two “new findings: refreshment… and being (true to) oneself, 

or congruence” (Smith, 2019c, p21). Indeed, in terms of Rogers’ (1957; 1959) core conditions, 

congruence was the predominant retreat experience. Environmental retreats (Groen, 2017) 

combine the benefits of retreat with conscious connection with nature – a practice beneficial 

to mental health, which forms the basis for the field of ecotherapy (Leopold, 1949; Burns, 

1998; Hegarty, 2010).  
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Approaching spirituality in counselling practice, West (2015, p70) sees spiritual crises, as with 

any “crisis of the human condition”, as “part of the human journey… Sometimes, life – or 

God if you like – just shakes you up.” Gubi’s review (2015) of the literature on the practice 

of spiritual accompaniment, “the art of appropriately being alongside another in their 

spiritual journeying” (p30) supports his own experience that “it has not felt qualitatively or 

experientially different” from counselling (p11). Indeed, his exploration of prayer in 

counselling and spiritual accompaniment (Gubi, 2017, pp36-49) largely addresses the two 

together rather than differentiating them. Gubi writes from the person-centred perspective 

and cites (2015) the concept of the anamchara or soul friend from Celtic spirituality, though 

often, as I found with the literature on spiritual retreat, the emphasis in spiritual 

accompaniment is on Ignatian spirituality (Thorne, 2012; Helm, 2014). Harborne (2017, 

pp18-35) explores discernment in spiritual direction and psychotherapy (between which she 

finds more difference of context and terminology than substance) principally in an Ignatian 

context, touching on Quakerism, but not Celtic spirituality, which offers soul friendship, 

retreat and dispersed community as therapeutic relationships. Both West and Gubi write as 

experienced counsellors and academics. Hunt’s research on trainee counsellors (2018, p425) 

shows their greater reticence, fearful of talking about faith on their training programme, lest 

they “be judged negatively by their peers or tutors, and presumed to hold a range of views 

that they didn’t associate with” (note the parallel with clients’ reluctance to air such issues). 

Teaching on spirituality was entirely absent from their counselling training, whereas they 

found, sometimes to their surprise, “little tension between their religious beliefs and 

therapeutic theory.” Hence it was lived experience and experiential training (“how is it for 

you?”) which equipped them to work with such matters. 

 

“Studies about the power of prayer or meditation… suggest that these can have a 

constructive influence on health and illness” (Gardner, 2011, p8). Prayer offers a “deep 

connectedness with the source of being” (Gubi, 2003) and is used by some counsellors with 

clients – Gubi (2011, p71) suggests a tentative, deferential approach – and much more widely 

(Gubi, 2011, p63) as a way to “hold the absent client” (Thorne, 1998, p88) between sessions. 

Reflection groups are a means by which “participants impact on each other (i.e. mutual 

interpenetration) and ‘shape’ each other’s thinking, and affect each other’s psychological 

state, attitude and behaviour” (Gubi, 2016, p119). 
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Part 4 – conclusion of literature review  

 

 

2.11 Integrated discussion of literature 

 

If person-centred theory is “a way of being” (Rogers, 1980), Celtic spirituality is “a way of 

seeing” (MacLeod, per Newell, 1997, p89). Viewing Celtic spirituality through the lens of 

psychology rather than theology, history, language, or culture, I have addressed a gap in 

knowledge. Celtic spirituality’s affirmation of personal experience justifies relating it to a 

discipline which seeks to understand what it is to be human through individuals’ self-

knowledge.  

 

Like person-centred theory, Celtic spirituality is a universal world-view. Seeing God in 

everything, in oneself and in others integrates the whole of life. As the spirituality born of a 

particular geography, it is rooted in a place. However, that place is a place of movement, be 

it a seashore or life’s journey. Celtic spirituality affirms change through its concepts of 

liminality and pilgrimage; person-centred theory seeks therapeutic change. 

 

Given the integrated approach of Celtic spirituality to life, it is appropriate to integrate the 

discipline with psychological knowledge and add to the growing literature on spirituality and 

mental health, much of which adopts a holistic approach to human experience and 

knowledge, as well as the literature on specific therapeutic spiritual practices. 

 

In my analysis of the literature, I have identified key themes and sub-themes. These can be 

compared and contrasted in chapter 9 with the themes derived from creative forms of 

inquiry and interpretative phenomenological analysis of my research participants’ personal 

experience of Celtic spirituality. 
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3. Methodology: capturing the spirit 
 

 

3.1 Philosophy of knowledge: what can we know of spirituality, how can we know it? 

 

Celtic spirituality’s mysterious, ineffable quality poses methodological challenges. What 

constitutes research data? How do we collect and analyse data? In choosing suitable 

methodologies, I have benefitted from evaluating several through previous research on 

spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018b; 2018c; 2019c), as well as developing my thinking with 

prospective supervisors as I prepared my proposal. 

 

The study of experience of Celtic spirituality is more intangible or amorphous than the study 

of spiritual retreat, in that the latter was based on a specific time and place (a few days spent 

on Iona), whereas this study encompasses experience of an aspect of life over an indefinite 

period, generally of a few years, for some on a regular, even daily basis, for others more 

irregular, associated with particular activities or occasions, such as pilgrimage or retreat. The 

subject-matter lacks clear boundaries. It can be vast, a belief system or response to our 

whole self, others and the world around us, indeed the whole universe. But it can also be 

particular, such as the recollection by Tess (a participant in this research) of her response to 

going on her first retreat (lines 44-69) or by another participant Neena of seeing a flower in 

a crumbling London wall (lines 172-174).  In the spirit of research as “collaborative activity” 

(McLeod, 2015, p13), participants themselves decided where any boundaries lay: as another 

participant Barbara said (lines 40-49), “sometimes I was asking myself, well has this got 

anything to do with my concept of Celtic spirituality… But I can also flip that on its head and 

say, I think there’s quite an extent to which my concept of spirituality or the things that 

resonate most strongly with me sit quite comfortably with what I perceive as being the Celtic 

approach to things, if you like.” 

 

Underpinning the choice of research methodology is my philosophy of knowledge relevant 

to this research question and subject-matter. The foundations comprise my understanding 

of the nature of reality, my ontological stance (Gray, 2013) and of the nature of accessible 

knowledge, my epistemological stance (Ponterotto, 2005). Table 3 lists some terminology 

and how the ontological, epistemological and methodological stances sit together. Broadly, 

my approaches occupy the right-hand column (shaded), a social constructionist paradigm.  
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Table 3: Research stance: social constructionist paradigm  

 

Ontology Realism 

External reality 

exists independent 

of our subjective 

understanding or 

our beliefs 

Materialism 

Like realism, except 

only the material/ 

physical world is 

seen as real 

Idealism 

Reality is knowable 

only through the 

human mind and 

socially constructed 

meaning 

Epistemology Positivism 

Reality is independent of the 

researcher 

Facts are concrete, so value-free 

inquiry is possible 

Interpretivism 

Researcher and reality depend 

on each other 

Facts are human creations, so 

value-free inquiry is impossible 

Methodology Deductive 

Start research with theory.     

Test hypothesis: true or false? 

Inductive  

Exploration and analysis lead 

to development of theory/ 

understanding/ sense-making 

 

Table adapted from Snape and Spencer (2003, p16) and Punch (2005, p12)  

 

 

To understand spirituality and psychotherapy, I consider that knowledge subsists – is a truth 

(not the truth) and has validity – in individual human experience, both everyday lived 

experience and what is received or perceived by the individual as spiritual, i.e. something 

transcendent or beyond the self.  This is a “soft relativist” form of idealist ontological stance 

(Alexander, 1986): I am not taking a strong, single view on the nature of reality, but I am 

placing knowledge in the context of its subject-matter, human experience as received and 

interpreted first and foremost by the individual. It is consistent with both the experiential 
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nature of spirituality and Rogers’ theory of the person (1951) and his (1957) “core 

conditions”, the basis for my psychotherapeutic analysis of Celtic spirituality.  

 

Contradicting Durkheim’s view (1895) that “our main goal is to extend scientific rationalism 

to human conduct”, quantum physicist Heisenberg (1971) found positivism, even in the 

physical sciences, to be a “pointless philosophy, seeing that what we can say clearly amounts 

to next to nothing”. To look at deep human experience invites a research stance, which 

explores the nature of existence through understanding experience on its own terms 

(Husserl, 1927), a phenomenological and interpretivist approach. These stances lead to 

selecting inductive methodologies, through which sense is made and theory developed out 

of the exploration and analysis, initially by participant and then by researcher. 

 

In this context I have sought to discern the almost indiscernible through a four-stage 

bricolage (Yardley, 2008) of qualitative methodologies, learning from my previous research, 

to constitute holistic qualitative analysis (Smith, 2021). At the heart of the data collection is 

a single, semi-structured interview with each participant (broadly following the bullet-

pointed questions in the box at Appendix 1). Central to the analysis of the interview 

transcript data lies interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith et al, 2009). But 

much of what McLeod (2015, p96) terms “thickened” knowledge, the richness of both data 

collection and analysis, comes through creative forms of inquiry. 

 

In my previous research (Smith, 2018c), I found my interview data enriched by the creative 

reflections made beforehand by participants. They were given a free choice of method of 

creative reflection: two chose photographs, two chose poetry and artefacts; one participant 

in that research made a box collage from found objects. In seeking to analyse such data, I 

encountered collage inquiry. I also noted how particularly deep that interview was: that 

participant expressed enormous tenderness and insight in speaking about how the collage 

expressed her feelings on Iona. This time I decided to ask all participants to reflect on their 

experience prior to interview through collage. It is an innovative approach, explored in more 

depth at sections 3.4 to 3.9 inclusive. 
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3.2 Methodologies chosen and rejected 

 

In sifting possible methodologies, I sought to match them both to the subject-matter and the 

research question: what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality? This question 

asks: “what is it like for you?” not “how many?” So, I dismissed a quantitative or mixed 

methods study in favour of a qualitative approach.  

 

I could have conducted a self-study, given the personal resonance of the subject-matter, and 

looked at my own experience in a cultural context through an autoethnographic study or 

reflected at great depth through heurism. I have published a research conference paper and 

journal article about my experience of person-centred counselling theory and practice as a 

gay Christian, based on a combination of autoethnography, heurism and literature review 

(Smith, 2018a, 2019b). They inform this research. However, my interest is the wider 

experience of others. Of course, reflexivity is important to identify stance and bias in 

qualitative research, so I have created my own collage and analysed a bracketing interview, 

considered in chapter 10.  

 

Adapting box 3.1 in Smith et al (2009, p45), Table 4 shows some possible methodologies 

considered and either chosen (a four-stage bricolage of the methods in the shaded boxes) or 

rejected. For each I have indicated its key features and the question it might suit. 

 

 

Table 4: Methodologies considered 

 

Methodology Key features Suitable question 

Quantitative Many participants, 

seeking norm(s) 

Is Celtic spirituality 

psychotherapeutic?3 

Autoethnography Studying myself in my 

cultural context 

How is my experience of Celtic 

spirituality psychotherapeutic as 

a gay Christian? 

                                                             
3 This is my question, but does not elicit deep answers 
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Methodology Key features Suitable question 

Heurism Studying myself in depth How is my experience of Celtic 

spirituality psychotherapeutic? 

Thematic analysis Systematic coding of 

interview content to find 

common themes  

What are the common themes in 

different people’s experience of 

Celtic spirituality?  

Narrative analysis 

(structural) 

Study of how narrative 

relates to meaning-

making 

What story structures do people 

use to describe Celtic 

spirituality? 

Narrative analysis 

(or enquiry): 

content 

Study of the content of 

participants’ stories 

What is the content of people’s 

stories of Celtic spirituality? 

Grounded theory Openness to developing 

an explanatory level 

account  

What factors influenced people’s 

experience of Celtic spirituality? 

Discursive 

psychology 

Study of interaction 

rather than content, 

wary of inference of 

subject-matter  

How do people talk about their 

experience of Celtic spirituality? 

Foucauldian 

discourse analysis 

Openness to various data 

sources; focus on what 

“must be understood” by 

convention  

How is “experience of Celtic 

spirituality” constructed in 

participants’ stories? 

Collage inquiry Intuitive, non-linear, non-

verbal, accessible way to 

conceptualise 

unconscious feelings, 

thoughts & ideas 

How do participants portray 

their experience of Celtic 

spirituality through images? 
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Methodology Key features Suitable question 

Immersive 

listening 

Capturing participants’ 

key express and 

underlying feelings from 

interview 

What are participants’ key 

feelings about their experience 

of Celtic spirituality? 

Poetic inquiry Distilling and re-

presenting key ideas, 

feelings, words and 

phrases from the text 

How can participants’ experience 

of Celtic spirituality be retold 

poetically? 

IPA Study of meaning-making 

in specific context for 

people who share 

experience 

How do people make sense of 

their experience of Celtic 

spirituality? 

 

 

 

3.3 Data collection 

 

Learning from prior experience, I formulated a short semi-structured interview schedule: five 

open questions, one of which included supplementary wording (see Appendix 1). Smith et al 

(2009, p60) recommend six to ten questions. Much of the interview content came from the 

opening question “tell me about your collage”, which often evoked reflections relevant to 

later questions. Again, learning from experience, I made use of “and what else?” questions, 

which I have found to evoke more depth and more of the edge of each participant’s 

awareness. I sought to cover my schedule flexibly, allowing participants the space to develop 

their thoughts and feelings. I could merely have asked them what their experience was and 

followed wherever they led. However, I feared this would make themes even harder to find, 

or else generic and trite. Participants began the analysis through their own insights and 

reflections, moving readily from the narrative or descriptive to the analytical or evaluative 

(Smith et al, 2009, p59). 
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Kvale (1996) analyses the role of interviewing in the research process. Is it mining for gold or 

a conversation? If there is gold in my interviews, I feel it is through enabling participants to 

reflect deeply and unearth their own nuggets.  

 

 

3.4 Stage 1: Collage inquiry – introduction 

 

The use of collage in research is admittedly little known, but plays a fundamental role in my 

data collection and analysis, so I explore it at some depth here. Indeed, I had to present my 

proposal three times for ethical approval, because what the Chester University ethics 

committee termed the “bold research design” also prompted questions and concerns about 

the use of collage, perhaps reflecting a lack of familiarity or confidence in the method.  

 

I was asked by the ethics committee how/ from where participants would get their materials, 

what guidance they would be given, because “some adults can be nervous/ reluctant to 

participate in visual methods for fear of getting it wrong”, and how the collages would be 

analysed. All I can say is that none of this was ever raised as an issue by any of the 

participants. All prospective participants who expressed a potential interest completed a 

collage (and analysed it themselves at interview), despite being given repeated opportunities 

to withdraw. Clearly, a prospective applicant could have declined, but if so, they did not tell 

me. 

 

I am not alone in finding collage an effective way of unlocking knowledge. After completing 

the fieldwork and early drafts of my research on retreat (Smith, 2018c) at Keele University, 

the final experiential learning experience on the MSc course was a collective class effort to 

portray the degree journey through a combined, collaborative collage. By then I had already 

chosen collage inquiry in my PhD proposal. 

 

 

3.5 Relating collage inquiry to Celtic spirituality 

 

Having proposed that collage (a visual form of communication and inquiry) and its analysis 

by the participant-artists themselves in interview are appropriate ways to access knowledge 

and experience of Celtic spirituality, because it is hard to put into words, I was struck in my 
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review of literature on Celtic spirituality by the following paragraph in Bradley’s early work 

(1993): 

 

“I recall taking part in a workshop led by John Bell and his Iona colleague Graham 

Maule in which we were thrown a pile of old magazines and colour supplements and 

asked to cut out pictures which in some way represented the idea of God. The 

pictures were then put together on the ground and candles lit around them. In the 

whole act of worship there was very little speaking and yet its effect was profound 

and very memorable.” 

 

I have noted some key aspects of this (Smith, 2020, p26):  

 

1. there is no sense of any prior artistic skill or prolonged reflection – participants were 

“thrown a pile” of old magazines;  

2. it is accessible, democratic and largely non-directive – the participants chose what 

pictures to cut out, albeit from a pile of materials they were given; it is worth noting 

that I supplied materials, but equally offered participants the options to use their 

own instead or as well; as it transpired, my participants variously used exclusively 

my materials (Barbara, Dan, Maggie and Yvonne), exclusively their own (Ben, Diana, 

Kevin and Simon) or a mixture (Neena and Tess); 

3. the pictures “in some way represented the idea of God” – apart from the choice of 

the pile of magazines and a broad idea of subject-matter (the idea of God), this was 

again non-directive and person-centred practice; 

4. there was little speaking during the creation of the collage; and 

5. it was deep. 

 

I met individually with participants, largely for logistical reasons. Hence, I lost the possibility 

of collective experience and focus group work. My approach prized individual experience 

instead. That apart, the resemblance is striking, if unsurprising: “we find in Celtic spirituality 

a valuing of the creative imagination of the individual” (Davies and Bowie, 1995, p20). Celtic 

spirituality cherishes individual experience and it “views and values ‘God in the ordinary’. 

This is part of seeing God in everything. Perhaps by approaching spirituality in an ordinary, 

everyday, accessible way, we make spirituality itself more ordinary, everyday and accessible, 

without losing its special meaning to the individual.” (Smith, 2020, p26). Collage ranks 
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alongside photographic inquiry (Wang, 1999) among the most ordinary visual arts-based 

research methodologies in process, skill and materials.  

 

Ray Simpson, founding guardian of the Community of Aidan and Hilda on Lindisfarne, writes 

of another approach with some similarities (2002, p120): “It can be a therapeutic exercise to 

gather thoughtfully some fragments of refuse. Let each fragment represent a part of our lives 

which has been severed from the whole. Bless it, and place it where it seems to fit in the 

Cross-shaped mosaic. When the mosaic is complete, bless it as a whole and meditate.” Again, 

I am struck by the participant-led, non-expert, visually creative and deep way of accessing 

knowledge and a sense of healing. 

 

Celtic culture and spirituality are noted for their use of visual art. Mitton (2013, p151) writes 

that “the Celtic church had a deep love of art”, such as the illuminated gospels of Lindisfarne, 

Lichfield and Kells. This contrasts with the primacy of words in mainstream Christianity, even 

today: “We live in an increasingly visual age, yet the church is still bound up in its addiction 

to words” (p151), whereas “the painters of the Lindisfarne Gospels were a team of two 

bishops, an anchorite and a priest” (p152). Yet we expect bishops to write books and strategy 

documents, not paint pictures. A retreat director told me (research diary, 12 October 2019) 

that ordination training is being adapted by including visual art techniques to suit dyslexic 

ordinands’ learning styles against a culture focused on the written word (the bible itself, 

commentaries and theological texts). Indeed a 2017 survey by the Ordinands Association for 

the Church of England reported 32 dyslexic respondents out of 250 (2018, Harrison).  

 

The current Celtic cultural revival often manifests itself through visual media: Woods (2000, 

p3) cites everything from a “Celtic letter opener” (yes, I have one!) to a “Celtic body-

decoration kit, including a full range of Celtic images, from snakes and birds to interlocking 

circles and more.” Early in this research, I noted interest at the Northumbria Community in 

a fellow retreatant’s tattoo of Celtic knotwork and the triquetra (a Celtic symbol of the Holy 

Trinity). In using visual art methodology, I have chosen a good cultural match for my subject.   

 

Interestingly, two participants (Dan and Maggie) themselves drew connections between 

collage as a process and the subject-matter of Celtic spirituality or aspects of it.  
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Dan works in a faith setting and had not made a collage for years. He reflected on it as a form 

of prayer he would like to use (line 483) and felt the approach brought great depth: (lines 

489-495) “I think it was the fact that I was using someone else’s materials helped, as well, 

because I then studied the materials, went through them all, looked, and prayerfully 

considered which ones would work, which ones wouldn’t. And that made me go much 

deeper than if I’d used my own materials, because I would’ve known them, if that makes 

sense.”  

 

Perhaps because she has become an artist and researcher during her time of deepening 

interest in Celtic spirituality, Maggie made the connection about the process of collage, 

which she approached (lines 654-659) “in a way that fitted with my understanding of Celtic 

Christianity, in that I had what’s given and I just opened myself up to what attracted me and 

what sort of jumped off the page at me, without worrying about why and without doing any 

sort of analysis. And then yes, the analysis has come as I’ve arranged them and just looked 

at what was pleasing, what I liked, what I didn’t like, tried things in different places. Then I 

sort of found, you know, I’ve sort of come to an understanding of it.” 

 

 

3.6 Collage inquiry literature  

 

Literature on collage as creative inquiry in counselling research is extremely limited. My own 

contribution (Smith, 2020) is expressly indebted to Butler-Kisber (2010, pp102-122). She sets 

it in the wider context of postmodern, sociological, qualitative inquiry. Tracing the origins of 

collage from Picasso’s 1912 work Still Life with Chair-Caning she notes its growth around the 

millennium to address the “crisis of representation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) in sociological 

research, including “as a way of examining identity and values” (McDermott, 2002), because 

the ‘images enable meaning to travel in ways that words cannot’ (Burns, 2003: 9).” My field 

of inquiry concerns identity and values and is experienced beyond words.  

 

Butler-Kisber (2010, p104) also outlines key aspects to collage inquiry’s potential 

contribution, which I briefly analyse below, including reference to some of my participants: 

 

1. It is non-linear: “a single or linear thought ‘gives way to relations of juxtaposition 

and difference’ (Rainey, 1998: 124).” This facilitates new imaginative connections 
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and ideas. Participants in interview can hold a thought or digress, but I agree collage 

affords greater flexibility of thought process and openness to feeling in the moment, 

because the beholder can constantly shift focus back and forth between one picture, 

two or more adjoining pictures, or the impression created by the whole. 

2. Metaphor “and metonymy (contiguity or connectedness) and the gaps and the 

spaces within a collage reveal both the intended and the unintended”, giving a 

greater role for the subconscious in the process of creating and interpreting a 

collage, bringing tacit knowledge into the participant-artist’s awareness. My 

interview experience is that this really enriched data: participants spoke of noticing 

things, having ideas, becoming aware of previously unconsidered ideas or feelings 

while making the collage, looking at it afterwards, or at interview.  

3. There is a contrast with the way that in “linear, written texts the author works from 

the idea to the feelings or from the ‘head to the heart’. In collage the opposite is 

true.” Building from fragments of feelings towards an idea is a heart-to-head 

process. Barbara expressed the contrast with her academic, analytical experience in 

science and law. Ben expressed the heart quality of Celtic spirituality. So far, so apt. 

But this is an oversimplification: the process of selection voiced in interview differed 

between participants, suggesting personality type (Thinking v Feeling, in Myers-

Briggs terminology (Briggs, 1990)). Also, most participants created collages 

exclusively out of photographs rather than for example, as Dan and I did, cutting 

coloured card to create an image or representative shape from our imagination. 

However, the heart-to-head process matches participants’ accounts of choosing 

resonant images before working out ways to put them together, or even questioning 

whether specific images fitted their definition of Celtic spirituality. 

4. Collage allows the testing of images only until they are stuck down; written texts 

can be endlessly refined until publication. But “the allegorical and relational 

qualities… provide various ways of interpreting conscious and unconscious ideas, 

and there is sufficient residual ambiguity for different interpretations and successive 

ones over time”. I see this as a matter of degree not difference: both methods 

involve successive periods of reflection, creation, editing and publication.  
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In Butler-Kisber’s analysis (2010), there are three principal ways of using collage in research: 

 

1. As reflection (pp 105-114). This can be a group exercise, whereby each participant 

reflects first on their own and then others’ work and offers spoken or written 

comment on each in turn, which can be shared into the group. 

2. As elicitation (pp114/5): “to initiate a dialogue with participants, or as guided 

reflection”. 

3. In conceptualisation (pp 116-118), where a series or cluster of collages are created 

in response to the research question and then discussed with other researchers 

working on the same inquiry “to bring unarticulated ideas to the surface”. 

 

My participants all worked alone. They reflected alone, often with touching depth, prior to 

making the collage, during the process and afterwards. I began each interview by asking the 

participant to tell me about their collage, which was a process of elicitation, but also 

sometimes of further reflection. Indeed, some participants (Maggie, Tess and Barbara) 

expressed a specific desire to continue to reflect on their collages after interview, Tess 

suggested a focus group and Barbara a further interview. I decided against adopting these 

two suggestions. There would have been logistical and ethical challenges in changing 

approach part-way through a process: participants had originally consented to a single 

confidential interview with me (albeit some could have chosen to waive confidentiality); 

potential imbalance between the input of different participants (favouring those who took 

part in a group or more than one interview); within the group, dominant voices could have 

influenced the voiced experience of others.  

 

In my analysis of collage inquiry, I owe an immense debt to my participants, several of whom 

spoke at some length about the process of collage.  

 

 

3.7 Collage inquiry and counselling 

 

Two participants (Neena and Barbara) drew connections between collage as a process and 

counselling or aspects of it. Both expressed how the process of collaging explores beneath 

conscious knowledge.   
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Psychologist Neena found the process of making a collage “really involving” (line 105), 

“centring” (line 115), a “meditative activity” (line 109), “looking at things a bit more 

mindfully” (line 111), partly because (lines 113/4) “despite liking to find God in all things, I 

didn’t find them there the first time around!” She used both words and images (including 

playfully, a “collage within a collage” (line 93)), thinking deeply as she explored the link 

between the two (line 107). 

 

Barbara answered my question about applying experience of Celtic spirituality to counselling 

by applying the experience of collage to counselling (lines 562-566): “It enables… how it 

might be used in counselling and therapy is perhaps to open up those conversations. It’s a 

way into them. And then, you know, that can bring up memories that one hadn’t accessed 

otherwise, or thought about.” Indeed, illustrating the point about tacit knowledge, Barbara 

then expressed her feelings deeply on seeing an image, which reminded her where her ex-

husband was living (lines 572-578): “And I felt really sad and upset. But… realising well, that’s 

ok. It’s ok to feel sad. It’s not particularly surprising. So, I’m saying that’s another example of 

actually how this process enables things to come up in a way that, for some people would 

be much more difficult…” Barbara explained how she can find it hard to open up even to her 

counsellor, but (lines 595-600), “doing something like this, even if some of the real letting 

go, if you like, and the real releasing of emotion happens when one’s alone, just the process, 

and then being able to talk about what happened or how it felt, is actually quite a good tool, 

a good way into things really.”  

 

 

3.8 Collage as participant-artist in research 

 

Several participants explained how they became aware of knowledge about their experience 

through the process of research. 

 

Maggie made subconscious imaginative connections: she noticed new themes, thoughts and 

feelings after selecting words and images (lines 180-186): “That’s maybe something I 

wouldn’t have brought out until I’d done the collage. And then that sort of became more 

evident I think, as I was putting it together. And I thought, ‘why have I picked? That’s twice, 

three times, it’s come up quite a lot.’ And you think, ‘my gosh! I’ve picked up quite a lot of 

times on that. And why have I?’ So that was actually quite interesting for me.”  



 69 

 

I consciously tried not to direct my participants through my selection of materials. Like Dan, 

Maggie decided to work only with the materials I sent. She addressed the potential impact 

on the findings (lines 661-665): “I did wonder, when I looked at the magazines, whether you 

had preselected things that you thought would fit with the theme. But I still think it’s very 

interesting what I picked out from there, and other things that I discarded, but I think, yeah, 

I think even if you’d sent me the car magazines, oddly enough, I think it probably would still 

have come out!” She considered whether to use a bit of everything I had sent, but the colours 

of the card and foam I included were “hideous” (line 668), “very garish” (line 670), too 

“unnatural” (line 674) for her to express experience of this subject matter. Dan’s collage 

consists largely of these items, my reflexive collage entirely so. These differences contradict 

the suggestion I have directed participants through the supply of materials.  

 

One striking aspect of collage’s democratic quality and the irrelevance of “good art” is that, 

although Maggie and Yvonne are both artists, their collages do not stand out as obviously 

different. Indeed, the two I found most alike were by professional artist Maggie and amateur 

Tess, which Maggie had seen, a risk I had neither foreseen nor forestalled. I might have 

worried Maggie had been influenced to adopt a similar style to Tess, had the latter’s collage 

not “left [her] cold” (line 704). As an artist, Maggie did consider artistic/ aesthetic merit. 

Maybe this informed her journey from her first reaction on seeing the materials I had sent 

to the finished work (lines 700-701): “initially I thought, ‘oh my gosh! There’s nothing in here 

that I can do anything with.’ But once you just calm down, it’s amazing: I’m quite amazed 

with the result, as to what came out of it.” And at lines 708-709: “there are bits of it that I 

keep getting drawn to, that I actually really like, I think almost aesthetically." However, on 

reflection, Maggie considered it a work of intuition, not a work of art (lines 784-786): “I’m 

not sure as a piece of art it works, but I wasn’t trying to make a piece of art. I was doing an 

intuitive process, so that I could put things together, as I felt fitted in my mind, and as I felt 

happy with, and then analysing it afterwards”. 

 

Ben’s academic experience is with creative imagery, but as a poet he uses words not pictures. 

He explained his novel collaging approach, which nonetheless shared with several 

participants the intuitive quality of choosing pictures which resonated with him (lines 4-15): 

“I’ll tell you how I got there, because I went through the box and pulled out any pictures that 

I thought moved me and I made a connection with, which was an interesting collection of 
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stuff. Then I thought, I’ve got some pictures as well, and I went on computer and set myself 

looking back just over this year and no further and pulled out any pictures that looked as 

though they might have something to say to me about Celtic spirituality. And I had quite a 

lot, so I put those together in a collage. So, the collage is only those in the end, but it got 

there via the box.” 

 

Artist Yvonne’s intuitive approach to selection “didn’t go as I thought it would. I’m quite 

surprised by what I chose. I went through the box and I just picked out anything that had 

some sort of resonance with me, you know. If it had a resonance, I put it on a pile, and I 

rejected the other things. And then I looked at the pile that I had. And that’s when I realised 

that the pile that I had was… pretty much saying the same…” (lines 72-79). This emergence 

of themes by the participant’s own analysis of the collage, not mine, is important for the 

validity of the findings. Participants begin to move from unvoiced feelings at the edge of 

awareness into words before I can influence them in interview.  

  

Barbara found another approach, composing two collages, her first since her mid-teens, 

albeit she had only completed one, the other comprising a dry run, unglued, which formed 

the later, lesser part of the interview, an epilogue or afterthought, through which she was 

able to capture additional feelings. She valued collage for taking her away from the 

“academic approach” (lines 30-31), searching for certainty (line 555), which characterised 

her careers in science and law, towards this intuitive quality of what “resonates most 

strongly” with her (line 47). She asked herself whether all the content was of her experience 

of Celtic spirituality, or merely spirituality in general. Interview gave her the opportunity to 

ask herself these intellectual questions, moving towards analysis from the freer, creative 

process of collaging (lines 556-561): “doing something that was actually quite creative was 

great: losing oneself in it. And just spending a bit of time thinking, well what is it about? So, 

I picked these things out, because well, they just jumped out, and that resonates with me. 

And then having to think, well why is it, what is it about that?”  

 

 

3.9 Limitations of collage inquiry 

 

My participant Tess expressed one limitation of attending a single interview after being given 

a couple of weeks to compose her collage. Given her experience of gaining insights through 
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long-term reflection on collage, having rediscovered collage as I did, on her first retreat at 

the Northumbria Community (lines 7-18), she felt this limitation quite keenly: “And what 

struck me this morning when I was looking at this collage – because I think you’re going to 

ask me to explain it all, I think you’re going to be disappointed, because I think this will 

potentially interact with me. It’ll be an interactive journey, I suspect, … as to why I was 

attracted to certain things, and what words and pictures. So, I may know some of them, but 

I suspect I don’t know all of them, by any means, which is the way that collages and I seem 

to work together.”  

 

A single interview is one expression of experience, captured at one point in time. Participant 

Kevin explored his idea of both collage and Celtic experience as journey (lines 564-566): “It 

is unfinished. There will be more photos, there will be more words, but they’re not 

necessarily there at the moment.” Nevertheless, as Tess and others showed, it affords 

opportunity for deep reflection. From evidence shared by colleagues at my doctoral research 

group, the single in-depth interview remains a popular, valued method of data collection.  

 

Butler-Kisber (2010, pp118-120) herself sets out “four major challenges that confront 

researchers conducting collage inquiry”, which I critique below: 

 

1. Developing expertise. The point of collage, I should however contend from 

experience and other academic views, is that it requires no expertise. My 

participants ranged from novices to professional artists. All were able to use collage 

to access and express experience. It is not obvious which collages were made by 

participants with artistic expertise. Collage uses skills of cutting and sticking learned 

in early life (p102). Its simplicity answers Finley’s two criticisms of arts-based 

research (pp 95-97, in Denzin and Lincoln, 2013): lack of democratic legitimacy 

(Giroux, 2009, p671) and a need for “artistic expertism”. Expertise is irrelevant to 

something we did as children and accept as a child-like art form. It is no bar to depth: 

“Time and again, I have been surprised by the depth of experience and meaning, 

which such an apparently simple, even simplistic, approach can evoke” (Smith, 2020, 

p 24). 

2. When to use collage. Butler-Kisber’s view that collage “need not be relegated to 

specific occasions” appears valid. Collage’s role in evoking tacit knowledge and 

making new connections is widely relevant. It is suited to the exploration and 
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expression of experiences beyond words: “Collage has become an increasingly 

important means of accessing spiritual experiences which can be hard to put into 

words. While therapy usually involves talking and listening, collage enables each of 

us to express our ‘self’ and our feelings through images, when we do not have the 

words to describe them, or do not feel that they can be said. Spiritual experiences 

often feel taboo” (Smith 2020, p24).  I should add that it is accessible and 

inexpensive, even fun! Collage answers “Denzin’s clarion call for continuing 

development of critical, qualitative research methodologies” (Finley, p562, in Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2018). 

3. How to evaluate collage. Butler-Kisber finds Barone and Eisner’s criteria (1997) for 

evaluating arts-informed work too generic and specific to textual work, so she looks 

at Bamford’s (2005) research evaluation criteria of “merit and worth”. However, 

merit (defined by Bamford as “intrinsic beauty”) is irrelevant to how I have used 

collage in this research. Collage is not about “good art”; rather, it is a means of 

bringing deep experience to awareness and expressing it. Bamford defines “worth” 

as “applicability, usefulness, contribution and desirability of the imaginings 

formulated as a result of the study”. While this criterion largely holds true for 

counselling research, I question whether it matters to the quality of that research 

whether the imaginings are desirable. The research should seek to capture true 

experience, desirable or not. If the collage inquiry, particularly what is elicited, rather 

than the collage picture itself, makes a useful, applicable contribution, then it has 

served its purpose, regardless of artistic merit. In addressing how to evaluate collage, 

I have added two suggestions to the literature (Smith, 2020 p24):  a) researching in 

a non-directive way, we should first encourage the participant to self-evaluate 

freely: “Both from a power-balance perspective, and in line with the person-centred 

approach, I regard it as important that the … participant interprets the collage” and 

b) using psychotherapeutic interview skills, we can deploy “professional curiosity” to 

deepen the  self-evaluation through gentle, reflective questions, eg “where they see 

themselves in, or in relation to, the picture” and “to wonder aloud what the creator 

of the collage feels may lie behind the choice of a particular photograph, what it 

means for them, or what meaning may lie behind the juxtaposition of two or more 

images”. 

4. How to carry out collage ethically when working with found images. Butler-Kisber 

looks at the “fair use” exception to US and Canadian copyright law on magazine 
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pictures. In the UK, ss29-30 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 

consolidated case law on a “fair dealing” exception to copyright. In particular, s29(1) 

provides that research for a non-commercial purpose does not infringe copyright 

and s29(1B) disapplies the usual need for a sufficient acknowledgement, where this 

would be impossible for reasons of practicality or otherwise, as in this case, where 

scraps of images have been cut or torn from a large number of sources provided by 

both researcher and participants, many unknown. In addition, Butler-Kisber notes 

without further explanation that “the usual ethical issues around voice, reflexivity 

and trustworthiness apply” to collage. I dealt with these by permitting participants 

to use wholly or partly their own materials. Two chose to confine themselves to the 

materials I provided, but I had deliberately included a wide range of coloured card 

and foam sheets as well as many pages torn from a wide range of magazines. Also, I 

asked participants to interpret their own collages.  

 

 

3.10 Data analysis 

 

Collage in this research primarily constitutes data collection, but it also forms the 

participants’ own initial contribution to data analysis, as a reflective approach, both during 

the making of the collage and at interview.  

 

My other forms of data analysis focus on the interview data, enriched or thickened as it was 

by the reflective process of collaging. Given the role of interpretivism and phenomenology 

in the philosophical underpinnings of the research, perhaps the use of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith et al, 2009) as a means of analysing such interview 

data should come as no surprise. But it is far from the only or inevitable choice. In section 

3.2 I set out a range of possible methodologies chosen and rejected, to view their suitability. 

 

IPA’s analytical quality, reducing mysterious, ineffable experience to tables of themes, may 

help derive useful understanding of psychotherapeutic impact. However, although IPA 

(unlike thematic analysis) does allow the capturing of striking dissonances, it risks leaving 

much experience uncaptured and unexpressed. This is why and where I turn again to creative 

forms of inquiry. 
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Part of the reason IPA risks leaving substantial, uncaptured data lies in the idea that, with an 

experience that is hard to put into words, a significant element of what is felt and 

communicated is left unspoken. I needed to listen deeply to what was communicated 

beyond as well as through words, at the edge of the participants’ awareness or expression, 

which I did through turning to the concept of “immersive listening”, a research methodology 

I invented, used and discussed briefly in my previous research (Smith, 2018b; 2018c). I 

discuss this further, its process, possibilities and pitfalls, in section 3.11.  

 

Part of the reason IPA risks leaving unexpressed data in this research is that the subject-

matter is highly personal and diffuse, resistant to, or lost in, the process of “abstraction” and 

“subsumption” of emergent themes into super-ordinate or even sub-ordinate themes (Smith 

et al, 2009, pp96-97). To address this, I adopted a form of poetic inquiry called poetic 

representation (Owton, 2017), which proved effective in my previous research (Smith, 

2018b; 2018c; 2019c). At section 3.13 I consider this as a means of distillation of experience 

captured through interview data.  

 

 

3.11 Stage 2: Immersive listening 

 

In seeking to align research methodology with subject-matter, both psychology and 

spirituality, I discovered a new approach in my previous research, which I termed “immersive 

listening” (Smith, 2018a; 2018c). Reflecting on my MSc supervisor’s comment that in 

psychotherapy research, the researcher uses their counselling skills in interview, I 

extrapolated this post-interview. To understand, access and know something of that 

experience requires deep listening.  

 

In session, counsellors endeavour to understand their clients’ experiences and emotions 

through very careful listening to what they say: the content, tone and non-verbal 

communication, e.g. body language. A research method which analyses the text alone, such 

as IPA, can address the content well, accurately and in-depth. But it cannot – it does not try 

to – address the tone or the non-verbal communication. This is significant. Mehrabian (1981) 

measured the elements of personal communication at 7% spoken words, 38% voice and 

tone, 55% body language. His research relates specifically to attitudes and congruence of 

communication (i.e. the effect of our perceiving when someone’s tone of voice or body 
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language either matches or contradicts the words they say). Nevertheless, it is consistent 

with the argument that, to understand people’s true experience and feelings at the edge of 

their awareness as well as explicit content, we should somehow capture more of their total 

communication than a transcript of their words. As practitioners, counsellors seek to do so 

in session by their listening and responses, afterwards through brief process notes.  

 

As researcher, I applied the same rationale: to listen attentively to as much of the 

communication as I could and capture it in brief notes during and afterwards. Should I have 

video-recorded interviews, to enable study of body language? I worded my recruitment and 

consent documentation to enable this, but in the event in discussion with participants, I 

audio-recorded only, partly for reasons of technology and logistics (I used a mobile phone to 

record, and separately a tablet to Skype, if a face-to-face meeting was impractical), partly to 

respect their preference. There is a trade-off to make between the comfort and openness of 

the participant and the level of intrusion through recording. Indeed, I found that some 

participants went deeper off-record after the interview ended.   

 

The immersive listening itself comprises the replaying of the recorded interview in calm, 

uninterrupted surroundings, with a contemplative, attuned state of listening and attention. 

To foster this, I played ocean wave sounds in the background, hence the “immersive” name 

of the methodology. Ocean waves have the quality of white noise: “a random mixture of 

sound frequencies that when heard in low volume can improve detection of a simultaneous 

isolated signal with equal power of any frequency” (Klemm, 2017). Klemm’s hypothesis is 

that the brain becomes accustomed to a “constant stimulus, effectively creating an empty-

stimulus state in which other stimuli would be augmented”. A study of the impact on 

concentration of different sound-masking systems favoured natural sounds, such as lapping 

waves on a beach (DeLoach, Carter and Braasch, 2015). Nichols (2014) places this in a 

broader context of water’s power to foster our creativity, intuition and empathy. “Empathy 

is an essential ingredient of all good listening,” according to psychotherapist Daniels (2017, 

p73). 

 

As a novel methodology of my own invention, or as I have previously said (Smith, 2018c, 

p47), something I “stumbled across… as it popped almost fully formed into my mind”, 

immersive listening is of questionable validity: it has not had the benefit of peer review and 

sustained critical evaluation. However, I have sought feedback from conference presentation 
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and student researchers, as well as academic supervisors in the process of this and previous 

research, in addition to my own attempts at critical evaluation.  

 

As previously noted (Smith, 2018c, p47), immersive listening is rooted in the person-centred 

approach, which is “an established practice… of seeking to understand and value a person’s 

experience and feelings, their meaning-making, working at the edges of perception.” 

Relating the method to the subject-matter of Celtic spirituality, as with its previous use in 

researching spiritual retreat, I should argue that this methodology is suitable for being 

“intuitive, immersive, even spiritual itself, experiencing the experience (hence I should say, 

a ‘double phenomenology’)” (p47).  

 

Owton (2017, p9) claims for poetic inquiry the quality of “intuitive contemplation”. This is at 

the heart of immersive listening. Indeed, it could be an alternative name. This contemplative 

quality invites comparison with spiritual experiences such as meditation and prayer. Daniels’ 

deep faith informed his psychotherapeutic practice. In his work on listening he observed that 

“the best listening is unhurried and – if you have faith, and a sense of companionship with 

God – prayerful” (Daniels, 2017, p74). I note a similarity to mindfulness (alert attention to, 

and ability to detach from, sensory perception in the present moment) in Daniels’ argument 

that “an unhurried approach enables your concentration to be simultaneously alert and with 

a relaxed, hovering quality. Tranquillity is the secret of insight.” (Daniels’ own italics, at p74).  

Daniels advocated a deep and holistic approach to listening. He commends de Sales (1604): 

“heart speaks to heart, whereas language only speaks to the ears.” 

 

This listening to the heart suits Celtic spirituality, which Newell (1997) characterised as 

“listening for the heartbeat of God” (an image taken from the traditional portrayal of St John, 

the mystic and beloved disciple who inspired the Celtic mission, leaning with his ear on Jesus’ 

chest in paintings of the Last Supper). Whereas Roman spirituality “favoured a listening for 

God in the ordained teaching and life of the Church”, Celtic spirituality “lent itself to listening 

for God at the heart of life” (Newell, 1997, p2). Equally, it suits counselling research, with its 

focus on listening skills and “listening to the self” (Mearns and Thorne with McLeod, 2013, 

p38). 
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Like the counsellor, the listening researcher requires deep concentration and the ability to 

set triggers aside. Marshall and Thomas (2008, p57) list the elements of “active or deep 

listening” as follows: 

 

1. “To be a good listener we have to put our own needs on hold and concentrate our 

attention on others.” 

2. “As a skill, listening is only effective when it involves both hearing and understanding 

that which is being said.” 

3. “To listen effectively we take in both the content and the emotions being 

communicated by the speaker: we hear the whole message – from the mind and the 

heart.” 

 

The immersive listener must be fully present with the participant, to set aside our own needs 

and emotions, both before interview and re-listening and, as they arise, to minimise 

distractions from that deep focus on the participant’s whole message: the content and the 

emotions. 

 

A further resonance of immersive listening with the study of Celtic spirituality, which I noted 

in literature, is the significance of waves and their sound. Newell (1997, p46, quoting 

Carmichael, 1900, p3) noted that “a common practice in the Western Isles, especially among 

the old, was to intone their prayers while listening to the sea along the shore, so that their 

voices might join ‘the voicing of the waves’ and their praises ‘the praises of the ceaseless 

sea’”. Likewise, Mitton (2013, p152) notes this immersive, liminal quality in Celtic experience: 

“it was quite customary, for example, for people to stand on the seashore and sing music 

inspired by the sound of the waves.” 

 

Part of the point of immersive listening, like counselling, is to listen for what is at the edge 

of the interviewee’s awareness. The Celts, Mitton contends (2013, p37), could see the 

“imaginal world… the world that is perceived through intuitive awareness rather than the 

one that is experienced through scientifically verifiable senses”. This fits an interpretivist 

epistemology and the Celtic concept of liminality or edge. 

 

We see this intuitive approach in postmodern thought and some qualitative methodologies 

used in psychotherapeutic research. For example, heurism involves exercises to release 
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“tacit knowledge” (Douglass and Moustakas, 1985; Moustakas, 1990), so that self-students 

become aware of what they did not previously realise they knew. After this, in Moustakas’ 

six-stage process, they make links between “newly emerged” and prior knowledge through 

a self-dialogue. Although my methodologies study other people not myself, I am struck by a 

similar process and order: immersion takes place at an early stage both in Moustakas’ six-

stage heuristic process (where it comes second, straight after initial engagement) and in 

immersive listening it is conducted straight after interview within a bricolage of creative and 

analytical forms of inquiry.  

 

Indeed, this similarity of process and order between heurism and holistic qualitative inquiry 

(Smith, 2021) does not end there. Moustakas follows immersion with incubation, 

illumination and explication. I follow immersive listening with a period of leaving each 

interview incubating in my mind, while interviewing others as little impacted as possible by 

any emerging themes, before analysis of transcripts through poetic representation and IPA 

(both of which could be seen as a form of illumination and explication). Finally, Moustakas 

advocates creative synthesis; I bring together the strands of my bricolage through a creative 

synthesis of poetic inquiry, word clouds, IPA themes and collage. 

 

This synthesis is crucial to addressing criticisms of immersive listening as a methodology. Any 

interpretations by the researcher working at the edge of the participant’s awareness must, 

like the therapist’s reflections in person-centred counselling, only be offered tentatively, 

even more so for spiritual content (Gubi, 2011, p71). As with all methodologies, I risk bringing 

my own agenda as researcher: “hearing what I want to hear” (Smith, 2018c, p48). To guard 

against this requires good reflexive awareness, quality assurance and a high degree of 

concentration and congruence to the participant. The findings should be tested against those 

of more established and assured methodologies, to which I now turn. 

 

 

3.12 Stage 3: Poetic Inquiry 

 

As a method of research, understanding the world and deepening knowledge, poetic inquiry 

fits the Celtic tradition. In Celtic society, the professional classes ranked below only the 

chieftain, and included creative people: “in this grouping came the Druids, lawyers, doctors 
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and, most significantly, the bards, poets, songwriters and minstrels. These were a well-

trained body of people who were highly regarded in Celtic society.” (Mitton, 2013, p148).  

 

Special emphasis is placed in Celtic tradition on the bard/ poet, like Caedmon: “if you banish 

poetry and the other expressive arts to the dim cloisters of our faith, then what takes place 

is in effect the banning of God thinking aloud. But there are still many, who view poetry as 

something of which to be suspicious and to slander as irrelevant. And it seems at this point 

that the English Church, like the country outside its doors, seems to have lost its sight. Not 

hearing or seeing the full foaming God of the Sea and the Sacraments.” (Henderson, 1996, 

p12). 

 

Poetic inquiry is “a methodological approach that seeks to reveal and communicate multiple 

truths via intuitive contemplation and creative expression” (Owton, 2017, pp8-9). Of 

seventeen forms of poetic inquiry she identifies (p9) I use poetic representation (Richardson, 

1994, 1997), turning my interview data into poetry, sometimes referred to as “participant-

voiced poems” (Leavy, 2015) or “found poetry” (Hollander, 1975), which Hollander likened 

to a collage in the way that it takes fragments from another source and reframes them.  

 

By taking resonant or representative words and phrases from each participant and 

composing them into poems, I sought to re-frame interview data creatively and evoke the 

participant’s original feeling (Sparkes & Douglas, 2007). (See Appendix 3 for an extract from 

Dan’s interview transcript highlighting words selected for his poem.) As poet-researcher, 

choosing words from a process of re-reading the data, like coding and searching for themes 

(Owton 2017, p45), I risk distorting the data. The risk is aggravated if I force words into lines 

for the sake of rhyme and meter, which I mitigated by use of free verse. Instead, I sought 

“unambiguous phrases, strong statements, eloquent expressions and wording that appealed 

to [me]” (Poindexter, 2002). 

 

Poetry’s psychotherapeutic role is well established: “poets have revealed and analysed the 

human condition long before the study of human behaviour was conceptualised as a science” 

(Hitchings, 1969), indeed since Ancient Greek times (Bolton, 1999). Poetry is used in therapy, 

albeit less than art therapy and music therapy in the UK (Etherington, 2004). Owton (2017, 

p93) summarises its impact: “writing poetry is a way of grasping life, nurturing every bit of 

good, connecting up severed bits of ourselves; it is written from our whole self – mind, spirit 
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and body.” Paivio (1985)’s “dual coding theory” that poetry can touch deep structures in the 

brain, operating both verbal and image memory, claims psychological validity for its use. 

 

What about poetry as research? How can it be valid? Owton (2017, p104) admits that poetic 

representations can be “risky”: they “violate a sense of safety and security” (Sparkes and 

Douglas, 2007). Like person-centred theory, spirituality and my other methodologies, poetic 

inquiry is part of the phenomenological tradition (Owton, 2017, p21). Sissay (2006) could be 

describing empathic understanding (Rogers, 1957) in his approach to poetry: “I wanted to 

share my participants’ stories in ways that painted pictures in the mind, allowing us to walk 

inside these pictures and to step into someone else’s world.” Positively embracing rather 

than merely defending arts-based research, Cahnmann-Taylor (2009, p22) argues claims to 

“scientific truth” are suspect in social science research, “influenced by the culturally bound 

nature of the researcher’s text”. Once we accept that, “we can free ourselves to write in 

ways that name feeling, story and relationship”. 

 

For Owton (2017, p103) poetic inquiry is a “methodology of the heart”, again echoing Celtic 

spirituality. “It makes sense then to judge poetic inquiry on how a poem makes your heart 

beat, ache, jump, chuckle and listen.” Researchers have articulated bases for evaluating 

poetic inquiry, such as Faulkner’s criteria for an “artful science” (2005, p24), Smith and 

Caddick’s characteristic traits (2012, p70) and Owton’s poetic tick-list (2017, pp106-107). 

Owton contends her criteria apply to various arts-based methods. That the story is partial, 

in her word “conditional”, is unavoidable. However, I consider it appropriate to evaluate 

poetic inquiry, including my own, on Owton’s other five criteria: artistic concentration, 

embodied experience, discovery/ surprise, narrative truths and transformation. 

 

 

3.13 Stage 4: Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

 

The very name of Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) provides a starting point to 

understand what it is and when it may be appropriate to use as a research method. 

 

First, as an interpretative method, it has a basis in hermeneutics, the theory of 

interpretation. IPA acknowledges that the researcher’s knowledge and understanding of 

participants’ experience depends on what they tell us and begins with their own attempts to 
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make sense or meaning of it. In turn, the researcher interprets that account or 

interpretation, what Smith et al (2009, p3) call the “double hermeneutic”. This double 

process creates two opportunities for misunderstanding, before the analysis even reaches 

the reader: the participant and researcher can both misinterpret what is happening. This is 

a challenge for research into something as intangible as spiritual experience. To help to guard 

against that, as researcher I have used the counselling technique of tentativeness in checking 

out my understanding of what is being said in the course of the research interviews, and also 

later in drawing conclusions as to themes through the analysis. Moreover, by using a 

bricolage of methodologies, there is the opportunity to test findings from one method 

against another for alignment or disconnect. 

 

Secondly, IPA is phenomenological. It researches the experience of a given individual or 

group of individuals. It is therefore rooted in that philosophical approach, discussed at 

section 3.1, which considers human experience to constitute knowledge, a truth, which both 

exists and can be accessed. Although the creative methodologies I have used are more 

radically experiential in their approach, IPA shares with them the quality of story: in 

interview, as in the collage they make beforehand, the participants tell something of their 

story of experiencing Celtic spirituality. I have not used narrative analysis. However, in the 

data analysis, through the themes I draw out from careful and detailed reading and 

dissection of the transcripts, as well as in the more intuitive, holistic data capture of 

immersive listening and the poetic representation of the interviews, I am re-telling 

something of their story. This fits Celtic spirituality inasmuch as the Celts’ “oral tradition was 

strong and they delighted in storytelling” (Mitton, 2013, p20). 

 

Thirdly, IPA is analytical. The process requires a detailed “iterative and inductive cycle” 

(Smith, 2007) of searching closely, line by line for key words and phrases in each transcript 

to distil the main patterns, themes and aspects (including dissonant aspects, which seem to 

obtrude from any patterns or themes) of each individual’s experience, whether conscious or, 

though verbalised, at the edge of their awareness. Appendix 3 shows this process for the first 

part of Dan’s interview. Subsequently, the cycle of analysis brings together the individuals’ 

experiences into a synthesis of overall themes, while allowing the researcher to drill back 

down into the individual case and retrieve particular claims for any given participant (Smith 

et al, 2009, p 32). This approach of making general findings from individual cases is described 

as “quasi-judicial” by Bromley (1985), cited by Smith et al (2009, p31), a process familiar from 
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my previous career in law. This generalising across participants adds a layer, or creates a 

wider picture, of knowledge, which the creative forms of inquiry lack, because they are all 

conducted at individual level. In all this process, I am trying to make sense of their experience, 

but notwithstanding the apparently detailed, scientific form of analysis, it is inevitably open 

to misinterpretation through my own experience, self and psychological understanding. 

Once complete, the findings are presented in a table of superordinate and subordinate 

themes (Table 28), followed by sections to summarise each theme, accompanied by 

illustrative quotes.  

 

This approach demands a small, homogeneous sample of participants (four to ten for 

doctoral research), interviewed at length (Smith et al., 2009, p52). I interviewed ten. Indeed, 

it is “more problematic to meet IPA’s commitments with a sample that is ‘too large’, than 

with one that is ‘too small’” (p51). Braun and Clarke (2013) and Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

reinforce these findings: there is one version of IPA (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p182) and it 

demands small sample sizes (p183), which is Creswell and Creswell’s advice (2018, p186) for 

phenomenological studies in general. 

 

 

3.14 Ethics, quality, validity 

 

I have complied with the BACP’s “Ethical guidelines for researching counselling and 

psychotherapy” (Mitchels, 2018), especially trustworthiness and integrity, and the BACP’s 

ethical principles in its Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions (BACP, 2018). On 

participant recruitment (see the information sheet and consent form at Appendices 1 and 

2), I set out the nature and aims of my research, the procedure and commitment required of 

them, my need for informed and free consent and their right to withdraw it at any time prior 

to a clearly pre-set deadline. This also covered rights to use the collages.  

 

McLeod (2015, p153) weighs pros and cons of sending transcripts to interviewees (openness 

and collaboration, against the possibility of upsetting the interviewee in the researcher’s 

absence). I gave participants the choice. I am grateful to those who picked up any 

typographical errors. 
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I anonymised participants by name and description, likewise those named in transcripts. My 

subject-matter need not be highly personal or intrusive, but my participants were open. I 

stored data safely and kept devices in a locked place when not on my person and will destroy 

the recordings once the thesis has been examined. I am conscious of possible dual 

relationships where certain participants, recruited by word of mouth, have some prior 

connection with me.  I approached my interviewing style with professional distance. 

 

Ethical research involves more than ticking boxes. Inevitably there are complexities to 

navigate in working on deep, reflective subject-matter, where participants open themselves 

up through collage and interview to expose sincerely held core beliefs, which they may feel 

open to judgment, and potentially painful life experiences. For example, Diana’s encounters 

with God in the female and Yvonne’s experience of God through a blackbird and a deer were 

ones they felt would be called “bonkers” in mainstream thinking. Most participants spoke of 

dark times in life – loneliness, depression, divorce, bereavement, discrimination. Here, the 

wider nuanced ethical management honed in therapeutic practice came into play: often at 

about the three-quarter point of the interview, we were meeting at relational depth with 

moments of real tenderness, where my response has to balance mining for rich research 

material with exposing raw experience in a single interview, allowing time and space to sit 

with the depth and to bring the interview gently to a comfortable resolution.  

 

Where collages include participants’ own photographs, the risk arises of identifying people 

in or by these pictures. From either the contents of the photographs or the description of 

the contexts given by participants in interview, I was able to satisfy myself that the 

individuals pictured were either in public or at a group event where photography was 

permitted. I have also been careful to select or frame interview references to collage content 

to minimise the risk of third-party identification of participants. 

 

I am encouraged by the response of participants to the interview transcripts and to the draft 

of my journal article on collage (Smith, 2020) that they did not regret what they had shared, 

but found it a positive and therapeutic experience in itself. Indeed, mindful throughout of 

self-care, I found therapeutic growth through reflexive work and informal reflection in 

professional and academic supervision and spiritual accompaniment. 

 



 84 

There are various ways of looking at research quality assurance. The American Psychological 

Association endorses contextualisation, transparency and the coherence of “methodological 

integrity” (Levitt et al, 2018). Looking in Table 5 at Yardley’s four criteria for assessment of 

qualitative research quality (2000) for each method in my bricolage, we can see as follows: 

 

 

Table 5: Research quality assurance questions 

 

 Collage 

Inquiry 

Immersive 

Listening 

Poetic Inquiry IPA 

Sensitivity to 

context:  

Is it particular?  

Yes:  

single collage 

Yes: single interview 

Is it empathic?  Yes: heart-to-

head process 

Yes: interview 

person-centred 

Yes: embodied 

experience  

Yes: 

phenomenological 

Is power 

balanced 

between 

researcher & 

participant? 

Attempted 

through 

offering 

choice of 

material 

Same power 

issues as with 

process notes 

Participant’s 

words balanced 

against 

researcher’s 

selection 

 

Usual power 

issues of interview 

Commitment 

and rigour 

Iterative, 

creative 

process and 

analysis by 

participant  

Concentration 

of process 

Artistic 

concentration 

Iterative, 

systematic 

analysis 

 

Transparency 

and 

coherence 

Each requires open and honest summary of recruitment of participants, 

construction of interview schedule and conduct of interview 

Clear use of 

participants’ 

own analysis 

against mine 

Tentativeness 

and clarity in 

use of “edge of 

awareness” 

Clear use of 

words drawn 

from interview 

Analysis, tables 

and coherent 

themes 

 

Impact and 

importance 

Does the research tell us something interesting, important or useful? 

See the findings, discussion and conclusion 
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For validity and trustworthiness, I have triangulated methods, two derived from interview 

transcript, one from recording and one from the participant’s created work, as well as my 

reflexivity. Yin (1989) proposes independent audit; I hold an audit trail, if desired, of tables 

for IPA and interview transcripts for words and phrases in the poetic inquiry. I have included 

the immersive listening notes and collages in my findings at chapters 5 and 6. 

 

 

3.15 Discussion of the application of the method: “A Way of Seeing” – holistic 

qualitative inquiry  

 

In view of the novel method used for this research, after considering the findings, I reflected 

critically in retrospect on the application of the method. Before concluding this chapter, I 

therefore address the following questions: 

 

• What is the impact of the order of the four stages?  

• How and why did I integrate the totality of the method into a coherent whole? 

• Does the integrated method offer more than the sum of its parts and, if so, how? 

• Does their rigour justify the use of the four perspectives? 

 

Given the holistic, multi-faceted nature of this qualitative research method, I have named it 

“holistic qualitative inquiry” (Smith, 2021, p12). Conscious of the resonance with person-

centred theory as a way of being (Rogers, 1980), it can be regarded as “a way of seeing”, 

which as cited at chapter 2 is Newell’s description of Celtic spirituality (1997, p94).  In fact, it 

seeks to capture and integrate “sensory and intuitive data, heart and head, ways of seeing 

and ways of hearing, creative knowledge and detailed textual analysis” (Smith, 2021, p12) of 

subject-matter, which offers a complete worldview that itself avowedly sees God in 

everything. 

 

At Figure 1 we can see the four stages (each separate methodology) and then the integration.  

 

Collage comes first as a useful process “for capturing tacit knowledge, letting the 

client/interviewee take the lead as they work from heart to head, synthesising and intuiting 

from juxtapositions of images” (Smith, 2021, p12). Because of its role in bringing to 
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awareness and expressing experiences “hitherto taboo, unvoiced or otherwise hard to put 

into words” (Smith, 2021, p12), it makes sense that this precedes (and indeed provides the 

starting-point for) the interview. The richness of the data unearthed by participants is 

evidence to support this assertion. 

 

 

Figure 1 Diagrammatic model of holistic qualitative inquiry 

 

 

 

 

Immersive listening, like collage, is both a sensory and an intuitive process, but it seeks to 

add auditory to visual learning.  It is impressionistic and soaked in the feeling of what is taking 

place both in the content of the interview and what lies at the edge of each participant’s 

awareness rather than the detail of the words, hence its place at the first re-listening of the 

interview, before the detailed and iterative re-hearing involved in transcription. Its efficacy 

is dependent on the rigour of the listening, empathic understanding and summation carried 

out by the researcher, perhaps hard for the researcher to judge themselves. My own self-

reflection is that the data obtained from immersive listening begins the process of 

identification of themes, which is carried out systematically in IPA. IPA recognises the role of 

iterative analysis in itself. As such, perhaps immersive listening can be seen as a “first cut” of 

collage -
looking

immersive listening

IPA -
systematic analysis

poetic representation -
creative writing

Integration -
summative collage 

word clouds & poem
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that data, bringing openly to the fore what initial impression (or indeed bias or stance) I 

introduce as researcher to the process of IPA and thereby, I believe, strengthening rather 

than weakening its interpretative validity. 

 

Poetic inquiry and IPA both interpret the text of the interview transcript – the first in an 

intuitive, creative process; the second by detailed, line-by-line coding then abstraction and 

subsumption into themes. To reverse the order by placing IPA before poetry, immersive 

listening or even collage would risk representing in creative form the second-hand 

knowledge, which comprises the findings, rather than intuiting original knowledge from the 

original source material. Creative presentation has an important role for lending impact to 

research findings, but in the case of such deep, experiential, even ineffable subject-matter, 

it would lose some of the data and analysis, thus limiting the findings which can be 

presented, however impactful the form of their presentation. 

 

The first three stages involve creative forms of inquiry, which capture what symbolises or 

resonates with participants (how they explained their choice of collage images) or researcher 

(immersive listening notes to summarise what I heard, selection of words and phrases for 

poetic representation) (Smith, 2021). The fourth stage is a counterbalance in its systematic 

approach. There is a risk that the interpretative aspect of IPA and the abstraction and 

subsumption of themes is affected by the prior work on listening to, and selecting words 

from, the interview. However, by presenting this to the reader, showing my workings, I 

believe that holistic qualitative inquiry seeks, if anything, to be more open and honest about 

the subjective processes, which inevitably take place in IPA, however rigorous the 

researcher. 

 

I could have left the process at that. However, to present separate aspects of participants’ 

whole experience risks the criticism that the analysis of an experience, whose unifying theme 

is integration or wholeness, is not itself fully holistic or integrative. Therefore, in discussing 

the findings at chapter 9 I have integrated the summative findings: I have made a collage of 

the collages, I have created an impressionistic capture of the immersive listening through 

the use of word clouds and I have composed a summative poem, a representation of the 

representations, drawn from every participant-voiced poem, incorporating every IPA theme 

and including key words from both word clouds as a means of summarising the complete 

findings and as a counterpart in words to the imagery of the summative collage. 
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The phrase “journey to wholeness” in the title to the poem (and of this whole thesis) 

expresses both the sense that the experience of Celtic spirituality and of this research is one 

in which each stage adds to what has gone before, but also that it is always and inevitably 

incomplete, “seen through a glass darkly” (1 Corinthians 13:12): that wholeness is a direction 

of lifelong travel, not a destination achieved, at least during our lifetime. This critique reflects 

the application of the method of holistic qualitative inquiry too: this journey of journeys, 

from heart to head, visual and auditory, sensory and intuitive, impressionistic and 

systematic, separate and integrated has increased knowledge stage by stage and through 

integration offers more than the sum of its parts. Because those parts are inevitably 

incomplete, so is the whole inquiry. However, that does not deny its depth or worth. 

 

The subject-matter is holistic and multidimensional, but also hard to put into words and 

experienced beyond words, requiring these different methodological perspectives to access 

and capture different forms of knowledge. Their ordering is important and adds rigour, 

because the creative methodologies increase, enrich and thicken the data collected for 

analysis: collage enables people to speak and to do so more widely and deeply; immersive 

listening opens to scrutiny knowledge at the edge of awareness, lying beneath the thematic 

work of IPA; poetic inquiry adds the intellectual rigour of poetic composition to its intuitive 

and sensory, auditory qualities; the rigorous, iterative process of IPA applies cool cognition. 

Contrasting creative forms of inquiry and IPA adds to rather than detracts from their rigour, 

because they triangulate rather than compound one another. As Figure 1 indicates, looking 

is followed by listening, writing and analysis, prior to integration through summative work. 

 

 

3.16 Conclusion 

 

In short, I followed an ethical process to recruit ten participants, who each created a collage 

to represent their experience of Celtic spirituality, which formed the starting point for a semi-

structured interview. I re-listened immersively to this and made notes. I reframed striking 

and symbolic words and phrases from each interview into poetic form. And through IPA I 

drew subordinate themes from each participant and then across the whole group, from 

which in turn I drew superordinate themes. I set out the findings from these four stages of 

research methodology in chapters 4 to 8.  
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4. Introduction to findings: stages and participants 
 

 

4.1 Structure of setting out the findings 

 

This fourth chapter introduces the findings of my research, which are covered in chapters 5 

to 8 – one chapter for each stage of the research, following the order in which they were 

conducted. My intention is that this will help to make sense of the data both singly and 

together.  

 

The order of stages is therefore: 

 

• Chapter 5: stage 1, collage inquiry 

• Chapter 6: stage 2, immersive listening 

• Chapter 7: stage 3, poetic inquiry 

• Chapter 8: stage 4, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

 

The order of the ten participants in chapters 5, 6 and 7 is: 

 

1. Dan 

2. Diana 

3. Tess 

4. Neena 

5. Maggie 

6. Ben 

7. Yvonne 

8. Barbara 

9. Kevin 

10. Simon 

 

In chapter 8, the methodology is used to find themes across the participants as a whole. 

Hence the order of chapter 8 is thematic, as set out at the start of that chapter. 
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Through these different stages, both creative and analytical, I sought to discover what my 

participants’ experience of Celtic spirituality actually was. They were aware that I was 

researching the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality and occasionally referred 

explicitly to that, but I shall leave the discussion of the findings to chapter 9. 

 

As explained in the preceding chapter, my methodological choices involved a bricolage of 

four methods. In separating out the findings into distinct chapters, my intention is to aid 

clarity in separating the threads of knowledge. However, it is in some ways an artificial 

exercise, which risks losing some of the holistic, integrating quality of the bricolage. I have 

sought to mitigate that risk in the presentation of these chapters and through holistic 

qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021):  

 

• I have set out the findings for each participant in the same order (the order in which 

they were interviewed) for each methodology;  

• I have set out IPA as a collective exercise; although I coded each participant’s 

interview individually, I have presented the findings thematically across the cohort, 

but I have also shown which themes were found from which participants in Table 29; 

and 

• at the beginning of chapter 9, where I discuss the findings, I have synthesised the 

findings through a composite collage, word clouds of the immersive listening notes 

and the composition of a poem, drawing elements from each participant and theme.   

 

 

4.2 Research participants    

 

To give an overview of the participants, I have shown the following information at Table 6:  

 

• their name (an anonymous pseudonym),  

• how I recruited them,  

• their occupational role,  

• the form or forum of their interest in, or engagement with, Celtic spirituality (for 

example, through a particular Community or through reading),  

• whether they used my collage materials, their own or a mixture of the two, and  
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• a quote from the relevant interview transcript, which captures something of their 

experience of Celtic spirituality. 

 

Of the ten participants, all resident within the UK, six were women and four were men, aged 

from their 30s to 70s. All ten participants were Christians: five Anglicans, two Methodists and 

three participants who did not mention adherence to a particular denomination. Four were 

past or present ordained ministers; six were laypeople. All ten had been engaged with their 

faith for some years. Neena had been brought up as a Hindu.  

 

Tess was the only participant recruited directly through a Celtic modern monastic dispersed 

community. However, all ten participants referred to some degree of engagement with a 

community of this sort:  

 

• the Iona Community and its spiritual home on the Hebridean island of Iona; 

• the Northumbria Community, whose mother house is near the village of Felton in 

Northumberland; 

• the Community of Aidan and Hilda, based on Lindisfarne, Northumberland; and 

• the Community of St Chad, centred in Lichfield, Staffordshire. 

 

The engagement sometimes took the form of full and active membership and sometimes a 

looser connection, such as occasional retreats or other visits or simply the use of resources 

produced by one or more such Communities for prayer, music or worship. A number of 

participants had engaged with more than one such Community, which is consistent with 

Celtic spirituality’s quality of inclusivity. Celtic spirituality is at ease with one Celtic 

Community sitting alongside another or with such engagement sitting alongside involvement 

with any of a wide range of church denominations (or equally, of having no such 

involvement).  

 

Neena spoke of her work as a mental health professional; three other participants 

mentioned their ministry as spiritual directors. Most spoke at some depth about times or 

aspects of their lives, which had presented a significant challenge to their psychological 

wellbeing, such as bereavement, depression, discrimination and divorce.  
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Two participants were professional artists, though as noted in chapter 3, their collages do 

not stand out as qualitatively different from the work of their amateur peers. 

 

 

Table 6: Research participants 

 

Name  

 

Recruitment 

channel  

Role, interest Collage 

materials 

Quote 

Dan Training 

course 

Ministry, 

research, Chad, 

Lindisfarne 

Mine  “try to live out the ‘everyone’s 

welcome’, not to just have it as 

a slogan” (350-351) 

Diana Training 

course 

Spiritual 

director, 

ministry 

(retired), Iona  

Hers  “She’s hidden in grey mist, and 

when She moves, there’s a 

swirl, and a rainbow colour” 

(364-365) 

Tess Northumbria 

Community 

Retired doctor, 

Northumbria 

Mixture “I knew this was a journey of my 

heart to the heart” (62-63) 

Neena Academic 

conference 

Mental health 

professional, 

reading (Iona 

and others) 

Mixture  “whether you’re working or 

relaxing or growing flowers. It’s 

about finding God… in 

everything” (11-14) 

Maggie Snowballing Artist, Aidan & 

Hilda 

Community 

Mine “it’s actually the going on the 

journey, the quest, that is 

where you find yourself” (102-

104) 

Ben Retreat 

centre 

Academic, poet, 

spiritual director, 

Iona, Lindisfarne 

His “to engage in a pilgrimage… can 

be not just a mapping of the 

landscape, but a mapping of 

yourself” (178-180) 

Yvonne Snowballing  Artist, teacher, 

spiritual director, 

Iona, Lindisfarne 

Mine “helping people to find the still 

point… Because it’s there for 

the asking” (262-265) 
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Name  

 

Recruitment 

channel  

Role, interest Collage 

materials 

Quote 

Barbara Word of 

mouth 

Lawyer, scientist, 

Chad, pilgrimage 

Mine “it cuts away the 

categorisations that we make 

about ourselves and each other, 

what role we have to play, or 

what role they play, or who 

they are or what they’ve done” 

(160-164) 

Kevin Academic 

network 

Ministry, 

academia, Iona 

His “Celtic spirituality does redeem 

the everyday experience as one 

where God is present. God is at 

work.” (157-159) 

Simon  Snowballing  Ministry, built 

monastic cell, 

Northumbria  

His “the personal sense of this is 

who I am, this is my still centre, 

my rootedness” (473-475) 

 

 

Just as prior artistic education and skill was not a particular predictor of the outcome of the 

collage, so the characteristics thus described do not form a particular predictor of the 

findings for each participant’s experience. This may simply reflect the complexity and many 

variables to be found both in human experience and Celtic spirituality.  

 

 

4.3 Summary 

 

The research follows a systematic, meticulous study through four stages of creative and 

analytical methodologies of each individual participant’s experience, and through the last 

stage, IPA, the finding of themes across the cohort. Albeit diverse in aspects of their identity 

and experience, the participants form a homogeneous sample in that they are all Christians 

of long-standing faith with a significant interest and engagement in Celtic spirituality.  
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In accordance with the order in which the stages of research were conducted, I turn now to 

the collages, by which the participants accessed and began to analyse their own experience, 

which formed the basis for the interviews that are analysed in subsequent chapters.  
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5. Findings from stage 1: participants’ collages 
 

 

5.1 Introduction to collage inquiry 

 

This chapter displays the participants’ eleven collages. Nine participants produced one 

collage each, which I had anticipated. Barbara spoke about two in interview, one of which 

was incomplete (the pictures had been placed in position but not stuck together), so I have 

included photographs of both.  

 

The interpretation of the collage was done at length by the participant-artists themselves as 

the first part of the interview. Indeed, in some cases, this took up the majority of the duration 

of the interview (and subsumed one or more later questions on the semi-structured 

interview schedule).  

 

The findings are then captured by the three methodologies derived from the interview data 

(immersive listening, poetic inquiry and IPA). Consequently, I have kept my own comments 

on the collages themselves quite brief.  

 

However, as depicted at Illustration 1 in the Johari window (Luft and Ingham, 1955), we all 

have a “blind spot”: the things known to others, but unknown to ourselves. I have therefore 

included in my written interpretation here on each collage something of what I understood 

or learned of the participants’ experience simply through looking at the collage, but which 

was not something they expressly brought out in interview. I realise that this may be “open”, 

but unexpressed knowledge, rather than a “blind spot” (i.e. they are aware, but simply did 

not mention it in interview). Either way, in expressing it as part of my conceptualisation of 

their experience through collage inquiry, I am adding it to the sum total of findings of tacit 

knowledge elicited by this methodology, which take me as researcher by surprise and as 

such, “arguably… add to the validity or trustworthiness of the research” (West, 2010, p 226).  
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Illustration 1: The Johari window 

 

 

 
 

 
 

5.2 Dan’s collage 

 

Dan used a mixture of photographs, coloured card and foam sheets from the materials I 

provided to create the collage shown at Illustration 2. It is an uncrowded picture, set against 

a peaceful background landscape of rolling green hills and blue sky lit by a yellow sun. 

 

The three foam spirals are only partially stuck down (a deliberate choice by Dan), which 

enables the viewer to pull them up like a coiled spring, giving a third dimension to the picture. 

The spirals also add to the sense of dynamism and interactivity in the collage. The use of 

reflective material for the central cross acts like a mirror and enables the viewer to see 

something of themselves in the middle of the image, again an interactive aspect. Perhaps 

Dan sees himself in the picture or perhaps we see ourselves.  

 

While the reflective cross is central, it is surrounded by pictures or representations of nature. 

Clearly, nature is a significant aspect of Dan’s experience of Celtic spirituality. 

Open: known to self 
and to others

Blind spot: known to 
others but not to self

Hidden: known to self 
but not to others

Unknown: not known 
to self and others

Johari 
window
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In addition, there are two separate, lone human figures. A seated female looks and reaches 

down to the ground on which stands another cross. Her demeanour is reflective. Though her 

glance is cast down, she is also mindful, noticing something for which she is reaching. The 

other figure, a male, engages the viewer directly, holding out the pebble. 

 

Thus, this collage expresses that we ourselves, other people and nature all form part of Dan’s 

experience of Celtic spirituality. 

 

 

Illustration 2: Dan’s collage 
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5.3 Diana’s collage 

 

Diana used an original combination of mixed media of her own provision (photographs, card, 

tissue, a shaded extract from a colouring book and some freehand drawing) to create the 

collage at Illustration 3.  

 

It is a simple, sparse picture, which nevertheless (or perhaps as a consequence) elicited much 

depth in interview.  As a consequence, it has a quality of stillness. It leaves gaps, space for us 

or God to enter. 

 

The viewer may choose to approach the picture through the gate at the left-hand corner, 

one of three thresholds depicted. The second threshold is the portrayal of dusk and/or dawn 

at top left. Thirdly, there is a shoreline in the centre, where blue and green tissue waves wash 

on the yellow beach, overlapping one another. These elements all contribute to the 

understanding from this picture that liminality is central to Diana’s experience of Celtic 

spirituality. 

 

All three photographs portray the island of Iona: there are two crosses and a rainbow. They 

convey a range of moods through their use of light and composition. One cross is light, 

bathed in sunshine; there are people standing by it. The other cross is dark, stark against 

such daylight as the sky offers on a cloudy day; there are no people in sight. The rainbow is 

set against a background of rain clouds over the sea, but also a foreground of sunshine on 

the island of Iona itself. The use of three pictures here could be a reference to the three 

persons of the Trinity, an aspect of Christian theology emphasised in Celtic prayer and 

thought. The range of moods also shows something of the consistent place of the Iona link 

through the ups and downs of life. The rainbow is a common feature of Iona weather, as the 

island sits in the path of many Atlantic rainstorms tracking up the west coast of Scotland. It 

is also a symbol of God’s promise, to hold onto in difficult times. 

 

The shading of knotwork at bottom right exemplifies the Celtic use of continuous, curved 

lines in illustration. There are three of them (a Trinity?) and each is lighter, sparser, less 

shaded than the last, as we look from left to right. The two hand-drawn triquetras are a 

Celtic, curvilinear symbol of the Trinity. 
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Illustration 3: Diana’s collage 
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5.4 Tess’ collage 

 

By contrast with both Dan and Diana, who placed a few items on a background, we can see 

from Illustration 4 that Tess, like Neena and Maggie (whose collages follow at Illustrations 5 

and 6), covered the whole of her picture.  

 

Another similarity with Neena and Maggie is that Tess used a combination of images and 

words, cut out of magazines. This makes for a more complex collage in each case, with a lot 

more content to talk through, albeit it did not necessarily make for longer interviews. The 

use of words allows the participant-artist to communicate more directly, at least the key 

terms or headlines for certain concepts or feelings. Pictures are more allusive than words, 

open to continual reinterpretation by both participant-artist and viewer. Indeed, Tess openly 

expressed that this is how collage works with and for her: by continual reflection, “an 

interactive journey” (lines 11-12), she finds more meaning and help. 

 

Tess’ approach to cutting and sticking is ordered and geometric, but the collage is softened 

by its content: most of the images are drawn from the natural world, supplemented by two 

groups of people and one close-up of the human eye. The eye could represent the viewer, 

but it is just one of any number of points at which one might be drawn to enter a picture, 

which has so many focal points.  

 

The central text “Glory to God in the highest”, printed in black on a white background, in 

contrast to its colourful surroundings, is very prominent and served as Tess’ own starting-

point in interview.  

 

That there are so many pictures and phrases around the picture gives an overall sense of the 

complexity or multifarious nature of Celtic spirituality as a worldview, a way of seeing and 

understanding the world. Is it all-consuming? It certainly integrates concepts of faith, love, 

the environment, journeying, learning, dreaming and living on the edge. 
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Illustration 4: Tess’ collage 
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5.5 Neena’s collage 

 

Like Tess before her, Neena used a central text in her collage, “finding God in all things” 

(Illustration 5). This could serve as a title for the picture, which is comprised of a wide array 

of images as well as a few pieces of text. 

 

Neena created an overlapping set of pieces cut from magazines, which display a diverse 

range of people, as well as nature and – a playful touch – a picture of a collage within the 

collage. Neena used more pictures of people than other participants and thereby portrayed 

more diversity, especially racial diversity. Had the central text been “finding God in all 

people”, it would have fitted equally well. The diversity seen among the people reminds me 

that Neena was the only participant of colour and the only one to speak of her upbringing in 

another faith (Hinduism) and another part of the world (Africa).  

 

However, like most other participants, Neena also used several pictures of nature. The 

natural world is a strongly recurrent theme of the collages, which consequently came 

through in the interviews and features in the poetic and IPA findings in chapters 7 and 8, 

which I explore later, in chapter 9.  

 

More distinctly, Neena portrays some ordinary objects (teacups, food, a vacuum cleaner) 

and everyday activities (cleaning, cooking, gardening, building). This reinforces the message 

of “finding God in all things” and highlights the Celtic theme of recognising and celebrating 

“God in the ordinary”.  

 

The central message and the other extracts of text are stuck on top of the images. The 

prominence which this might afford the words is offset, particularly for the other five 

extracts, by their relatively small print and (mostly) dull colours, which contrast with the 

vibrancy of the picture palette. However, the words of all five poetic prayers reinforce the 

message of finding God in all things: two texts begin every line with the same word, in one 

case Christ and in the other God; the other three texts invoke traditional aspects of Celtic 

experience – a blessing for peace which speaks of mountains, stone and stars, a Trinitarian 

prayer for hearth and home, and a blessing which speaks of the light of the Spirit for life’s 

journey.  
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Illustration 5: Neena’s collage 
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5.6 Maggie’s collage 

 

Maggie tore her pictures from magazines and cut out her words, as we can see at Illustration 

6. Like Tess, Maggie clearly took care to relate pieces of text to adjoining pictures. The tearing 

of pictures and their placement allowed some apparent blurring or merging of pictures, 

particularly with the blue hues of sea and sky. It softens the image and expresses something 

of the unclear boundaries and hard-to-define nature of Celtic spirituality.  

 

The precise cutting and placement of the words was a practical necessity, given the large 

number of pieces involved. However, the way it was done meant that they could be placed 

on top of pictures (sometimes as individual letters) without obscuring the pictures any more 

than absolutely necessary. The letters are at hugely varying font sizes; the largest emphasise 

two strands of themes: a) life, the wild and wildlife; and b) lost and found, such as finding 

treasure and finding ourselves. 

 

The two female figures, gathering rubbish on a beach, are central. Maggie explained that this 

was in fact a late choice, albeit one she immediately felt to be right. They provide human 

interest in a context predominantly of nature photographs, often large-scale landscapes. 

These women could be gathering scraps like those of which this picture is made. They 

provide the viewer with one obvious point at which to begin engaging with the picture, or in 

which to see either the artist (gathering found objects) or the viewer themselves.  

 

All is not what it seems: Maggie explained that the circle to the left of the women, on which 

she placed the words “how”, “where” and “why” is not the starry sky or cosmos, as I had 

assumed at first glance, but in fact part of the side of a whale. This only adds to the sense of 

mystery, awe and wonder. 
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Illustration 6: Maggie’s collage 
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5.7 Ben’s collage 

 

Ben’s collage (Illustration 7) consists solely of his own photographs, albeit he explained that 

he was inspired in searching through his albums over the preceding twelve months and 

selecting these pictures by first looking at the items I supplied to him.  

 

Although there are several nature images, the format is rectilinear (compare Tess’ and 

Yvonne’s works at Illustrations 4 and 8, by contrast with Maggie’s torn and blended images 

just seen at Illustration 6).  

 

Like these three (and also Neena and Barbara, see Illustrations 5, 9 and 10), Ben has covered 

the whole of the surface of the collage. These are busy pictures, crowded even, where the 

participant-artists expressed something of Celtic spirituality’s emphasis on the 

omnipresence of God and the abundance of life God offers, “I have come that they may have 

life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Some, indeed many, individual pictures do 

nonetheless offer a sense of space and stillness as a key experience of Celtic spirituality. 

 

Ben has used three indoor scenes, which is unusual among the participants. Even these 

pictures have a faraway quality: the harpist and the crowd are looking into the distance, 

while the candles on stones draw the viewer into the brightness of the flames. Indeed, this 

is one of about half of Ben’s images in which stone or rock is prominent, forming a sort of 

pavement, which the viewer can step onto at any point. It is a reminder too that Celtic 

spirituality speaks of God’s presence in rock just as much as human, animal and plant life 

forms. 

 

The colour palette is muted, by stark contrast with the sunshine vibrancy found in Neena’s 

pictures and the bright blue which characterises Maggie’s (Illustrations 5 and 6). Taking 

MacLeod’s words (1985, p39), I might call Ben’s collage “the glory in the grey”.  
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Illustration 7: Ben’s collage 
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5.8 Yvonne’s collage 

 

Apart from the superimposed bird in flight, Yvonne’s collage (Illustration 8) is rectilinear, a 

quality I explored in the previous section 5.7, but also a quality, which Yvonne explained that 

she notices in the art she produces at home. This contrasts with the freedom of the art she 

makes when she works on the coast, an environment which she loves and in which she feels 

attuned to her spirituality, a spirituality she now recognises as Celtic.  

 

Coastal scenes, with wide open space framed by mountains or cliffs, form most of the 

content. The two human figures are still, motionless – a contrast with the dynamic 

movement of the dolphins and bird. The human figures, painted not photographed (all cut 

from magazines I supplied), have an observant or mindful mien. Rather than disturb them, 

the viewer might choose to engage with the drama of the collage by entering down the 

clifftop amphitheatre steps at bottom left. 

 

The colours and weather offer a range of moods and seasons. In a smaller work than the 

others, Yvonne nonetheless portrays contrast and a sense of a holistic spirituality touching 

all of life. 
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Illustration 8: Yvonne’s collage 
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5.9 Barbara’s collages 

 

Barbara’s two collages (Illustrations 9 and 10) both comprise photographs cut out and 

placed, overlapping, so as to cover the whole picture. For no apparent reason (given that 

they received the same instructions and differed from one another in varying other ways), 

this approach was taken by the middle six participants, but not the first two or last two. 

 

The first collage (Illustration 9) includes three logos and a map, as well as a satellite image 

and, by contrast, pictures taken at both large and detailed scales. While other collages do 

show pictures at a range of scales, it is Barbara, who expressly brought out her experience 

of Celtic spirituality at these different scales (large, indeed cosmic; human; and small, even 

microscopic). 

 

While most of the collages favour images of nature over other subject-matter, this one is 

unusual in portraying no people at all. 

 

The second collage (Illustration 10) does include one human figure. Thanks to the presence 

of several pictures of birds, it also has more sense of movement. As with the first of her 

collages, there is no single focal point. Rather, creation and journeys, two of her themes, are 

again visible everywhere at different levels and scales.  



 111 

Illustration 9: Barbara’s complete collage 
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Illustration 10: Barbara’s incomplete collage 
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5.10 Kevin’s collage 

 

Kevin created a rectangular picture with a freehand drawn triquetra stuck into the centre, 

on which he had written Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer – alternative terms used in some 

Celtic prayers and liturgy in place of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This motif was surrounded 

by key words of his experience of Celtic spirituality and swirls, which give a sense of 

movement and mystery.  

 

Stuck around the edge of this picture, giving an irregular perimeter to the whole, are ten 

photographs, often placed to link to the words inside them. I have subsequently created a 

plain black background and stuck the whole collage (Illustration 11) onto it, to keep it intact. 

At the same time, I have sought to minimise any adverse effect on the impact of what Kevin 

is communicating.  

 

This innovative approach to the composition of the collage, comprising an uncluttered 

central drawing surrounded by an irregular perimeter of photographs, indicates a still centre, 

but also a journey to the edge as a place of movement and action.  

 

From the angle shown in Illustration 11, four photographs are the right way up, one is at a 

slight angle to the horizontal, one is upside down and four are shown sideways (two each 

way), so the viewer is forced to alter their angle of view. These angles and their relation to 

the central picture also express something of Kevin’s experience both of an inner and outer 

journey and of a journey towards, and onwards from, Iona. 

 

I recognised immediately that the photographs were mostly taken on Iona and Lindisfarne, 

which are key Celtic centres on the edge of Britain, but there are several people in four of 

the photographs, including a city-centre political demonstration. There is thus a balance 

between stillness and (social) action, between time alone and time in company.   
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Illustration 11: Kevin’s collage 
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5.11 Simon’s collage 

 

Simon’s collage (Illustration 12) comprises a small selection of photographs, which he 

provided, together with handwritten text and a small drawing. 

 

We enter the picture through the open door of the central image, a shepherd’s hut. It serves 

as a monastic cell, an idea featuring prominently in the collage: it is the subject of two of the 

four pieces of text and in two montages. The top left shows the exterior and interior of the 

monastic cell chapel at the previous mother house of the Northumbria Community. Beneath 

it and to the right are two ancient quotes about the cell.  

 

If we follow the journey across the top to the top right corner (which depicts Simon’s journey 

with monastic cells), we arrive at a montage of five photographs. The harbour scene, which 

was unknown to me, is of Inishbofin (Irish Inis Bó Finne), a small island off the west coast of 

County Galway. It is calm. There is a modern ferry and an old boat. Less prominently, a chapel 

can be seen in the village. It is a picture of stillness, taken on a calm day, but also of journey, 

of pilgrimage.  There are three stained glass windows, bright, all portraying saintly figures, 

standing in front of scenes of what appear to be shorelines. 

 

In the bottom right of the collage sits a ruined chapel against a background of sea and 

mountains (which I learned in interview is on Inishbofin), bounded by a depiction through 

simple, coloured lines of what I now know to be three shepherd’s tools found inside the hut: 

a shepherd’s crook, a rope to assist lambing, and a pair of dagging shears. 

 

The bottom left picture depicts a Celtic cross, the Greek words Ό ƛóɣoς (“the Word”, John 

1:1) and, in Gaelic type with the ☧ chi-rho symbol standing for Christ, “let the word of Christ 

in all its richness find a home in you” (Colossians 3:16). This is labelled: “the still centre”, 

which may serve as a summary of the whole picture. 

 

Lastly, in the bottom centre of the picture is a Trinitarian prayer, which has the quality of a 

parting blessing. 
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Illustration 12: Simon’s collage 
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5.12 Summary of findings from collages 

 

All ten participants successfully completed a collage, whether using their own materials, 

those which I sent, or a mixture of the two. Most opted to cut and stick photographs (their 

own or from magazines) as the principal or only image medium, although there was also use 

of card and other media. Half of the participants did use words as part of their collages, but 

not so much as to detract from their communicating through a principally image-based visual 

art form. 

 

Looking at the collages as a whole, there is much portrayal of nature, both landscape and 

images at a detailed scale. Relatively speaking, people play a less prominent role in the 

pictures, albeit most do contain at least one person. This perhaps contributes to a feeling of 

calm and stillness about the pictures, even when portraying journeys and even when some 

of the collages are busy in the sense of comprising a large number of smaller images (and 

words) covering the whole canvas. 

 

Overall, there is a quality of quiet joy imbued in the collages and a sense both of presence 

and depth in the assembly of assorted images, which elicits our curiosity to hear what the 

participant-artists said about them and the experiences, which evoked them. 

 

In the next chapter, the immersive listening findings capture some of that presence and 

depth through the brief notes summarising both the content and what I heard at the edge 

of the participants’ awareness in re-listening to the interviews.  
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6. Findings from stage 2: immersive listening 
  

 

6.1 Immersive listening 

 

In this chapter, each table captures brief notes of the content of the relevant participant’s 

interview in the first column. In the second column, I set out what I describe as “edge of 

awareness”. The notes in this second column relate to two types of observation on my part, 

which broadly correspond to the content they are placed alongside: 

 

• unspoken feelings (and because unspoken, at the edge of the participant’s 

awareness); or  

• concepts in counselling and psychotherapy theory (generally speaking, person-

centred theory – hence in my awareness as a practitioner, but not in the awareness 

of the lay participants nor explicitly named by Neena, the one participant who 

expressed knowledge of person-centred theory). 

 

As a consequence, this methodology subconsciously begins the process towards finding 

themes, which is approached in a conscious and systematic way through coding, abstraction 

and subsumption in IPA.  

 

The trajectory of the content of the notes (and indeed the poems in chapter 7) often show a 

deepening of feelings into areas of emotional distress, before a final indication of healing. 

This reflects two facts:  

 

• it can take time in an interview with a participant for them to open up more deeply 

(indeed, sometimes I heard deeper reflections after recording had finished); and  

• the notes (and poems) follow the order of the interview, which was based on the 

semi-structured schedule shown at Appendix 1, which deliberately placed the 

deepest question (concerning potential distress) well into the interview and sought 

to bring the participants back up out of the depths of feeling (and any potential 

distress) by asking them finally about possible benefits for professionals.  
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6.2 Immersive listening to Dan 

 

Table 7: Dan’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content  Edge of awareness 

Calm, stillness, slowness 

Journey, especially inner journey 

Openness, responsiveness to sense of call 

Nature, noticing beauty in the moment 

Disciplines, fostering good habits 

Anamchara (soul friend), meeting people 

where they are 

Secure attachment, rooted. Not anxious 

Becoming more my true self 

Letting go, accepting 

Mindful 

Depth, commitment, resilience 

Relationship, empathy, place for the 

introvert, for the misfit 

 

 

Dan expressed himself in interview as well as in his collage with simplicity and a secure 

calmness. His sense of journey and calling was consistent with his season of life: he was my 

youngest participant and relatively new to ordained ministry. This also expressed itself 

through his experience of study and research, such as the emphasis on the role of the 

anamchara, or soul friend. However, Dan had clearly reflected on the application of this to 

life and his work. As with all the participants, nature played a big role. Perhaps the use of 

collage plays into this: pictures of nature are easy to find and/or create. 
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6.3 Immersive listening to Diana 

 

Table 8: Diana’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Threshold 

Encounter 

Earthed v mistiness 

 

New pattern 

God as female, role of women, women’s 

experience 

Sitting with pain, suffering, darkness 

Edge (of awareness), potential, growth 

Felt-sense, soul experience, relationship 

Grounded, secure, accepting uncertainty & 

doubt 

Hope, new start 

Deep acceptance of self, fight for voice, for 

inclusion, against discrimination 

Journey from pain towards joy, 

congruence, empathy, processing pain 

 

 

Diana expressed herself with imagination and imagery. This was one of the most emotional 

interviews, in which Diana had clearly reflected deeply upon the feelings evoked by her 

experience and she was deeply in touch with them. Her experience combined the profoundly 

mysterious and mystical with the real, raw pain of long experience of discrimination as a 

woman of her generation with a calling, long denied, to priestly ministry, and also of living 

with an invisible disability. In her experience, Celtic spirituality spoke powerfully into both of 

these sides of life, the mystical and the practical.  
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6.4 Immersive listening to Tess 

 

Table 9: Tess’ immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Journey of my heart to the heart 

Single-heartedness 

Darkness and light 

Openminded, openhearted 

 

Quiet, still 

Wisdom beyond knowledge 

Joy 

Growth, laying down, letting go 

Wholeness, connection, becoming myself 

Congruence in loss, grief as well as joy 

Creative, more comfortable with doubt, 

uncertainty 

Being, not doing 

Valuing embodied understanding, intuition 

Self-confidence, self-worth 

 

 

Tess’ interview flowed with the stream of consciousness, which she was accustomed to 

tapping through collage. She had come to value such ways of learning about herself and the 

world, even making sense of how this fitted in with her approach to her medical career, both 

head and heart. This was the experience of someone, who has discovered a quiet joy in the 

second half of life, through and after an early bereavement, following her late husband’s 

distressing experience of oesophageal cancer.  
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6.5 Immersive listening to Neena 

 

Table 10: Neena’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Finding God in all things 

Inclusive community, nurturing, sharing 

God enfolding me, esp when I’m down 

 

Valuing the ordinary, noticing 

Creation, creative spirit, formative 

tendency 

Goodness of people, unconditional love, 

accepting the unacceptable 

Wholeness, warmth, safe, secure 

Connection, UPR, self-worth 

Acceptance, congruence, safety, being 

held 

Mindful, meditative 

Growth, possibility, actualising tendency 

 

Optimism, love not fear & hatred, secure 

identity, acceptance of self & others 

 

 

Neena focussed on finding God in everything, especially the ordinary things of nature and 

everyday activities. In her reflections, she also linked a sense of the formative tendency of 

creation and the Celtic focus on creation to the actualising tendency and her experience of 

personal and spiritual growth in herself and clients/ patients. In this, she spoke from her 

experience as a mental health professional, familiar with the person-centred theory, which 

she knew was my lens for viewing the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality. This was 

an optimistic interview. 
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6.6 Immersive listening to Maggie 

 

Table 11: Maggie’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Cosmic: “how, where & why?” 

Lose yourself to find yourself; wild, 

freedom, nature 

Journey as treasure, healing experience, 

becoming whole 

Rhythm 

Taking time 

Finding the unknown future exciting, 

embracing uncertainty, creativity 

Safe, held place 

Revisiting life story/ events, reprocessing 

Answering big questions – sense-making 

Acceptance, letting go, finding what 

matters 

Process; wholeness, integrating all of life 

 

Security 

Being not doing 

Security, congruence, acceptance, loss of 

anxiety 

Conditions for therapeutic change 

Reframing, sense-making through 

narrative 

 

 

Maggie sought to make sense of the whole of life, her own journey (and journey was her 

central metaphor) and the cosmos. There was a strongly positive trajectory, which now 

enabled her to revisit and reprocess feelings, which she had been unable to process fully, if 

at all, before. A striking change in her personality or outlook on life was to move from seeking 

security in what was familiar to embracing an uncertain future as exciting, to value the 

journey itself rather than the destination. Her security now came from the daily rhythm of 

life, for example, and taking time to be, rather than focussing on activity.  
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6.7 Immersive listening to Ben 

 

Table 12: Ben’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Edge space. Journey from dominant 

culture, from head to heart, through mist 

 

Light and dark 

Engaging with the natural world, which 

leads to thanksgiving 

Ancient things, beyond-ness 

Attention to detail, contemplative, silence 

Beauty in the ordinary 

Lifelong connection without knowing it 

(music, ancient places, natural world) 

Structure and rhythm when retiring 

Still centre 

Story-telling. Imagining 

Spirituality and psychology hand in hand 

Valuing difference, minority identity, 

feelings. Embracing mystery, trust in 

uncertainty 

Congruence, empathy, UPR 

Connection, renewal, presence, affirming, 

optimistic 

Connection, depth 

Mindfulness, attending, attunement 

Mindfulness, UPR 

Tacit knowledge 

 

Anxiety reduction 

Calm, relaxed, at one 

Meaning-making. Reframing 

Wholeness  

 

 

Poet Ben spoke in quite abstract terms, which showed his love of language. It was also 

evident that in retrospect Celtic spirituality was, or made sense of, a lifelong experience – his 

engagement with certain deep connections (music, ancient places, the natural world). A 

sense of stillness and attention was apparent in both the content and the telling of his story, 

its calm, gentle pace and careful, thoughtful searching for the right words. 
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6.8 Immersive listening to Yvonne 

 

Table 13: Yvonne’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Only recently dawned (through comment 

by another) that her spirituality is Celtic 

It doesn’t start from the bible (the bible is 

one aspect among others) 

Natural world, wide open space 

Place to sit, to be, to watch. Meditation  

Bird in flight, dolphins – joyful, full of life 

At a tough time, a deep, close, exciting 

encounter with bird & God through 

stillness 

God everywhere: we don’t enter His 

presence, we become aware of His 

presence already there, by stilling 

ourselves, slowing down 

Doesn’t fit conventional Christianity 

 

Seeing robin, feeling close to late Dad 

 

Glimpses of God 

Tacit knowledge brought into awareness; 

acceptance of mysterious, unknown 

Wholeness, integration 

 

Connection, freedom 

Being not doing. Stillness, mindfulness 

Freedom, letting go 

Connection, relational depth, UPR, 

empathy, presence 

 

Listening, noticing, mindfulness, attending. 

Optimism, joy, deep peace, security, 

emotional warmth. Acceptance  

 

Acceptance of difference, of felt-sense, of 

taboo  

Connection with departed, continuing 

bonds 

Relational depth 

 

 

Yvonne’s experience could be summed up as: stopping to notice God everywhere. There was 

a depth and calm to her way of speaking, which drew me in as the listener, and an immensely 

warm and appealing joy. But Yvonne also repeatedly showed a wariness that her spirituality 

was taboo: romantic nonsense, when set against the prevailing emphasis on academic study 

of the bible in mainstream Christianity. She needed to know, and felt that she could trust, 

that I understood her. This meant a lot to her, because her experiences were so deeply 

personal and moving, connected as they were with her relationships with God and her late 

father. 
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6.9 Immersive listening to Barbara 

 

Table 14: Barbara’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

“Celtic” lacks clear boundaries, so it’s open 

to everybody and other forms of worship 

Pilgrimage. Brings coherence to threads of 

life. True to self, more at peace. Laying 

things down. 

Liminal, on the edge, coasts, “on the edge 

of the inside”. 

Nature, living/ not. Space, scale (vast, 

human, detailed) 

Bluebells, left untidy so they can spread 

Wild geese 

 

Ruin/ old church, fulfilling its purpose but 

differently 

Creativity: monastic music; poetry as 

profound way into understanding 

Way into deep feelings and memories 

Acceptance, inclusivity 

 

Journey of life, rhythm, wholeness, 

congruence. Meaning & purpose. 

 

Freedom, but not exclusion – congruence 

and UPR. 

Connection at different levels, spiritual and 

psychological (with God/beyond and self) 

Letting go. Being not doing. Acceptance.  

Pattern. Being oneself as an individual and 

in a group/ community. 

Reframing. Rewriting narrative. 

 

Head to heart: simple, cleansing; tacit-

knowledge, self-awareness 

Relational depth, conditions for 

therapeutic change 

 

 

Barbara focused on the themes of nature and pilgrimage. A keen walker, she loved being out 

in nature and found this as good a way to be with God as to attend church or to listen to 

sacred music, both of which she also enjoyed. Indeed, her engagement with nature was 

expressed as widely and deeply as by any participant – at every level from the most 

enormous to the most detailed. She found that a pilgrimage walk could bring these and other 

themes together. The metaphor of life as a journey worked well for Barbara, especially as 

she had recently encountered a turn in the road as her marriage had broken down and we 

met in her new home. 
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6.10 Immersive listening to Kevin 

 

Table 15: Kevin’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Ancient yet contemporary, present, of the 

moment – dynamic 

Being on the edge 

Social justice as aspect of who God is 

Inclusive community of Iona 

Rootedness  

Beauty, tranquillity of place 

Seeing God in everything 

Inner and outer journeys. Openness and 

connectedness 

Community – dispersed community 

Fundamental outworking of faith, e.g. 

politics, use of money, environment  

Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer; non-

gendered terminology 

Down and dirty, rough and ready 

Community for the extrovert; resourcing 

self for times of isolation, depression e.g. 

through rhythm, dispersed community 

Everything is connected, going beyond 

boundaries 

Walking and talking in nature 

Walking alongside 

Change. Self-actualisation 

 

(Not) fitting in. Congruence. Creativity  

Ethical awareness. Integration, wholeness  

UPR, empathy. Connection  

Emotional security 

Sensory pleasure. Noticing, mindful. Peace 

Integration, wholeness 

Process of therapeutic change. Empathy. 

Self-construct  

Connection. Accountability 

Integration of everything in life (like PCA, a 

universal theory of everything) 

Integration. Inclusivity  

 

Congruence. Acceptance 

Help for combatting incongruence: 

connection, empathy, sense of being held 

 

Integration, wholeness 

 

Ecotherapy 

Person-centred, non-directivity, empathy  

 

Kevin is an avowed extrovert. Just as some participants found that their experience of Celtic 

spirituality suited their introverted nature (as we shall see with Simon, the last of the 

interviewees), equally Kevin found that it suited his extroversion, through his engagement in 

a community of shared values, focused on social justice.   
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6.11 Immersive listening to Simon 

 

Table 16: Simon’s immersive listening notes 

 

Content Edge of awareness 

Hilda the monastic cell 

Still, quiet place to be with God. Introverted 

 

Beauty of liturgy etc, poetic 

Authenticity 

Following the loser, Colman 

Church open, gentle, welcoming, modern 

Building shed at time of feeling colleagues 

didn’t support him 

Stained-glass window 

Carrying broken church, brokenness  

 

Renewal from within, refreshment 

Prayer, study, work 

Blessing, sitting on God’s knee – behold, 

uphold, enfold  

Supporting wife and son both with cancer, 

feeling rooted in God: Hilda as physical and 

psychological place to go – still centre 

Hilda, wise woman, mixed monastery 

Anamchara, being alongside 

Stillness for journey into self, accompanied 

by professional, by God 

Emotional security, safety 

Mindfulness. Connection. Congruence. 

Alone in solitude not loneliness 

Simplicity, sensory pleasure 

Congruence, truth 

Journey, acceptance, UPR, empathy 

Empathy, UPR. Connection  

Practical, embodied response to anger, 

frustration 

Use of metaphor, journey, thresholds 

Unspoken sense of his own brokenness. 

Congruence, empathy, UPR 

Self-image/ construct. Actualising tendency 

Integration, wholeness. Rhythm, security. 

UPR, congruence, empathy 

 

Safe place. Connection. Being held. Peace. 

Sense-making 

 

Affirming equality, diversity, inclusion 

Non-directive, empathic 

Holding space. Actualisation 

 

Simon centred on the monastic aspect of Celtic spirituality: we conducted the interview in 

Hilda, the name he gives to his monastic cell. It was his go-to place in body and mind, when 

both his wife and son were simultaneously diagnosed with cancer. His other main focus was 

on how Celtic spirituality had repeatedly refreshed his ministry. 
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6.12 Summary of immersive listening findings 

 

Listening to what is at the edge of the participants’ awareness, we hear a lot of experience 

of warmth, empathy and acceptance, even joy to set against life experience of pain and 

distress. There is also a clear indication of the healing quality of engagement with nature and 

of being held, feeling safe. Finally, mindfulness is evoked by the frequent references to 

stillness, calm and attention to what is in the present. 

 

The content includes a lot of expression of metaphor as a way of finding meaning, which 

leads us into the next chapter, on poetic inquiry using the participants’ words, as poetry 

shares with counselling a sense of enjoyment and value of working with metaphor to help to 

make sense of life experience. 
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7. Findings from stage 3: poetic inquiry 
 

 

7.1 Introduction to poetic inquiry findings 

 

For poetic inquiry, I set out each poem in a table. Each poem itself constitutes findings and 

analysis, because it is a distillation of the participant’s experience and their attempt to make 

sense of it in their own words, i.e. words and phrases taken (more or less in the order spoken) 

from the interview transcript. However, I have added a brief explanatory note following each 

poem. 

 

The poems are as follows: 

 

Table 17: List of poems from participants’ words 

 

Table Number Participant Poem 

18 Dan Holding the pebble 

19 Diana Grey matter, but looking for rainbows 

20 Tess A journey of my heart to the heart 

21 Neena Blossoms in a dump (Finding God in everything) 

22 Maggie You have to lose yourself to find yourself 

23 Ben Pictures from the Celtic edge 

24 Yvonne As I still myself the blackbird comes 

25 Barbara Letting go, letting good 

26 Kevin Movement of the spirit 

27 Simon Sat here in Hilda 

 

 

Some participants spoke richly in metaphor, which certainly helped to provide ample 

material. Indeed, the difficulty often lay in limiting the content to a concentrated distillation 

of the experience. Two participants (Diana and Ben) are themselves published poets, which 

adds to the pressure I feel to give justice to the beauty of their use of language. However, 

they were not the only eloquent participants. 
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Some imagery obviously relates to the collage, particularly the imagery in the early part of 

each poem, since participants began their interview by talking about their collage. But other 

imagery comes from their recollection or expression, accessed through and beyond the 

collage, of either their overall impression of Celtic spirituality or individual experiences. 

 

I chose the title of each poem by taking a line or phrase from it, which seemed to capture 

something of the wider sense or feeling of it, sometimes as metaphor, a device which poetry 

and counselling both value as a way of finding deep meaning.   

 

 

7.2 Poem from Dan’s words 

 

Dan expressed periods of calm stillness (e.g. “sitting at the foot of the cross” and “the island 

breathes a sigh”) interspersed with journey, movement (the kingfisher, “ready to fly, ready 

to move”), which this poem conveys in both the content and sound of the language, for 

example through changes of rhythm. 

 

There is also a theme of connection, as Dan talks about the role of the anamchara (soul 

friend) and deep, genuine connection through engagement with nature, “finding our true 

selves, not the Facebook selves”. It is this quality of connection, which informs the closing 

words, which I chose for the title, “Holding the pebble”. 

 

Table 18: Dan’s poem 

 

Holding the pebble 

 

Vulnerability, sitting at the foot of the cross – 

The cross at the centre, black, with a mirror –  

Our cross, our burden, our journey: 

An inner journey, journeying inwards and outwards. 

 

The kingfisher, perched on a branch, but  

Ready to fly, ready to move 

Wherever God calls us, ready to go. 
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Finding beauty in things people miss: the dandelion head. 

Just pausing… pausing and looking. 

 

Holy Island. The island breathes a sigh: 

Tides – an influx of people, an outflux. 

They bring their anxieties and the island feels them. 

When they go, the island releases them. 

Calm. Calm deepens when the island’s empty. 

 

Anamchara, confessional relationship, breaks the habit, 

Stops us running down rabbit holes. 

Looking in the mirror brings us back again. 

 

Painstaking beauty, deep work, complete focus, on vellum; 

But writing notes in the margin. The professionalism and the humour,  

The humanity. Come with full integrity, not a mask.  

Raw. Hard. Simply come. 

 

Finding God in nature,  

The church should be everywhere, for everyone. 

There’s intrinsic value in everyone, 

Listening, finding out what people hold dear, speaking into it. 

Anamchara, a soul friend to everyone you meet. 

 

Spend time in nature, green space, walking through woods - 

It connects. 

Face to face, finding our true selves, 

Not the Facebook selves, the true selves: 

Why he’s holding the pebble, 

Why we’re holding the pebble. 
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7.3 Poem from Diana’s words 

 

Diana began with the content of her sparse collage and offered great depth in interview, 

with beautiful metaphors and poetic turns of phrase, of which I could include only some, for 

reasons of length. The first stanza gives us “on the threshold of the holy”, “the fish that can’t 

see the water” and “the land that is my blood and bone”. In all these, I sensed that Diana 

had reflected profoundly on Celtic spirituality and her experience of it. 

 

Some of this is about theology, “God’s pattern, put on an horrendous death”; some is finding 

meaning in her own life, especially the twin pains of how she has been treated as a woman 

called to the priesthood before it became possible and of her experience of a chronic 

condition, which severely affects her diet. These themes interrelate in her vision of the 

forbidden Communion/ heavenly feast, which mirrors Peter’s vision in Acts 10: Peter, with 

the power and privilege of a Jewish man (albeit a fisherman) exercised the decision whether 

to exclude or include others (Gentiles); Diana, lacking power and privilege as an Anglican 

woman, had that decision exercised over her – although as an educated woman of her time, 

she was deeply involved in the ultimately successful struggle to admit women to the 

priesthood, a privilege she herself then attained. 

 

Diana’s experience is of both Celtic spirituality’s gritty realism in the struggle for social justice 

and of the poetic and mysterious. This grounds her for her work as spiritual director. When 

she says “In the dark, Jesus will be with you till you’re ready”, we know that she has sat in 

the dark with Jesus in her own journey and accompanying her pilgrims. 

 

For a title, I chose Diana’s beautiful evocation of the intertwining of (Celtic) spirituality and 

counselling: “grey matter, but looking for rainbows”: this is at once an observation of 

something intangible yet powerful in nature, psychology and the spiritual journey.  
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Table 19: Diana’s poem 

 

Grey matter, but looking for rainbows 

 

The threshold: shoreline that is sometimes land, sometimes sea.  

Are you in? Are you out? 

Dawn and sunset, the threshold places on a spiritual journey,  

On the threshold of the holy, an encounter with God – 

Harder work for us very quick people today, the fish that can’t see the water. 

Something in my own journey, affirming, earthed for me  

In the land that is my blood and bone. 

 

Interweaving, it’s just one line, it’s just one continuous line, so many just one line 

But incredibly intricate: God’s pattern, put on an horrendous death, 

Interweaving a new pattern. 

 

Rainbows. Rainbows on Iona, a new light on my faith. 

A refraction of light, the sun going through the water, brought a new depth, affirming.  

 

Worn out with the struggle, I sit in the Abbey and sing a hymn to God: She. 

“She sits as a bird, moving on the waters.” 

“She comes with mother’s kindness.”  

An encounter with Her, whom I call the Lady,  

And she was beautiful. 

She travelled with me to places I needed to go, 

Where He could not; healing, dancing with new life,  

Grey mist that becomes a rainbow. The wind is moving Her skirt, 

She’s standing on a wave. She’s holding a light, which is fire… 

 

My faith would not be what it is – without having met Her 

And I would not be who I am – without having met Her 

And I would not have had the resilience I’ve had – without having met Her 

… but I love Her. 
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More than a dream: a feast laid out, I couldn’t eat – a huge grief.  

Invited to the Communion feast, I couldn’t eat.  

And She picked me up and fed me from Her breast. 

 

Grounded through my journey, that Celtic encounter, 

Entering the misty world of the mind, the whole of life – 

Grey matter, but looking for rainbows, 

Reaching into where we don’t understand 

How we’ve got where we are. 

 

Times you’re not ready for the bright light: 

Jesus with us in the dark descended into hell, 

No place He won’t go for your sake, 

Jesus will walk in your hell with you. 

There is light – you may not see it – 

Jesus brings light wherever He goes. 

In the dark, Jesus will be with you till you’re ready. 

 

 

 

7.4 Poem from Tess’ words 

 

Tess’ journey “of my heart to the heart” (a phrase spoken early in the interview, which could 

serve to introduce the whole content) explores how her understanding of self, her faith and 

the world has evolved. Her experience of Celtic spirituality has come at a time of life when 

she moved into early widowhood and retirement.  From a scientific background in medicine 

she has opened herself up to placing increased value on intuitive understanding.  

 

Her first retreat with the Northumbria Community sparked this, especially through making a 

collage, “creativity that speaks from a deeper place”. As a result, Tess has become much 

more accepting of, even comfortable with, uncertainty: “living on the edge, between 

certainty and uncertainty/ between knowing and unknowing, seems just right”.  
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As a result, Tess holds herself both through times of joy (“it set my heart alight”) and sorrow 

(“I couldn’t see any light”), as expressed in the line, “the dying stump’s roots blossom”. 

 

Table 20: Tess’ poem 

 

A journey of my heart to the heart 

 

“You’re a tree-hugger now – you’ve gone pagan on us!” 

My husband had died. A new season, 

The life force incarnated through me, the heart going deeper and deeper. 

 

Linked in community, yet on the edge,  

Journey through dark and light: 

An eclipse, the sun missing, a time of weeping, complete and utter darkness, 

But there’s trust, hope that it will return, morning will come. 

 

Open-minded, open-hearted, open to paradox and dilemma, 

Creativity that speaks from a deeper place, 

A rhythm of quietness enjoying through creation an unspoken dialogue. 

Living on the edge, between certainty and uncertainty, 

Between knowing and unknowing, seems just right – 

Pushing on into the unknown: quantum theology. 

Pushing at boundaries: of life and understanding, of who we are, of who God is. 

Break out and become who we really are: 

We are at one, we are one with the world. 

 

Dreaming dreams, having visions, wisdom beyond knowledge. 

I’m just flowing, the dream-weaver, seeing into the distance, 

Transformed, inspired by our deepest passion, raising flames. 

Something happened and I was a different person. It set my heart alight. 

For wild spirits everywhere – abandonment, joy, courage and boldness:  

Wherever I am planted, the roots will hold me. 

 

I don’t know where it came from.  
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I began to draw in colour. I drew a heart. And I drew  

A journey of my heart to the heart,  

The journey not the destination. 

My heart burnt strangely. 

 

Everybody had gone. I was in this incredible pit. I couldn’t see any light. 

But the wonderful promise for me:  

At the scent of water, the dying stump’s roots blossom, shoot, 

Tie together who I am, who everybody is,  

Truly seeking understanding, embodiment, nature, stillness. 

 

 

 

7.5 Poem from Neena’s words 

 

Neena’s concise way of speaking is expressed in the shortest poem. It begins with the central 

text on her collage, “finding God in everything”, which serves as a summary of her experience 

and subtitle for the poem. 

 

The middle stanza gives some examples of what everything includes, such as the ordinary 

tasks of “laying a hearth, getting up in the morning”, the role of creativity and meditation, 

the noticing and acknowledgment of the sacred quality of “a bright yellow flower off a 

crumbling wall”, which “blossoms… in a dump”. I hear an echo of MacLeod’s (1985) “glory in 

the grey” in the words “blossoms in a dump”, hence my choice of this phrase for the poem’s 

title. 

 

As someone who works as a mental health professional and for whom people are clearly so 

important, Neena brings the message of Celtic spirituality home to the central hypothesis of 

this research, the connection with person-centred theory, with the brief closing stanza: “The 

goodness of people. All made for growth – / In a stunted way, but we still grow.” 
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Table 21: Neena’s poem 

 

Blossoms in a dump (Finding God in everything) 

 

Finding God in everything. 

Community: nobody’s excluded. 

The natural world, beauty. 

Suffering, love and joy, 

God enfolding me. 

 

Laying a hearth, getting up in the morning, 

The creative spirit,  

Meditative, centring, grounded.  

Sacred spaces – a bright yellow flower off a crumbling wall,  

Blossoms… in a dump:  

Creation – formative, cosmic. 

 

The goodness of people. All made for growth – 

In a stunted way, but we still grow. 

 

 

 

7.6 Poem from Maggie’s words 

 

Maggie’s advice that “you have to lose yourself to find yourself” conveyed such a distillation 

of her experience of Celtic spirituality and her life journey, that I chose it both as title and 

refrain for this poem.  

 

Her journey has involved taking up art, and specifically making “art out of rubbish” (using 

found objects), and finding meaning and “treasure” in the process, the journey, rather than 

in the finished work or destination. As with Diana and Tess, for example, we see emphasis 

on the value of mystery and uncertainty: “an adventure into the unknown”, “embrace 

uncertainty”, “say, ‘I see nothing’, but carry on”. 
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Moreover, to prefer to see herself as being on a journey, rather than in a safe haven, 

expresses the profound change in Maggie’s outlook through her engagement with Celtic 

spirituality, indeed through the process of collaging: “But when it came to it I tore it up: / I 

didn’t want to be anchored on a rock any more – / I prefer to be sailing round an island.”  

 

Table 22: Maggie’s poem 

 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself 

 

Chance and choice. Two girls collecting rubbish on the beach… 

Lost and found, we find ourselves: treasure. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

Becoming one with nature, your body subsumed, 

You find something deeper within yourself. 

I make art out of rubbish: a treasured object. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

The boat in the sunset. Here lies the treasure: 

Going on that journey, the quest, that is where you find yourself, 

Light reflecting on the water. Always on the edge, exploring 

An adventure into the unknown, 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

The words left over… go together: 

My companion walking with me to the top of the mountains, 

Journeying, healing, becoming whole. 

The future is electric and dynamic, unknown and exciting.  

To challenge, to embrace uncertainty, let your artist out. 

Take that step. Be open to the possibilities. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

The gate partly open: the question mark? You have to make the choice. 

The treasure’s only there if you believe it is and if you go looking. 
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The call is there and you have to respond, 

To be willing to step out beyond what you know, 

Say “I see nothing,” but carry on. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

Time alone in the landscape, rhythm of prayer started a process:  

Dealing with things in my past, buried for a long time. 

Understanding where God was in them, how I developed through them, 

Rewriting them in my memory from a different perspective, 

Crying where I hadn’t cried. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

“You can’t have Christianity without a big rock!” But when it came to it  

I tore it up: I didn’t want to be anchored on a rock any more – 

I prefer to be sailing round an island, keeping an open space,  

Silence, a place of transition and transformation, of growth. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

You have to lose yourself to find yourself. 

 

 

 

7.7 Poem from Ben’s words 

 

As with Tess and Maggie, the metaphor of journey plays an important role for Ben in his 

experience and expression of Celtic spirituality. Ben values it as a “journey to the edge”. 

Partly this is the “journey from head to heart”, which invites comparison with Tess’ 

experience of moving from a scientific background to a “journey of my heart to the heart”. 

Even more so, Ben’s “journey to the edge” places an emphasis on feeling value and valued 

at both the geographical and metaphorical edge of his world: “the cliff edge… / the edge of 

the known, the edge of experience”, “into mystery, where our knowing is not enough”. 

 

“Connection” and “light” are distinct themes, each of which commands its own stanza in the 

middle of the poem, but the “still centre” comes towards the end, in the fifth stanza, which 

expresses a single story, which Ben (himself a poet) retold to express this key concept. 
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Having achieved this stillness, Ben is able to pay close attention to nature and in it find 

“thanksgiving, positivity – / Deeply threatened in our times.” If I dare claim a wider value for 

Celtic spirituality in the current era – marked as it is by deep political, social and cultural 

division, widespread feelings of anxiety, bewilderment, loss, anger, fear and hatred – it 

would be in this capacity to find positive thoughts and feelings in the moment, while not 

denying the presence and power of negative thoughts and feelings, which the final two lines 

encapsulate: “Rejoice at the face of a tiny grasshopper, / Redress to the darkness.” 

 

Table 23: Ben’s poem 

 

Pictures from the Celtic edge 

 

Pictures from the Celtic edge: light and darkness, the flower and the rock. 

The journey to the edge of the island, to the wilder places, 

A journey from head to heart, a pilgrimage from the everyday to the edge, 

To the cliff edge: lie and look down into the ocean, 

The edge of the known, the edge of experience. 

 

Out of the ordinary realm, the mist is on the lower slopes. 

The spiritual, going to the edge of experience, 

Into mystery, where our knowing is not enough. 

Journeying – a way of learning, of understanding. 

 

Listening, a sense of beyond-ness has touched me. 

Touching is connection: 

Connection with things from an ancient time; 

Connection with the living, natural world; 

Connection with the cycles of light and darkness; 

Connection with distance that may 

Or may not 

Be accessible to my mind – a mapping of yourself.   

 

A source of light invisible. 
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Colour, manifestation of light split – 

God’s presence as dazzling light, 

Rainbow beauty in the ordinary: 

Field, leaf and flower; an infinity of surprises. 

 

A still centre, 

To stand upright, maintain compassion in the face of whatever. 

On a boat, all of us feeling sick, 

The boatman walking around the deck, 

Telling stories, a cup of coffee in his hand, 

Completely stable cup of coffee – 

A still centre. 

 

Attention to the natural world, 

Leading to thanksgiving, positivity – 

Deeply threatened in our times. 

Rejoice at the face of a tiny grasshopper, 

Redress to the darkness. 

 

 

 

7.8 Poem from Yvonne’s words 

 

“As I still myself the blackbird comes” is an experience of encounter, lending itself as a title 

for a poem all about encounter – an encounter with the transcendent, which Yvonne sees as 

God. Yvonne has long experience of interest in and engagement with Celtic spirituality, yet 

only in the few months leading up to her interview did she identify it as a descriptor for her 

own spirituality. Or rather, it was someone else who did so, someone who came from an 

evangelical background and struggled at first to understand Yvonne’s spirituality. 

 

This is a spirituality, which “doesn’t start from the bible”. It is biblical, profoundly so, but the 

encounter with God starts from creation (predating the bible, our ability to read and even 

our own existence) and emphasises our personal experience, especially of that creation and 
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of God’s presence everywhere in it, “I become aware of the presence that’s already there, / 

Stilling myself enough to hear the God that is already there.” 

 

There is contrast, even contradiction, between Yvonne’s two themes of stillness and a 

natural world that is full of movement, expressed in the juxtaposition of the final two lines 

of the third stanza: “Everything always on the move. / The still point: it’s there for the asking.” 

 

Likewise, there is contrast, even contradiction, between the sense of the sacred and glorious 

presence of God and the ordinariness of life, which I seek to convey through the bathos of 

the reference to Wednesday in the middle of the short, fourth stanza: “I love watching 

people begin to encounter God, / It’ll be about Wednesday, / God saying, ‘I am with you’.” 

This is central to Yvonne’s experience of Celtic spirituality, the sudden awareness in the 

middle of everyday life that “You’re standing on holy ground, / Getting glimpses of God.” 

 

Table 24: Yvonne’s poem 

 

As I still myself the blackbird comes 

 

Lindisfarne, Iona, Glendalough, in Wales on a cliff-top, 

It doesn’t start from the bible. Doesn’t start from the bible –  

That’s just one aspect. Two themes interwoven: 

 

The natural world, wide-open space, 

Wide-open space, a Celtic longing. 

It is just wide-open space - 

And I cannot wait to be there. It’s a longing. 

Here I feel enclosed, my artwork geometric. 

When I do art by the sea it’s different: 

A bird in flight soaring, dolphins leaping, 

Joyful, full of life, full of energy, for the sake of living. 

A place to sit, to be, to watch, to observe. 

Meditation – still, eyes open. 

As I still myself the blackbird comes,  

God comes. 
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I become aware of the presence that’s already there, 

Stilling myself enough to hear the God that is already there. 

I notice the wildlife, the beauty, the blades of grass, 

The sky changing, the sea colours changing: 

Everything always on the move. 

The still point: it’s there for the asking. 

 

I love watching people begin to encounter God, 

It’ll be about Wednesday, 

God saying, “I am with you”. 

 

A different view of heaven. 

A massive beach – I walk endlessly, 

Walk and walk and walk 

With that same sense of freedom and… 

Togetherness with the universe, togetherness with God. 

All of a sudden you know: 

You’re standing on holy ground, 

Getting glimpses of God.  

 

 

 

7.9 Poem from Barbara’s words 

 

“Let go and let God” is a cliché used widely in some Christian circles, whose origin I have 

been unable to ascertain (it is certainly not a quote from the bible), but which can be a way 

of expressing trust in God or of not fighting against things which may be seen by the person 

using the phrase as His will. As such it is one response to the existential angst of taking 

responsibility for everything which happens in life. 

 

Barbara’s interview came at a time of personal reappraisal and spiritual renewal, which 

accompanied the end of a long marriage. Embracing pilgrimage as both walking activity and 

life metaphor, she had come to value “freedom from constraints that tie”. As a busy 
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professional, mother and volunteer, Barbara feels comfortable “on the edge of the inside” 

(a quote from Rohr (2017)) and takes inspiration from the wild goose (a Celtic symbol of the 

Holy Spirit), “maintaining pattern, freedom, individuality” in flight. 

 

This is just one of many nature references, of which perhaps the deepest is, “When I die, it 

will be when the bluebells are out”. Barbara is the only participant to address her own death. 

It is natural, not morbid. It is in fact an expression of joy: she so loves bluebells and has 

nurtured them for decades, that she does not want to miss their blooms. 

 

The final “letting go, letting good”, which I chose for the title, is somehow different from the 

“letting go, letting God” I mentioned earlier. It is an acceptance and a trust, but one which 

emphasises the essential goodness of God to be found in walking through nature.     

 

Table 25: Barbara’s poem 

 

Letting go, letting good  

 

A carpet page: illuminated, ornamented, distinctive, beautiful.  

Saints, community, rhythms of grace. 

Pilgrimage, journey through life. Lindisfarne to Lichfield.  

Where do I go next? 

 

Nature, space, big skies, liminal spaces, on the edge, 

Freedom from the constraints that tie. 

A dance or flow between the edge and the centre 

“On the edge of the inside” you can connect: 

It cuts away who we are or what we’ve done. 

 

Music and stonework, the old ruin, 

Connecting with the deep past, cosmic wholeness – 

A stone from Iona beach in the palm of my hand, 

Dark rock, flecks of white: shiny, reflective, worn smooth by the sea. 

 

A carpet of bluebells: we live with things untidy and they spread themselves. 
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When I die, it will be when the bluebells are out. 

 

Moth larvae, a damsel fly, 

The longer you look, the more you see: 

The wonder of life and creation, 

Ivy roots – the patterns in the calligraphy. 

 

The wild goose formation, the same but constantly changing: 

One will take the place of another at the head – 

Hardest to be at the front. Constantly in flow, 

Yet maintaining pattern, freedom, individuality, 

Coherence, connection with things beyond. 

 

Worship – simplicity, gaps between the words evoke: 

“You’ve said what I feel, something I’ve known,  

But haven’t realised I knew!” 

Threads weaving together a whole person: 

More at peace, authentic. 

Sad and upset, but it’s ok to feel sad, 

Letting go, letting good.  

 

 

 

7.10 Poem from Kevin’s words 

 

Kevin’s poem builds towards the depiction of the Holy Trinity, an important concept in 

(though far from specific to) Celtic spirituality, which is at the centre of his collage and forms 

the subject of the final stanza. 

 

The title and opening verse both reflect the sense of movement portrayed in his collage and 

in his reference to journeying “on the edge”. Here we have both “the spirit” and “creativity”. 

The Holy Spirit and the Creator are two persons of the Trinity, but also two aspects of Kevin’s 

personhood, indeed of what it is to be human: people are both spiritual and creative. 
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This transitions through the second stanza to the stillness reflected in the rootedness and 

tranquillity expressed in the third stanza, as it were the still centre of the poem. We have 

moved from people to place, a safe place. This is done through community, which is both a 

collection of people and a place. Indeed, Celtic Communities tend to be dispersed, and hence 

the singular, spiritual place comprises a plurality of geographic places.  

 

This dichotomy of movement and stillness is followed by a further contrasting pair of ideas, 

outer and inner journeys, seen through an open window, a form of threshold, which is an 

important Celtic concept for valuing transitional spaces and holding two things which may 

be in tension. The fifth stanza expresses that it is the community, which fulfils this function 

of holding and also of sustaining, which leads us back to the Holy Spirit and the final verse. 

 

Table 26: Kevin’s poem 

 

Movement of the spirit 

 

Pilgrimage journey, dynamic, swirls  

With energy, movement of the spirit, 

On the edge, a good place to be, creativity released. 

 

A prophetic voice, the spirit moving: 

Willingness to take a stand, 

To live differently, as inclusive community: 

A powerful, natural, safe place. 

 

Rootedness in worship and prayer and tradition, 

The tranquillity of place. 

Seeing God in everything, 

The seasons, tides coming and going, 

Redeem the everyday where God is present, God is at work. 

Stop. Notice. In the stillness. 

 

Faith beyond the cloister journeying onwards, 

Taking what’s within out, letting the outside in, 
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The window flung open on an inner journey 

To a place where you’re ready to encounter… 

Community holds me when distant, 

Sustains when life’s ok – 

Challenging me: think deeply, 

Gritty and fundamental. 

 

Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer – 

Non-gendered, God not constrained – 

Flinging wide the window, letting things out and in, 

Gathered songs, ripples on the shore, 

Restorative ebbs and flows: 

The tide is out, but look at the beauty hidden beneath. 

 

 

 

7.11 Poem from Simon’s words 

 

Avowed introvert Simon begins his poem in Hilda, the name he gives to his monastic cell, his 

still centre. It is where we held the interview. 

 

The succeeding stanzas tell something of the story and journey of how and why Hilda (named 

after the saint, who was abbess of Whitby) came to be built and thereby something of the 

meaning she holds for Simon. 

 

Simon expresses himself congruently, e.g. “knackered and cynical”. This unflinching, plain-

spoken approach to life’s difficulties adds context, depth and realism to the talk of renewal 

and resurrection, with which this poem is imbued. 

 

There is a strong resurrection feel to the passionate interest in and valuing of “Colman, the 

loser” and to the two boats of Inishbofin, which represent the old and new Celtic church, the 

“old fishing boat, falling apart, beautiful but rotten” and the “new, contemporary”. This 

potentially romanticised view of Celtic spirituality is again grounded in reality, the reality that 
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all churches, all people are broken. It is a deeply congruent, empathic and affirming view of 

the world. 

 

Simon progresses from this physical pilgrimage journey to the metaphorical one of building 

a prayer shed and shepherd’s hut. In the stillness, we sit with Simon’s challenge of supporting 

both his wife and son as they were diagnosed with cancer at the same time and he could not 

be with both of them simultaneously (they were being treated in separate hospitals in 

different parts of England). For Simon, the stillness he found in Hilda, a space he would also 

retreat to metaphorically when staying away at hospital, was crucial to his psychological 

wellbeing, and offers a resource for others in need of such relief from the challenges they 

face. 

 

Table 27: Simon’s poem 

 

Sat here in Hilda 

 

Sat here in Hilda, my monastic cell: 

A Celtic explorer, I had discovered the stillness, 

The quietness, the place to be with God. 

Knackered and cynical I found renewal, permission to be alone, authentic. 

 

“It’s so old, it’s broken!” 

We followed the journey of Colman, the loser to Inishbofin, 

The most unsung jewel. There’s no police and no priest, 

An interesting state of grace: beautiful, open, gentle, welcoming. 

 

The irony: the failure was alive, contemporary, modern. 

This was the spiritual moment, the surprising high point of meeting 

God in life, the Celtic resurrection: 

Two boats, side by side in Inishbofin – 

This old fishing boat falling apart, beautiful but rotten, 

And the new, contemporary: the Celtic church emerges again. 

We had found renewal. 
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It’s an old story, but it enables us to tell our story. 

Exhausted, I thought nobody was listening: 

“I don’t need a doctor, I need a priest or nun!” 

In this stained-glass window you see the whole story: 

Two boats, the sea, the waves; Colman, stood on a rock on Inishbofin. 

We’re all on pilgrimage, carrying a broken church, 

Cradling, treasuring, valuing all the journey. 

 

The time came to move. Time to build a shepherd’s hut – a mad idea – 

A place for stillness and quiet, 

Movable, because I’m going to move, growing and learning. 

Renewed, renovated, it’s all reused, recycled. 

Out of it emerged this blessing: 

In the midst of all that frustration and anger 

I’m valued and loved and blessed by God. 

 

The double diagnosis. Cancer. Cancer. 

I couldn’t be with my wife, because I was with our son. 

Hilda was the place I went to within, to find stillness, 

A beautiful place, Celtic – God’s gift to me, my still centre, my rootedness. 

If I hadn’t had the gift, I don’t think I could have survived, 

I was sailing close to the wind. Here has sustained me, 

Given health, strength, wellbeing through some of the great challenges of life. 

 

Side by side, inviting somebody into a stillness, 

The journey into self in the presence of God – 

God out there, God beside, God inside – 

A way to experience the stillness, 

Where you meet your true self and God. 
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7.12 Summary of Poetic Inquiry 

 

Reading the poems aloud, we find the rhythm evoked by Celtic spirituality, the contrast 

between movement (through pilgrimage and life’s journey) and stillness, the beauty of the 

poetic imagery, which is itself a feature of Celtic culture and spirituality. 

 

Participants expressed encounter with God that was deep and meaningful, personal and 

transformative, whether through engagement with community, nature or silence.  

 

To understand what themes we can draw from these individual experiences, we now turn to 

interpretative phenomenological analysis of all the interviews. 
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8. Findings from stage 4: IPA 
 

 

8.1 Introduction to IPA findings 

 

Table 28 sets out the themes which emerged from interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) of the interview transcripts. 

 

One theme emerged from the interview transcripts, which was clearly a unifying theme of 

the entire experience of Celtic spirituality across the participants, namely “integration/ 

wholeness”. I have therefore set this at the head of the table, above the usual rank order of 

superordinate and subordinate themes. 

 

Two superordinate themes relate to the participants’ experience of interacting with others: 

“loving others” and “connection through community”. Two relate to their experience of the 

self: “being self in the moment” and “being self through life”. One relates to their experience 

of relating to all things: “at one with creation”. 

 

The superordinate theme of loving others encompasses four subordinate themes: 

 

• Valuing everyone 

• Meeting people where they are 

• Social justice 

• Romanticised or real? (The experience of Celtic spirituality being “real” tends to 

relate to the previous three themes, especially social justice, hence its position here.) 

 

The superordinate theme of connection through community encompasses three 

subordinate themes: 

 

• Modern monasticism/ dispersed community (which is an aspect of modern 

monasticism in Celtic spiritual communities) 

• Soul friendship 

• Trinity – God as community 

 



 153 

The superordinate theme of being at one with creation encompasses four subordinate 

themes: 

 

• Cosmic 

• Connection with nature (at a less-than-cosmic scale, e.g. with plants and animals) 

• Beauty in ordinary things (often these were ordinary things in nature, hence the 

placing of this theme here, but the beauty could also be found in ordinary, everyday 

activities) 

• The earth as a sacred, living thing 

 

The superordinate theme of being self in the moment encompasses eight subordinate 

themes: 

 

• Stillness 

• Meditation/ contemplation (while it often involves stillness, this theme also contains 

a more mindful or prayerful aspect) 

• Listening (either by or to the participant) 

• Depth 

• Creativity 

• Alternative ways of knowing/ understanding (some of these ways are creative, but 

not all; the point here is that participants were expressing experience of learning in 

ways that they considered to be alternative to accepted modes of learning, and that 

they valued, or found that Celtic spirituality valued, this knowledge and 

understanding)  

• The rainbow as renewal/ affirmation 

• Rhythm  

 

The final superordinate theme, being self through life, encompasses four subordinate 

themes: 

 

• Growth 

• Inner and outer journey 

• Threshold/ edge 

• Coping with loss or suffering 
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Table 29 shows which themes were found in each participant’s interview. It is worthy of note 

that:  

 

• of the twenty-four themes tabulated, the unifying theme of “integration/ 

wholeness” is found in all ten participants within the search sample;  

• each of the twenty-three subordinate themes is found in at least half of the sample; 

• only two subordinate themes are found in every participant, namely: “modern 

monasticism/ dispersed community” (every participant mentioned engagement 

with one or more such entities) and finding “beauty in ordinary things”; 

• apart from the fact that “loving others” did not arise in Ben’s interview, an aspect of 

every superordinate theme (differentiated by colour to fit the table on one page) 

arose in every other participant’s interview. 
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Table 28: IPA themes 

 

Unifying 

theme 

Integration/ wholeness 

Super- 

ordinate 

themes 

Loving 

others 

Connection 

through 

community 

At one 

with 

creation 

Being self in 

the moment 

Being self 

through 

life 

Subordinate 

themes 

Valuing 

everyone 

Modern 

monasticism/ 

dispersed 

community 

Cosmic Stillness Growth 

Meeting 

people 

where they 

are 

Soul 

friendship 

Connection 

with 

nature 

Meditation/ 

contemplation 

Inner & 

outer 

journey 

Social justice Trinity –  

God as 

community 

Beauty in 

ordinary 

things 

Listening Threshold/ 

edge 

Romanticised 

or real? 

The earth 

as a 

sacred, 

living thing 

Depth Coping 

with loss/ 

suffering 

Creativity 

Alternative 

ways of 

knowing/ 

understanding 

Rainbow as 

renewal/ 

affirmation 

Rhythm 

  

Table reprinted from Smith (in press) 
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Table 29: IPA themes among participants 

 

Theme Dan Diana T N M Ben Y Barbara K S 

Whole X X X X X X X X X X 

Everyone X X - X - - - X X X 

Where 

are 

X X - X X - - - - X 

Social 

justice 

- X X X - - - - X X 

Romantic 

v real 

X X X - - - X - X X 

Monastic X X X X X X X X X X 

Soul 

friend 

X X X - X - X - X X 

Trinity X X X X - - - - X X 

Cosmic - X X X X - - X - - 

Nature X - X X X X X X X - 

Ordinary X X X X X X X X X X 

Earth X X X X - X X X X - 

Stillness X - X - X X X - X X 

Meditate - - X X X X X - X X 

Listening X - X - X X X - - X 

Depth X X X - X X X X X X 

Creative X X X X X X X X - X 

Alter-

native 

X X X - X X X X X X 

Rainbow X X - - - X X - X - 

Rhythm - - X - X X - X X X 

Growth - - X X X X - X X X 

Journey X X X X X X - X X X 

Threshold X X X X X X X X X - 

Loss  - X X X X - X X X X 
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8.2 Unifying theme: integration/ wholeness 

 

A persistent theme, which encompassed the whole experience of Celtic spirituality, is the 

experience of wholeness itself, or integration of different aspects of self, life experience and 

knowledge. Through Celtic spirituality, participants linked their spiritual, physical, 

intellectual and emotional selves and lives: the tangible and intangible, thoughts and 

feelings, science and art. Indeed, through Celtic spirituality, some linked everything that 

exists.  

 

Finding God in everything was central, literally so in the words on Neena’s collage for 

example, but Tess also expressed this: 

 

“I think the central thing… it’s about wherever you are and whatever you are doing, 

whether you’re working or relaxing or growing flowers. It’s about finding God – or 

creating art or whatever – it’s about finding God in everything.” (Neena, lines 5-14) 

 

“This one is about the sense of God enfolding me, so it is again it’s like God in 

everything.” (Neena, lines 57-58) 

 

“I think, if you were asking me to say, ‘what is Celtic spirituality to me?’ it’s just an 

embodiment of everything that is, of the life force that is incarnated through me. 

And hence why the heart there is really important.” (Tess, lines 65-69)  

 

“I would say it’s been all-encompassing, I’m not quite sure what’s not covered by 

‘all-encompassing’.” (Tess, lines 765-767) 

 

 

Another aspect of integration was crossing divides (head v heart, faith v secular life, mind v 

spirit): 

 

“It’s an open-mindedness, but it’s also an open-heartedness, really, to both 

paradox and dilemmas.” (Tess, lines 129-131) 
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“It takes me to bridges, and the sense by which I think I’ve found in Celtic spirituality, 

this way of bridging the – what would you say? – the sacred and the secular, or the 

sacred/ profane… there’s no divide, really. The bridges become the reality, so that 

there is no real divide.” (Tess, lines 621-628)  

 

“… not separating the humanity from their profession, almost. They come to it with 

full integrity, there’s not a mask, it’s them.” (Dan, lines 296-298) 

 

“But there is that sense of faith and life being just one and the same, very clearly.” 

(Kevin, lines 384-385) 

 

“I think for me, it has changed the way I think about myself, in a much more positive 

way, which can only assist my psychological wellbeing. And it has, yeah, it has given 

me a concept of this wholeness, where healing isn’t just about physical healing, but 

healing is about a sort of spiritual healing, which I’ve never really appreciated or 

understood before, as well as an emotional and a psychological healing. And an 

awareness of my own body, my own rhythms, and what my own body is saying.” 

(Maggie, lines 1020-1029) 

 

“They’re entering the very misty world of the mind, aren’t they? And I mean, that 

has a huge impact on the whole of a person’s life. I’m just thinking: grey matter. But 

looking for rainbows.” (Diana, lines 460-463) 

 

Some of the themes which emerged from the IPA were brought out by participants, when 

expressing their sense of wholeness: 

 

“I think there may be some principles and themes in Celtic spirituality: to do with 

embodiment, to do with nature, to do with stillness and different types of 

understanding, that I think are essential to mental health.” (Tess, lines 930-934) 

 

“I suppose what I’m finding perhaps more so now in my life, is that there is a 

coherence to it now… I can look back now and realise that there’s quite a number of 

threads that have always been important aspects of my life. And I think it’s probably 

one of the reasons why pilgrimage is such an important thing to me, in the sense 
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that it allows all these things to coalesce around a theme, if you like.” (Barbara, lines 

464-472) 

 

The theme of journey, in particular, was expressed with a sense of wholeness: engagement 

with Celtic spirituality as a perspective on the whole of life had helped participants’ sense of 

healing:  

 

“I do think this Celtic spirituality ties together a lot of who I am, perhaps who 

everybody is, really. And therefore, it gives all these opportunities for using your 

body and sensing, as well as journeying.” (Tess, lines 912-915) 

 

“I’m working towards, you know, being healed, becoming whole. And to become 

whole, to become one with God, your whole life has to be this healing experience.” 

(Maggie, lines 221-224) 

 

“I see myself on this journey to wholeness. This sort of aesthetic thing, which is 

something I didn’t see, which wasn’t part of my Christian faith, before Celtic 

spirituality.” (Maggie, lines 552-555)  

 

 

8.3 Superordinate theme 1: loving others 

 

Participants expressed particular aspects of the role of loving others in their experience of 

Celtic spirituality, but there were also occasions when they expressed this broader theme 

more directly or made the link between different subordinate themes within this 

superordinate theme.  

 

This was most clearly expressed by my final participant, Kevin. Working for two different 

kinds of institution as an ordained person in a secular setting, he finds that both the church 

and his secular workplace often fall short in their profession to be loving, accepting and 

supportive. Indeed, sometimes he finds them to be the opposite. In Kevin’s experience Celtic 

community life models how to love others:  
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“There’s something of that kind of inclusivity, that sense of community, and I think 

the community bit is the bit that often breaks down those barriers, because once 

you’ve got somebody that you’re eating alongside, you’re cleaning toilets alongside, 

actually some of those things that you think…” (Kevin, lines 111-116) 

 

“I think, in terms of full members of the Iona Community, what I find really powerful 

is the accountability side of what they do, both in terms of time and money in 

particular, being quite open about how resources are used, carbon footprint, all 

those kinds of things. And I find it very refreshing in comparison to so much of what 

the church focuses on in terms of accountability: normally, what goes on or doesn’t 

go on in bedrooms, which we get far more hung up about. And I’ve often said to 

people, when do we ever say, show me your bank statement? Let’s look at the 

realities of all of our lives.” (Kevin, lines 348-359) 

 

“It’s gritty and it’s fundamental. Yes, I mean a lot of religious community focuses very 

much on prayer and discipline in that way. I haven’t encountered other Christian 

communities that place as much emphasis on the political, everyday experiences, of 

the outworking of faith. And I see in that kind of more contemporary expression of 

Celtic spirituality something of what was going on in the earlier days.” (Kevin 376-

383) 

 

 

8.3.1 Subordinate theme 1.1: valuing everyone 

 

Whether it was valuing others, or being valued themselves, the emphasis within Celtic 

spirituality on the value of every individual (as an aspect of valuing all of creation) was a key 

aspect of this wider Christian commandment to love others.  

 

Sometimes, participants expressly contrasted this with their experience of church as a place 

where people are excluded, either by paying lip-service to inclusion, or indeed actively 

excluding people, who are different from them.  

 

Sometimes participants were aware that others felt excluded in other spaces, notably faith 

settings, but were included in expressions of Celtic spirituality:  
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“There’s intrinsic value in everyone.” (Dan, line 329) 

 

“I’ve challenged churches all the time, because they always say ‘everyone’s 

welcome’, and I always argue, ‘no, they’re not.  They’re welcome as long as they 

sound like us, look like us, you know, behave in the right way. And that’s quite a 

challenge.’” (Dan, line 353-357) 

 

“There’s a sense that there’s a latitude, I think in Celtic spirituality, to hold people 

of all descriptions, really, all ways of life, because they’re not the important things, 

you know.” (Tess, lines 356-359) 

 

 

Neena and Diana’s attunement to inclusivity is informed by personal experience of 

discrimination. Neena spoke of her choice of pictures in her collage. Diana spoke of a dream 

during the long years when her priestly vocation was denied to her as a woman: 

 

“I guess I’ve tried to use inclusive imagery, because nobody’s excluded.” (Neena, line 

27-28) 

 

“It was like I was invited to the Communion feast or some kind of feast in heaven, 

and I couldn’t eat any of it. And I rushed down the stairs, and She was at the bottom 

and She picked me up and fed me from Her breast.” (Diana, lines 328-332) 

  

 

Barbara has a background in the Anglican establishment, but at a time of reappraisal of life, 

which has included divorce, she found attraction in a community and culture, membership 

of which is self-defined, not imposed on you: 

 

“There isn’t a specifically coherent story about who the Celts are or were or where 

they came from, which in the end I actually found very encouraging… And in a sense, 

the reason I say I found that encouraging is that, well, so it is actually open to 

everybody. It’s not something you have to be born into, in order to be able to 

appreciate it or enjoy it.” (Barbara, lines 16-28) 
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8.3.2 Subordinate theme 1.2: meeting people where they are  

 

Related to the theme of valuing everyone is people’s experience that Celtic spirituality meets 

them where they are, and that in its outworking through dispersed communities and other 

channels, people meet other people where they are, rather than putting them into boxes. 

 

As with the previous theme of valuing everyone, the theme of meeting people where they 

are can be experienced by how we behave to others:  

 

“It’s that idea of listening to the gentleman holding the pebble – I’m referring to the 

image on the collage – and finding out what people hold dear, and what they need 

almost, and where God is already at work in their lives, and speaking into it, rather 

than coming with a pre-packaged message.” (Dan, lines 331-337) 

 

“You can’t get a connection better than face-to-face, which is why the example Chad 

made… is about that walking amongst the people, connecting face-to-face, and 

finding out about them, and finding out about their true selves, not the false 

Facebook selves, the true selves.” (Dan, lines 464-470) 

 

And again, like the previous theme, it can be experienced in how we ourselves are treated:  

 

“I suppose it affirmed… when I first encountered it, I was worn out with the struggle 

of trying to get women to be priests in the Church of England. Fed up, with what I 

have come to term ‘male-ist’ theology, as a riposte to the labelling of women’s 

thinking as ‘feminist’. And one of my first encounters was to sit in the Abbey and to 

sing a hymn to God, with the word ‘She’ through it.” (Diana, lines 268-275) 

 

“Yes, transformative. And that’s one of the reasons we’ve got the Lady as welcome 

out there. The wind is moving Her skirt, and She’s standing on a wave, and She’s 

holding a light, which is a fire, and… (pause) My faith would not be what it is without 

having met Her and I would not be who I am without having met Her and I would 

not have had the resilience that I’ve had without having met Her… but I love Her.” 

(Diana, lines 292-299) 
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Once again like the previous theme, this theme also links to the nature of Celtic community 

and culture. We see this in Simon’s honest reflections on feeling weary with ministry and 

Neena’s experience of Celtic prayer and thought. Both felt an accepting culture in which they 

could say how they truly felt and be held:  

 

“There’s something about that type of worship that really speaks to me. It seems 

very grounded… I think it’s because often we’re praying about real things, the Iona 

prayers I’ve read and stuff. And it doesn’t preclude suffering, but neither does it 

focus on sin and suffering. And you know, I think there’s too much focus on that. So, 

I’m really drawn to a more holistic way of looking at the world.” (Neena, lines 129-

138) 

 

“Actually, God just sees me as I am and I don’t have to do anything to earn anything, 

His love, you know. And I don’t know whether it’s a He or a Her or an It, but that 

sense of just being held.” (Neena, lines 251-254) 

 

“And I thought, ‘That’s how I feel as a Methodist minister! Nobody’s pulling their 

weight in the church today. And I’m going to sit and be grumpy with Colman on 

Inishbofin!’” (Simon, lines 158-161) 

 

“We’re all broken and we carry broken churches. And the whole image there is the 

summing up of so much of what Celtic Christianity has meant to us. I am, we are, 

church leaders carrying broken churches, with the crook, the shepherd’s crook. We 

are shepherds as Jesus was.” (Simon, lines 278-283) 

 

 

8.3.3 Subordinate theme 1.3: social justice 

 

Another aspect of valuing everyone in how we love others is the emphasis on social justice 

within some manifestations of modern (as well as early) Celtic spirituality, in particular the 

work of the Iona Community. Lifelong Iona visitor Kevin expressed this most clearly, perhaps 

because the combination of love and justice comprised within social justice is so central to 

his own value system and understanding of the nature of God:  
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“I think areas around social justice in particular and actually seeing that not just as 

something that’s a good thing to do, because we’re Christians, but actually seeing 

that as a fundamental part of who God is and what God wants and desires.” (Kevin, 

lines 75-79) 

 

“There is a willingness to take a stand on issues like LGBTQ communities, on Israel/ 

Palestine, on places and situations that might be contentious in some parts of the 

church or world, and to say, ‘no, these are things of justice’ or ‘these are things that 

we feel the church has not always got it right on, and actually we’re prepared to live 

differently and to experience that differently’.” (Kevin, lines 79-86) 

 

“When we went a number of years ago, and the inclusive community, when we went 

to visit Iona and live the week in the MacLeod Centre, was really powerful, and there 

was a young boy there, who was a wheelchair user, who could do very little for 

himself, but he was so included in the community and was so much part of who we 

were as a community that week, and that was just very, very natural, and very much 

part of who we were as a group... we discovered during the week that ‘Nik’ identifies 

as trans and, you know, was exploring that at quite a young age, and that was just 

very natural, comfortable on Iona.” (Kevin, lines 88-105) 

 

“The island is a particular focus, and for those of us who like the nice fluffy bits, we 

can go and visit, but actually there’s an edge and there’s a down and dirty, rough 

and ready, living life and faith out. That’s not always comfortable and that’s not 

always easy.” (Kevin, lines 538-543) 

 

 

8.3.4 Subordinate theme 1.4: romanticised or real? 

 

The debate as to whether Celtic spirituality is something real or romantic nonsense is not 

confined to the academic world. It was voiced by more than half of the participants.  

 

Some, such as Simon and Dan, made explicit reference to the academic argument: 
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“As we read Bede, part of the principle of the sabbatical was to go back to the original 

authentic sources. Because there’s a lot of popular nonsense about Celtic 

Christianity.” (Simon, lines 115-118) 

 

“… it was a mad idea, that I took to the church authorities” (Simon, lines 318-319) 

 

“But there’s almost this romanticised Celtic spirituality that people rave about. And 

it’s quite interesting to see people like David Adam, who’s written, and Ray Simpson, 

who’ve written hundreds of books. And they’ve lost almost the confessional aspect.” 

(Dan, lines 161-166) 

 

Like Dan, Diana expressed both a sense that there is romantic nonsense talked about Celtic 

spirituality, but that there was also a very real, down-to-earth aspect:  

 

“Well, an awful lot of romantic stuff is said about it: it’s the cross on the world and 

all that kind of stuff. And I like that in one sense, because yes, the cross has huge 

significance for the world. But as we know from the repair… they actually did it to 

hold the arms up, because if you’re doing the arms in stone, they keep falling off!... 

It’s very practical.” (Diana, lines 47-56) 

 

“And one of the things that I pick up from Celtic spirituality is the layers of meaning. 

You know, they’re very practical. But they don’t do the practical without considering 

beauty and meaning. And I think that’s, for us very quick people today, where 

everything has to be done in the moment, and you need to have the experience now. 

I think that’s very significant, very helpful.” (Diana, lines 72-79) 

 

“… looking at the different journey options, I don’t think I would have been as 

fulfilled with some of the others without that Celtic encounter, that has meant so 

much to me. Despite saying it’s off with the fairies, as some people will, I think it’s 

grounded me… Because it owns who I am and accepts my femininity without 

argument.” (Diana, lines 404-413) 
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Yvonne and Tess felt that people in their own churches would be suspicious of experiences, 

which struck them as very deep and real encounters with God, but to which Celtic spirituality 

lends credence:  

 

“… there is a lot more being written about this that I’m talking about, so it doesn’t 

seem quite so off the scale as it used to be. And if the name Celtic spirituality, which 

is a very conventional – no, it’s a very acceptable term, if you like – then, maybe that 

helps, maybe. I don’t know. Maybe it helps others. It doesn’t… But I think it is 

essentially Celtic.” (Yvonne, lines 266-272) 

 

“With the blackbird, you know, we were in a tough time. And the blackbird eating 

the crumbs – you see, it touches me – the blackbird eating the crumbs off my plate, 

which to me was God… which you see, I can say that to you, because I hope you 

don’t feel that I’m completely bonkers. I’ve told nobody really – well, [my husband] 

knows – it’s not something I talk about, because people could think that you, at that 

point, did actually just lose track. But for me, as the deer many years ago, that is God 

saying to me, ‘I am with you’.” (Yvonne, lines 385-394)  

 

“… it’s changed my whole view, so this is why I say I don’t talk about it very often, 

because people think I’ve gone a bit nutty.” (Yvonne, lines 428-430) 

 

Tess likewise came to embrace Celtic experiences, which her own church might hold in 

suspicion: 

 

“I think what’s happened is that… I first came into contact with the Northumbria 

Community… when I came back to home and visited my Baptist church, I almost had 

the evil, ‘Whoaaargh! You’re a tree-hugger now! You’ve gone pagan on us.’” (Tess, 

lines 43-49) 

 

 

8.4 Superordinate theme 2: connection through community 

 

The second superordinate theme relating to interaction with other people was of connection 

through community. Some of this was the impact of engagement with specific Celtic 



 167 

communities or through experience of soul friendship, the Celtic anamchara.  There was also 

experience of the Godhead as a community of the three persons of the Trinity and thereby 

a model of community for humankind. But there were also experiences, which were more 

simply of finding connection (with oneself, others and/or God) through meeting communally 

in a Celtic context. 

 

Neena and Maggie both value solitude, but find God and themselves through social 

interaction in community: 

 

“It’s also about community, because you don’t find God in yourself.” (Neena, lines 

24-25) 

 

 “I learn about myself through other people.” (Maggie, lines 307-308)   

 

“… you can’t work out your faith on your own. It’s something you have to do in 

communion with other people. Not just necessarily in corporate worship, but it’s 

with other people that you learn about yourself. And it’s with other people that you 

learn about God.” (Maggie, lines 309-314) 

 

Barbara finds the Celtic experience of community to be a freeing and levelling experience: 

 

“And I think, particularly if you’re with other people, when you’re in spaces like this, 

it’s as though everybody’s free from their normal constraints. And you can… I was 

going to say, talk about things, but it doesn’t have to be talking about things. You 

can connect. Because there’s a sort of common connection with this bigger space 

that you’re in, it puts everybody on an equal footing. And it cuts away some of the 

other, I don’t know, the categorisations that we make about ourselves and each 

other, what role we have to play, or what role they play, or who they are or what 

they’ve done.” (Barbara, lines 153-164) 
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8.4.1 Subordinate theme 2.1: modern monasticism/ dispersed community 

 

As noted at 8.1, all of the participants had some form of engagement with at least one Celtic 

community, which is a dispersed community, comprising a hub which they could visit (on 

retreat, for example), but which mostly they engaged with remotely, connected through 

email, internet and imagination, through use of resources (e.g. liturgy and prayers) and 

perhaps occasional local gatherings. Several participants were sufficiently engaged as to 

follow some sort of modern monastic “rule” of life.  

 

Tess’ collage expressed her experience of the dispersed Northumbria Community, in which 

she feels connected and held, even from afar: 

 

“… there’s a picture of an island with houses on it and little boats around it. And that 

again, I think, describes to me this sense of singleheartedness: that one lives, 

perhaps linked in community, I guess the Northumbria Community is interesting, 

because of that, because it’s so dispersed. There’s this linking in community, yet 

these boats say to me, we all go off into our own particular fishing world, whatever 

that be, but we’re still linked somehow to this island, this community.” (Tess, lines 

75-84) 

 

“They lived in community and they also – some of them anyway – would actually 

go off and live outwith, really, perhaps on the edge of community.” (Tess, lines 92-

94) 

 

“It’s definitely linking with the Northumbria Community, it’s their recognition of a 

poustinia and a poustiniac.  This person that would live on the edge of a village and 

in a sense hold that village in prayer. So that’s become real for me in the last six 

months. I just suddenly thought, “you’re living on the edge, maybe there’s a 

purpose to that”. So that’s the very practical outworking at this moment in time. I 

think the other thing for me about living on the edge has been holding.” (Tess, lines 

251-259) 

 

Extrovert Kevin has found great benefit both in time on Iona and through his ongoing 

connection with the dispersed Iona Community:  
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“So, for me it is about the community that’s created, it is about that intentionality of 

people are journeying here with a purpose to be community for the period of time, 

to be more aware of God and to look and to wrestle and to talk about the things that 

really matter.” (Kevin, lines 290-295) 

 

“I think it’s had a profound impact over the years. Some of my ‘go to’ reminders of 

how I encounter God. So, community is one of those things that enables me to be 

fed and nurtured in terms of my own spiritual life.” (Kevin, lines 303-306)  

 

“There is something in the Celtic traditions, and particularly in the Iona Community 

that has a resonance with me, that holds me in those times, when maybe I feel more 

distant, or God feels more distant, or life is pretty crap, or actually sustains, when 

life’s ok, but there’s something within it, and for me, being connected in a very loose 

way with others.” (Kevin, lines 310-316) 

 

After visiting the Northumbria Community and Celtic pilgrimage sites, Simon built his own 

monastic cells to deepen his experience of modern monasticism: 

 

“I took this principle of building a monastic cell, a place for stillness and quiet, that 

was movable, because I’m going to move.” (Simon, lines 326-328) 

 

“And it was the monastic prayer, study, work. I was praying, I was reading, I was 

working with my hands. So, for three months, I felt as though I was a Celtic monk. 

And that sense of renewal. And out of it emerged this blessing.” (Simon, lines 392-

396) 

 

 

8.4.2 Subordinate theme 2.2: soul friendship 

 

Among the participants were people, who referred to their experience as spiritual directors 

and who acknowledged the affinity between the concept of the soul friend and the spiritual 

director, but as these comments were principally concerned with lessons to be drawn from 

Celtic spirituality in the context of counselling and psychotherapy, they are largely cited 
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elsewhere. However, Dan warmed to the theme, both as a specific relationship and as an 

approach to every human relationship:  

 

“But there’s actually something really quite powerful about that we are creatures of 

habit, and if we’re not careful, we can run away and do things without conscious 

thought. And the anamchara, the idea of that relationship, that confessional 

relationship. And there’s some penitence that breaks the habit. It’s really quite 

powerful. To stop people running down rabbit holes. And not necessarily committing 

sin, but in a way getting further away from God, because they’re not consciously 

aware of God. Whereas that relationship, that looking in the mirror, that focussing 

on the cross, focussing on the Trinity brings them back again.” (Dan, lines 173-185) 

 

“… the idea of being a soul friend to everyone that you meet, in a way, which is 

tricky.” (Dan, lines 404-405) 

 

 

8.4.3 Subordinate theme 2.3: Trinity – God as community 

 

Participants spoke about the Trinity, a wider Christian concept prominent in Celtic 

spirituality, and how they felt about their relationship and connection with each and all of 

the three persons of one God, indeed of the connection between the three, itself a model 

for community. 

 

Simon has found therapeutic benefit in an embodied mental image of blessing by the Trinity:  

 

“And the sense of spirituality which emerged for me was of sitting on God’s knee, if 

you like, God as a father or grandfather figure sitting on his knee as he looks at you 

and beholds you, and the joy in God’s eyes as he just looks at you, a sense of God’s 

lap being Jesus, who holds you up, and the Spirit the arms embracing you round. And 

as I worked, that was the sense of spirituality that came to me, that actually, in the 

midst of all that frustration and anger, all that other stuff, that part of life and part 

of ministry, there’s a sense in which I’m valued and loved and blessed by God. So, 

you know, if that’s therapeutic, praise the Lord for it!” (Simon, lines 399-411) 
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Diana reflected on the impact on her prayer and worship of the Celtic focus on the Trinity: 

 

“If you look at the way most of us write, when we’re writing liturgy, it’s very 

Trinitarian. That’s very Celtic. You know. In fact, Kathy said to me one time, she didn’t 

think Community members could write in the singular.” (Diana, lines 128-132) 

 

Neena brought out the emotional quality of the relationship between the Trinity: 

 

“I love this image of God the Father, God the Son and God the Spirit playing. And it’s 

an interchange of love and joy.” (Neena, lines 42-44) 

 

 

8.5 Superordinate theme 3: at one with creation 

 

Connection with creation as overt connection with God (by seeing God as present in all of 

creation) emerged as a major theme. Indeed, for some, it was the way in which they most 

readily experienced a sense of spirituality and of closeness to God. Participants experienced 

this oneness with creation to be very uplifting and healing. The connection could be at any 

level from the vastness of the cosmos to the tiniest creature or it could be a sense of the 

earth itself as a sacred, living thing.  

 

There was a sense of freedom and of being at home in wilderness spaces: 

 

“The other theme that comes out is this ‘wild’. And I was drawn instantly to this 

‘wild’. And I think ‘wild’ to me is… I mean part of it is a freedom. Part of it is about 

nature. So, it’s that combination of about freedom, but being in nature. I mean in 

unexplored parts, and less inhabited parts. Not on established paths. But things 

that are just… but also, it’s a sort of a gay abandon, for an adventure, of going into 

the unknown, of almost risk-taking.” (Maggie, lines 169-177, analysing her use of 

the word ‘wild’ in her collage) 

 

“I often metaphorically go up the mountain to be alone.” (Maggie, lines 305-306) 
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“Wide open space for me is very, very important. And I think that’s a Celtic 

longing.” (Yvonne, lines 88-89) 

 

Equally, there was spiritual connection in intimate encounters with nature: 

 

“And for me, the ultimate was last summer, when it was not an easy phase, and I 

was there on my own. My spirituality is meditation. I would spend a lot of time using 

meditation. And I was out there on the veranda. There was a table and a chair. And 

I use centring prayer, so I was very still. But I had my eyes open. And I’d just had my 

breakfast, so there was a plate on the table, I’d had something that had made 

crumbs. And a blackbird came and stood on the bar of the veranda… I stayed really 

still. And he hopped off and he ate the crumbs off my plate. And, when I look at Celtic 

spirituality… And my excitement at that, and the fact that that has stayed with me 

as a very important, significant moment.” (Yvonne, lines 181-196) 

 

Several participants expressed feeling closest to God (and psychologically uplifted) in nature: 

 

“I think the key link with Celtic spirituality for me is God in the natural world.” 

(Yvonne, lines 312-313) 

 

“It is about embracing the natural world.” (Neena, line 26) 

 

“And I suppose that says something again about my sense of Celtic spirituality, that 

I perhaps feel most connected with this sense of something beyond oneself, 

probably in nature, you know in these other settings, or at least as connected as I 

would do, if I were sitting in an organised church service. And it’s probably also fair 

to say that in terms of psychological wellbeing, I think connecting with things like 

this is far more important.” (Barbara, lines 177-185) 

 

“… also, being in nature, for me, I hadn’t appreciated how uplifting that connection 

with the natural environment, and how important that connection with the natural 

environment actually was to my own wellbeing.” (Maggie, lines 1033-1037) 
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8.5.1 Subordinate theme 3.1: cosmic 

 

In exploring this sense of connection with creation, several participants expressed it at a 

universal or cosmic level, at once putting themselves in the context of something vast and 

yet affirming their sense of self. 

 

Tess and Maggie both conveyed a sense of being drawn to and comforted by being in a vast 

cosmos, in which they found meaning undaunted by its incomprehensibility: 

 

“Living on the edge means you’re always pushing: pushing on into the unknown and 

the edge doesn’t stay a fixed line. It expands, really. Gosh, we’re now into the 

cosmos. They say the cosmos is expanding don’t they?... Quantum physics, and 

quantum theology now, I’m thinking.” (Tess, lines 283-289) 

 

“The attraction of Celtic Christianity for me, was it really started to answer some of 

those sorts of questions, to give a certain sort of meaning and purpose. And although 

this is part of what I think was a dolphin, which I discarded, because I didn’t want 

that at all, it looked really sort of cosmic.” (Maggie, lines 55-60, explaining about her 

use in her collage of part of a picture of a dolphin, which looked like a picture of the 

night sky or cosmos, which she wished to portray) 

 

“… becoming aware of your own mortality, and how completely insignificant you are 

really, and how little time, compared to the life of the universe you’re going to be 

here for, so how ephemeral everything is, how everything’s constantly changing and 

being renewed and evolving. I’ve just become a lot more in tune with nature, so I’ve 

become a lot more aware of that, and of my complete insignificance in the universe 

as a whole, as well as actually at the same time, oddly enough, you know, finding my 

place and meaning within the universe. So, at the same time as feeling you’re 

completely insignificant, it’s not that you feel completely lost, but actually that you 

do have real meaning and real purpose, but it does free you: it gives you this freedom 

to really enjoy the present, which I think has been quite important.” (Maggie, lines 

589-604) 

 

Diana and Neena put the cosmic aspect into theological and psychological context: 
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“My experience of Christianity is we emphasise the cross – and fair enough, it is 

central. But we do that far too much at the expense of the resurrection. And we 

also, generally as Christians, only emphasise the forgiveness of sin aspect of the 

cross, which I think is very suspect: it personalises what was essentially a cosmic 

and a political and a humanity event.” (Diana, lines 85-91) 

 

“To me it’s like the Word, you know where everything comes into being. And 

creation. And it’s present in everything, you know. And it really – you can’t stop it, 

that’s how the world is. It’s about growth. And it can be stunted or whatever, but it’s 

there. And then the actualising tendency we talk about in ourselves. But it’s based 

in the formative tendency in the universe. It’s huge. It feels quite cosmic.” (Neena, 

lines 194-202) 

 

 

8.5.2 Subordinate theme 3.2: connection with nature 

 

An often-voiced aspect of connection with creation was with the world we can see around 

us, from the universal or large-scale level of the landscape through to the particular and small 

scale of plants and animals. 

 

We see this connection with big landscapes, skies and rocks, with their sense of depth and 

timelessness: 

 

“It’s about connecting with landscape, connecting with nature, but connecting with 

the deep past as well, which can be with people from the past, but I guess with 

landscape, and you’re looking at stones and rocks like this, well that’s actually an 

even deeper past. And so, that sense of wholeness, and ever more of a cosmic sense, 

so again I guess it’s about looking beyond oneself.” (Barbara, lines 202-209) 

 

“So, we go from this absolute beauty of these big spaces, and overwhelming in that 

way, and then I can sit, and the longer you look at it, the more detail you see. And I 

guess to me, that is just that wonder of life and creation and I think, again I don’t feel 
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an expert on this at all, but to me that resonates with my concept of Celtic spirituality 

as well, which is this sort of connection.” (Barbara, lines 321-327) 

 

“And I just walk endlessly along this beach, which is with that same sense of freedom 

and… togetherness with the universe, togetherness with God.” (Yvonne, lines 523-

525) 

 

Equally, the small scale of plants, flowers and insects took participants beyond the everyday 

human perspective to a deep, spiritual level, in which they experienced a profound joy and 

strength to face difficulties:  

 

“To me, I don’t even feel morbid when I say it, that I’ve always hoped that when I 

die, it will be when the bluebells are out, because then I won’t regret, I won’t have 

to wish that I was going to live long enough to see them again.” (Barbara, lines 305-

309) 

 

“It is this Celtic Christianity that has almost forced me to be in touch… to appreciate 

that natural environment. And to appreciate, you know, even some of the smaller 

things, to look at the detail, and I mean, I’ve suffered with depression in the past, 

and I think it’s maybe something you will always… it’ll never… it’ll always be there in 

my background. And one of the tricks I know I learned, when it was a lot more 

prevalent, was to start to reappreciate the small things. And to take joy out of one 

tiny flower, you know, or a buttercup.” (Maggie, lines 1044-1054)  

 

“I think… that the attitude of engagement with the natural world and attention to 

the natural world leads to thanksgiving, leads to a kind of positivity, which is deeply 

threatened in our times when there is so much… well, there’s so much danger, not 

just for the natural world, but for the whole world. There are so many things, which 

are anxiety-inducing. and I think to be able to rejoice at the face of a tiny grasshopper 

is actually a terrifically lovely redress to the darkness that many people feel, with 

pretty good reason, in the way things are going, you know.” (Ben, lines 414-424) 

 

That engagement with nature is therapeutic was something, which participants had reflected 

on, but needed to remind themselves of: 
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“There’s been a lot of research recently about people spending time in nature and 

its influence on their wellbeing. Especially green space, walking through woods, that 

kind of thing. These, you know, they knew what they were doing. There’s a reason 

why it’s got an enduring quality to it. Because it connects. And it connects with 

elements of our personalities, of our lives, that can get lost in the day to day 

busyness.” (Dan, lines 426-433) 

 

“… the Celtic way of connecting with the natural world in particular – I mean, I’m 

amazed, when I do do it, and go out of my office at lunchtime and go for a little walk 

or whatever, actually the difference that that can make. And I know it. And every 

time I do it, I think, oh yes, Kevin.” (Kevin, lines 716-721) 

 

“You have to lose yourself in order to find yourself. And it’s almost about becoming 

one with nature, with the natural environment. It’s as if you’re part of it, it’s as if 

your body is somehow subsumed into that, and then you can find something deeper 

within yourself.” (Maggie, lines 82-87) 

 

 

8.5.3 Subordinate theme 3.3: beauty in ordinary things 

 

The appreciation of beauty and a connection with God at the small scale in nature leads us 

to the Celtic concept of beauty in the ordinary, whether in nature or in everyday activities. 

Attuned to finding God in everything, participants expressed delight in finding God 

unexpectedly in the mundane moments of life. 

 

Stopping to look closely at nature, however unregarded and familiar the flora or fauna, 

brought a sense of deep joy and peace: 

 

“… visiting the ordinary, and finding great beauty in the ordinary - that’s expressed 

in that field, and I suppose that leaf, and the small flower. I had huge joy, not far 

from where that yellow flower is, a couple of weeks ago, sitting on a rock, and a half-

inch long grasshopper was very near. And I got really close to it with my camera, two 
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inches away. It was quite happy to sit there. So tiny. Beautiful pictures of its lovely, 

mask-like face, like some alien beast! And that’s about sitting in one place, sitting in 

the familiar and seeing something that’s unfamiliar.” (Ben, lines 304-315) 

 

It was in the stopping to notice and finding an awareness of the specialness of something 

ordinary that the joy was found, because stopping to notice meant becoming aware of the 

presence of God:  

 

“… something quite ordinary, but made special by the candle in the middle.” (Neena, 

lines 51-52) 

 

“I tend to make art out of rubbish and found objects, and to make something that is, 

you know, to take something that is maybe not a treasured object, and making it 

into something that is a treasured object…” (Maggie, lines 91-94) 

 

“There’s a tension and a joy in the sense that Celtic spirituality does redeem the 

everyday experience as one where God is present. God is at work. And part and 

parcel of things. The separation we sometimes make of the sacred and secular is a 

false dichotomy. But I suppose the flipside of that is, if God’s always there, then how 

much do we notice, how much do we stop? That stillness, that awareness bit. So yes, 

there’s a kind of tension between those two things, which to me are a great gift, to 

prayer and spiritual life, to know that actually in enjoying a moment, that can be a 

prayerful activity.” (Kevin, lines 156-168) 

 

 

8.5.4 Subordinate theme 3.4: the earth as a sacred, living thing 

 

Seeing God in everything gave a number of participants an experience of connection to the 

earth itself as a sacred, living, feeling entity. That experience was one which felt grounding. 

 

Sometimes this was expressed as something global: 
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“I suppose it’s that sense that the world has a sense of sacredness. And that often I 

miss the sacred, but actually if I’m open and aware, it’s just all around me.” (Neena, 

lines 212-214) 

 

“In Celtic spirituality, it’s like the world is sacred, you know, and there’s a kind of 

celebration of that.” (Neena, lines 223-225) 

 

“You kind of feel as though you’re standing on holy ground, like I did when robin sits 

there.” (Yvonne, lines 590-591) 

 

“You know, we are at one, we are one with the world really. And occasionally I have 

had glimpses of that incredible sense of being one, not just with humanity, but I went 

on retreat on Skye, just to a little hermitage, really, and just this sense of being at 

one with the ground. And I’d never had that before. I thought it was just dead, this 

stuff, but it wasn’t, it was the same life.” (Tess, lines 367-373) 

 

At other times, there was more of a sense of particularity, a connection with a specific place 

as sacred and living: 

 

“… that sense of sacred woods and sacred spaces – just some places I’ve been to in 

Wales or Cornwall – you just get this sense of, wow, this is a special place, but it’s 

just a clearing in a wood!” (Neena, lines 158-161) 

 

“When I went to Iona, I remember picking up a stone from the beach, just this 

beautiful… it would sit in the palm of my hand, and it was a very dark coloured rock. 

It had flecks of a white or shiny element to it, a reflective thing. And I kept that stone 

for decades. It felt beautiful. It was very smooth. It had been worn by the sea. And 

I’d always remembered that that was where I’d had it from… one of the things the 

church in Stone now does, is it encourages you to leave a stone there, if you’re 

walking the Two Saints Way. And so, I decided to take my Iona stone there. It felt, 

even now I can still … There’s a part of me that thinks, hmm, I’m not sure I’m entirely 

happy I did that, and yet…” (Barbara, lines 232-255) 
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“I suppose it earthed it for me, in the land that is my blood and bone.” (Diana, lines 

182-183) 

 

“And yet the first time I set foot on the island of Iona, I just felt something. And there 

was a kind of peace within me.” (Kevin, lines 278-280) 

 

Another aspect of this theme was the attribution of feelings to the earth: 

 

“It’s really interesting, the way the island almost breathes a sigh of relief when the 

tourists go.” (Dan, lines 104-105) 

 

“And that calm really deepens, when the island’s empty. When there’s people there, 

they almost bring their anxieties... and the island almost feels them… Then, when 

they go again, the island like releases them.” (Dan, lines 131- 137) 

 

“And I just recently went out into the patio in the very early hours and there was a 

little bird on the floor. And I thought I’ll have to whoosh this away, because my cat 

will come, and it didn’t move. And I stooped to try and push it and it just perched on 

my finger and I held it and I walked around the garden with it. It was just like, we just 

had this sense of communion, we were at one. And so, it was incredibly beautiful. 

And I think that’s what Celtic spirituality has given me, this avenue to explore how 

we are at one. We’re not just stewards – it’s not a patronage thing. You know, we 

hurt the world, we hurt ourselves. It is like our arms and our legs, it’s the same thing.” 

(Tess, lines 374-386) 

 

 

8.6 Superordinate theme 4: being self in the moment 

 

Two superordinate themes emerged, which comprised aspects of experiences of the self. 

The first of these, which covers no fewer than eight subordinate themes, are experiences of 

Celtic spirituality in the moment - experiences of being, which are also felt as experiences of 

encountering God or simply being with God: 

 

“… taking time to just be” (Maggie, line 161) 
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“the monastic cell and the stillness and the quietness and the place to be with God” 

(Simon, lines 31-32) 

 

“And one man said to us, ‘oh, thank goodness for this place!’ He said, ‘I’ve come to 

Lindisfarne to find God, but it’s so busy in all the places, where people are expecting 

to find Him, that I can’t find Him! And I’ve walked in here. And this is it.’” (Yvonne, 

lines 335-340) 

 

“I love watching people begin to encounter God. It’ll be about Wednesday.” (Yvonne, 

lines 367-368, talking about her experience on a number of occasions of a week’s 

stay with the Iona Community) 

 

 

8.6.1 Subordinate theme 4.1: stillness 

 

The contrast of how participants engaged with Celtic spirituality in a restful and consciously 

stilled way, set against busy lives, filled with activity, gave rise to the theme of stillness as a 

valued aspect of their experience: 

 

“The image that I’ve had recently more and more is the idea of having a still centre. 

So, to maintain a still centre, a sort of abiding relationship, which, whatever’s going 

on around, can be a source of stability and a source of … and the ability to kind of 

stand upright and maintain a sense of compassion in the face of whatever. I think 

that does flow from this whole cluster of ideas, which are known as Celtic 

spirituality.” (Ben, lines 386-393)  

 

“What I’ve portrayed here, and in stilling myself, it’s as I still myself the blackbird 

comes, that God comes. So, it’s about this stilling. It’s about this stilling myself 

enough to hear the God that is already there. So, in a way, once you still yourself, 

then you notice the wildlife, then you notice the beauty, then you notice the blades 

of grass, then you notice that the sky is changing every minute, that the sea colours 

are changing all the time, that everything is always on the move, which you don’t 

notice most of the time.” (Yvonne, lines 246-255) 
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“It is sustaining. And the sense of the fact that it is God’s gift to me, through the story 

of Celtic Christianity, what it means to me, the gifts of sabbatical time that the church 

has given to me, and the personal sense of this is who I am, this is my still centre, my 

rootedness.” (Simon, lines 470-475) 

 

Part of stillness is consciously seeking and embracing silence: 

 

“I’ve come to a real growing, to really appreciate silence and the important of 

silence. To not be frightened of silence, but to actually seek silence. And a real… not 

just an absence of words, but silence is a way of stilling oneself and being open to 

the Spirit. And it’s almost, well not an absence of thought, because thoughts come 

and you acknowledge that they’re there. But it’s keeping very much an open space, 

so that you’re not pondering a set thought. And that for me has been very 

therapeutic. And I now spend a lot of time in silence. For me, silence is a place of 

transition and transformation. And of growth.” (Maggie, lines 1100-1111) 

 

Another part of stillness is choosing a time and place of solitude: 

 

“… to discover a habit of being alone in a place I really found really life-giving.” 

(Simon, lines 39-40) 

 

The last aspect of stillness is a consciousness of being open and available to God: 

 

“But actually, if you think, actually that’s what it is, it’s about making myself available 

to God, on my own, in a place which is special, where there is a sense of confession 

and openness and vulnerability. And that is a place to encounter grace, forgiveness 

and the renewing in the stillness.” (Simon, lines 46-51) 

 

 

8.6.2 Subordinate theme 4.2: meditation/ contemplation 

 

A development of the concept of stillness is meditation/ contemplation – a conscious, 

mindful, prayerful attention to God in the moment: 
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“It’s that mindfulness. And, you know, there’s these old Celtic prayers for laying a 

hearth or getting up in the morning.” (Neena, lines 77-79) 

 

“… this idea of just sitting in the presence of God and just enjoying through creation 

some kind of unspoken dialogue.” (Tess, lines 180-182) 

 

“And it is so much about noticing God in the small things. And it’s just like – and I 

think that’s when my awareness really developed, because I might be trudging along 

the streets of London and suddenly there’s a bright yellow flower off a crumbling 

wall, and it just felt special to notice it.” (Neena, lines 169-174) 

 

“Ripples on the shore. This is a kind of close up of sand really, which is about that 

natural beauty, but also about that noticing.” (Kevin, line 501-503) 

 

“So, it was quite hard to express that in a conventional… in lots of conventional 

Christianity. It doesn’t quite fit for many people. So, I just kept my mouth shut, really. 

Then I began to realise that there’s no point in that, because people are asking me 

why I’m still. So, in the end now, I’m helping people to find the still point.” (Yvonne, 

lines 257-263) 

 

 

8.6.3 Subordinate theme 4.3: listening 

 

Meditation/ contemplation, as we have seen, brings with it a conscious noticing, which in 

turn leads to listening. Indeed, the line between them, as with many of these themes and 

with the whole of Celtic spirituality, may be unclear and arbitrarily drawn.  

 

Nonetheless, there is a distinct sense of participants listening for, encountering, and feeling 

connected to, a sense of the divine presence in everything: 

 

“It isn’t that I come into His presence, it’s that I become aware of the presence that’s 

already there.” (Yvonne, lines 230-232) 
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“So, it’s become increasing to me: that God is in everything and God is everywhere. 

And that we don’t come into His presence. We recognise and become aware of His 

presence that is all around us all the time.” (Yvonne, lines 238-241) 

 

“… the whole idea of truly paying attention to something. To be present is the 

essence of prayer.” (Ben, lines 212-214)  

 

Sometimes, the impact of deep listening upon the participants’ emotions was profound: 

 

“It’s restorative. Silence as the cessation of noise. But the silence that is deeper than 

that: silence coupled with presence and attentiveness. So, it’s not just a kind of 

switching off, or an entertaining escape. It’s a deep attentive engagement with what 

is particular in the natural world.” (Ben, lines 247-252) 

 

“I thought that hand-in-handedness that they’re suggesting – to have a spirituality 

which enables me to be attentive, which enables me to be thankful and possibly 

optimistic (is that the word?), and to feel connectedness – can add a great deal to 

my understanding of what other people are about and what I’m about.” (Ben, lines 

247-252) 

 

“I have never experienced, since even, a more full and noisy silence as I experience 

that… I mean I was in tears. It was just a… I can’t… I don’t really know how to describe 

it, but it was such a powerful thing. And it only lasted a few days, don’t they? But 

when I came to go, as I left, as I describe, my heart burnt strangely. And I knew that 

there’s something significant here for me.” (Tess, lines 694-701, describing her first 

Celtic retreat)  

 

 

8.6.4 Subordinate theme 4.4: depth 

 

An aspect of a range of ways in which Celtic spirituality is experienced or practised is the 

sense of depth, which participants felt. 
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This could be an aspect of how various other themes were experienced, such as life as a 

journey, feeling at one with creation, or contemplation/ meditation: 

 

“I mean for me, the main theme of the Celtic side is that life is a journey, it’s that 

journeying theme, and the connection with nature, and the need to have a rhythm. 

And I think that they’re the things that have altered my faith. These things may 

already have been there, but it’s with Celtic Christianity that I’ve been able to go 

much deeper into these things.” (Maggie, lines 209-215) 

 

“This is travel that has a deep interior meaning for my life.” (Tess, line 212) 

 

“It was very deep. It happened some years before with a deer. So, this encounter, 

this engagement with the wildlife feels like an encounter with God.” (Yvonne, lines 

199-201) 

 

“… literally like deep work, of complete focus on God’s word, and it’s another 

element of prayerfulness.” (Dan, lines 272-273) 

 

The sense of depth was also expressed in pictures chosen for collage: 

 

“… a spiral staircase, which for me symbolises this sense of going deeper and 

deeper.” (Tess, lines 71-72) 

 

“Roots are really important for… I guess, holding me in the moment, where I am 

now. So, wherever I am planted, the roots will hold me.” (Tess, lines 497-499) 

 

 

8.6.5 Subordinate theme 4.5: creativity 

 

Perhaps prompted by beginning with the creative process of collage as a means to access 

their experience, several participants voiced that Celtic spirituality had brought out and 

valued their creative side.  

 

This was sometimes expressed as an aspect of their life journey:  
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“I don’t know where it came from. I began to draw in colour. I drew a heart. And I 

drew a journey of my heart to the heart.” (Tess, lines 687-689) 

 

“… part of the journey for me has been to rediscover my creative side” (Maggie, lines 

251-252) 

 

There was value in the process of creativity, rather than necessarily valuing the thing itself 

they created: 

 

“I found I couldn’t journal, because I didn’t know what the end product had to be. 

And so, I found this little book called “Let Your Artist Out”, a tiny little book. And I 

started doing these exercises. And then I found that I could journal, because I’d 

ceased to worry about what the end product was going to be. That I could do it as a 

process, for what it was. And that was when I started to really discover my creative 

side. So, my whole development of my creativity I think has been about not trying to 

second-guess the future, but being able to take this one step at a time and not worry 

about where it’s leading. And for me that’s really very much what the Celtic 

Christianity is teaching me. You’ve got to take that step. And then you’ve got to be 

open to the possibilities. You’ve not got to know what the … it’s about the journey, 

not the end-point, you might never reach the end-point.” (Maggie, lines 258-274) 

 

“We all have it in us to be creative and I think, you know, if you create something, it 

doesn’t have to be a masterpiece, but actually to engage in that process of making 

something, to release endorphins or something in the brain, that does make you feel 

better. So, I think, if you can have a… even if it’s quite a repetitive, methodical 

process. I think for people to engage in the process of creating, and in silence, and 

to be in nature, I think would be a huge step forward.” (Maggie, lines 1116-1124) 

 

“I think I started out by saying that so much of how I’ve spent my life has been very 

much in the head, using one’s brain, the thinking brain, analytical. This need to 

understand things and to know, that feeds into a picture of wanting to be certain 

about things. So, I suppose coming back… so doing something that was actually quite 
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creative was great: losing oneself in it. And just spending a bit of time thinking, well 

what is it about?” (Barbara, lines 551-559) 

 

The therapeutic aspect of creativity linked participants as creators with their Creator: 

 

“… the beauty of – like the Lindisfarne Gospels, the Book of Kells, the Chad Gospels, 

the idea of painstakingly copying out God’s word. Because we tend to just have our 

bibles and just read them. You know a lot of people daren’t make any marks on them 

at all. The idea of literally painstakingly copying is almost so alien to us, because 

they’re so readily available. It’s: what insights does that give us, the idea of creating 

a work of art using God’s word?” (Dan, lines 262-270) 

 

“It’s all reused, it’s all recycled. I learned to weld, which is a fascinating, beautiful… 

And again, the sense of renewal and refreshment that came from building my own 

cell.” (Simon, lines 380-383) 

 

“… if you’re making stuff, you’re also involved in creation” (Neena, lines 88-89) 

 

 

8.6.6 Subordinate theme 4.6: alternative ways of knowing/ understanding 

 

Participants’ reflections on the creative process links to a widely expressed theme: that Celtic 

spirituality involves, values and validates other ways of knowing and understanding 

ourselves and the world, principally through experience, intuition and creative arts. 

 

It impacted their understanding of their faith and spirituality: 

 

“I think the idea of looking beyond just this set of rules and literal interpretation of 

the bible was just not something I was used to.” (Tess, lines 54-56) 

 

“Doesn’t start from the bible. That’s just one aspect.” (Yvonne, line 66) 

 

“… not scientifically verifiable. Not theological… It’s a ‘soul thing’.” (Diana, lines 39-

41) 
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Another aspect was that engagement with Celtic spirituality had opened up knowledge to 

heart as well as head, feelings as well as thoughts:  

 

“I was very much an ‘in the head’ person, you know, I’d been to university, I’d 

qualified, I’d been taught to trust only the wisdom of others, and evidence-based 

stuff, and all this sort of thing. And I think what my experiences of the Community 

have been, is that one can tap into this creativity that speaks from a deeper place, 

than necessarily the head allows us to go, particularly if you’re my type of 

personality.” (Tess, lines 153-161) 

 

“Some are dreaming dreams and others are having visions. And I think there’s a 

reference to that sense of wisdom beyond the knowledge that I would normally be 

stuck in the head. The wisdom beyond that. There’s perhaps even a kind of 

kinaesthetic knowing through the body, as well as a kind of heart understanding, 

that wouldn’t have been my typical way of knowing years ago, and even if it had 

have been, I would never have admitted it.” (Tess, lines 394-402) 

 

Phenomenology entered the discussion. Participants found knowledge in their life 

experience, including the life of their mind, their imagination: 

 

“… the idea that journeying towards a goal is a way of learning, it’s a way of 

understanding.” (Ben, lines 120-121) 

 

“… this was more than a dream.” (Diana, line 314) 

 

“I think it’s accepted an imaginative part of me, that was squelched as a child. As 

being too wrong.” (Diana, lines 394-395) 

 

From the participants’ life experience and imagination, it is a short step also to see 

knowledge in their life stories and story as a means of knowledge and understanding: 

 

“Stories are constantly shaping us and constantly making meaning and the whole 

Celtic fringe is a hotbed of stories. Stories that don’t necessarily tell historical truth 
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in any way, but they’re wonderfully shaping and powerful in a way … and funding 

the imagination and making meaning and helping people to get a handle on things 

in an indirect way, but nonetheless real for that.” (Ben, lines 434-440) 

 

“… the sense of relevance it still has. It’s hooks to hang our experience on: it’s an old 

story, but it enables us to tell our story.” (Simon, lines 222-224) 

 

From story, it is another small step to poetry and then art as forms of knowledge and 

understanding: 

 

“And I realise one thing I haven’t mentioned, or only in passing, is this literary 

tradition, and how poetry can be a sort of profound way into a level of understanding 

that you can’t always get through the everyday use of words or a prosed use of 

words. It’s these gaps, maybe it’s back to these liminal spaces again. It’s with these 

gaps between the words that someone is able to create something and evoke 

something in you: ‘ah! You’ve said what I feel or something that I’ve known, but I 

haven’t realised I knew it.’ And now I think, ‘Yes, that makes sense!’” (Barbara, lines 

477-487) 

 

“And a lot of us are poets, which again is very Celtic. But they won’t like that. It’s a 

group that don’t like… it’s like they’re the fish that can’t see the water.” (Diana, lines 

132-135) 

 

“I gather rubbish and make art from gathered rubbish. But it’s about being open to 

what’s lying there and giving significance to something that has been discarded. So, 

you might wander along a beach and see a bullet casing and that sets off a whole 

train of thought. Or you might see a dead bird. Or you might see a shell. So, that sort 

of beachcombing is part of the stepping out and being open to what you find. It’s 

about that lost, found, treasure, journey.” (Maggie, lines 761-770) 

 

“There is nothing like art, poetry, for reaching to those places, music, reaching into 

those places, where we don’t understand how we’ve got where we are. Can we try 

and understand it a bit more? Can we shed some light? And I think one of the gifts 

that Celtic spirituality has given me is that I see Jesus…” (Diana, lines 475-480) 



 189 

 

8.6.7 Subordinate theme 4.7: rainbow as renewal/ affirmation 

 

The metaphorical meaning of a rainbow as a symbol of renewal or of affirmation, while not 

particular to Celtic spirituality, is something which several participants mentioned as part of 

their experience of what is or feels Celtic. This links with the previously mentioned themes 

of the value of God’s presence in everything, of creativity and alternative ways of knowing/ 

understanding as well as arising out of the geographical fact that most places of Celtic retreat 

enjoy frequent rain showers, which may be followed by the appearance of a rainbow, or 

indeed double rainbows or multiple rainbows visible at once: 

 

“The light comes in and is split into colours and only when it has something in the 

way does it reveal its colours. And that sense that the natural world, the beauty of 

it, would radiate out the light of God, split and manifest in it. That is now very Celtic 

as an idea, I think. The immanence of God, presence in things, as a dazzling light.” 

(Ben, lines 266-272)  

 

“And of course, a rainbow is a refraction of light, isn’t it? It’s something to do with 

the sun going through the water and it makes the rainbow, which is lovely. It brought 

a new depth, light onto my faith. it’s very affirming.” (Diana, lines 260-264) 

 

“I had had an encounter with Her, whom I call the Lady. And, she was… beautiful. 

And she travelled with me to places I needed to go, where He could not have done. 

And that’s a silly thing to say in one sense, because of course God can be anywhere. 

But we are human and finite. And I was brought up knowing Jesus. And he is “He”. 

And it was very healing for me to meet Her. And I associate Her … I wrote a few 

things about Her, way before I met the Community. Something about Her dancing 

with new life. But I associate Her with somebody else I talked to, with that rainbow 

change, and that grey mist that suddenly becomes a rainbow…” (Diana, lines 278-

290) 

 

“So, the rainbow is also Her, because it’s like She’s hidden in grey mist, and when 

She moves, there’s a swirl, and a rainbow colour. A nun once said to me that she 

recognises that as the creative, I don’t know, surge, impulse.” (Diana, lines 363-367) 



 190 

 

8.6.8 Subordinate theme 4.8: rhythm 

 

A number of participants had incorporated Celtic practice into their daily life, through some 

sort of rhythm of prayer or devotion, a rule from one or other Celtic dispersed community 

or simply a habit of consciously spending time quietly in God’s presence. They spoke self-

effacingly about the varying levels of commitment they could sustain to such practices, but 

they also spoke clearly of the benefit they saw in their own wellbeing, when they did sustain 

practice of such habits. 

 

Daily rhythms were a good starting point: 

 

“To have some rhythms, some daily rhythms, I find hugely empowering for what I do 

the rest of the time. And I think particularly at the stage of life of embracing 

retirement, as it seems to be described, of moving from times where you have a set 

programme. And you’ve got much more choices of whether you do something or 

not, so everything can get very disorganised and anxiety-inducing.” (Ben, lines 367-

375) 

 

“And one of the things that I’ve been surprised about – I’ve lived with depression for 

a few years, and one of the things that has helped to sustain me and been helpful to 

my wellbeing has actually been more pattern and rhythm than I’m used to, and 

prayer in a more rhythmic way.” (Kevin, lines 602-607) 

 

“As time has gone on, the more I’ve realised that to have a rhythm and a rule of life, 

for me, holds me steady, not being pushed around by this, that and the other.” (Tess, 

lines 508-511) 

 

On a broader canvas, there are seasonal rhythms: 

 

“But the ebbs and flows, the tides and seasons, and that Celtic sense of things come 

and they go, there is a rhythm and a pattern to that. But also, to go ‘ok, the tide is 

out, but look at the beauty that is hidden beneath.’ That’s why that was there as a 
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kind of reminder of the noticing, but also that seasonal ebbing and flowing.” (Kevin, 

lines 508-514) 

 

Participants sometimes attempted to analyse what rhythms contributed, such as balance, 

clarity and structure: 

 

“In that rhythm and in that patterning, there’s a real sustaining, particularly at times 

when life has felt a bit harder, or where I’ve been a bit more numb to what was going 

on. Actually, to partly be connected, and to hold on, but also to go, yes, these words, 

they mean something. And there’s a rhythm there that is feeding and nurturing and 

taking me to a different place.” (Kevin, lines 613-620) 

 

“I think I’ve found again through the last ten years that I need a rhythm of quietness 

and emptiness, in the sense of nobody else around, as well as others around, just to 

share with… I think, again, what either the Community or Celtic spirituality has done 

for me is recognise the balance.” (Tess, lines 169-172 and 174-176) 

 

“I like sunsets. I like the rhythm. And obviously the light. There’s something about 

the light, and light reflecting on the water. So, the way that the sun brings everything 

else, illuminates everything else, and almost brings everything else to life. I’m not 

sure whether that’s particular to Celtic spirituality over and above the Christianity 

before I started getting Celtic. But it also represents time and rhythm. And I think 

rhythm is something I pick up particularly in Celtic Christianity.” (Maggie, lines 142-

150) 

 

“I think that Celtic spirituality helps to really reinforce a lot, those messages, and the 

rhythm: that it gives you a structure. And that structure is also very important and 

very helpful. And it prevents you… it has a simplicity, a decluttering, you know. It is 

about being what’s real and leaving your baggage behind, leaving everything that 

you cling to and that supports you behind and actually just being in the moment, in 

what’s real. So, living in the present. Being with what is real, rather than what’s 

imagined. Not always aspiring, or wanting something else. But really enjoying where 

you are rather than constantly yearning for something different. But at the same 

time, progressing.” (Maggie, lines 1055-1068) 
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8.7 Superordinate theme 5: being self through life 

 

Last but by no means least of the superordinate themes is that of being oneself through life. 

Indeed, the metaphor of journey and the associated practice of pilgrimage were at the 

forefront of several participants’ minds. This was true for a sense of life itself as journey, but 

also an experience of personal growth (both spiritual and psychological), a growing 

appreciation of the concepts of threshold and edge as places of change and growth, and 

coming to terms with life challenges, such as loss and suffering. 

 

The perspective of a life journey helped to hold participants through the vicissitudes of life: 

 

“The journey takes you through dark and light. And there’s even an eclipse up there, 

where perhaps the sun is missing. And that sense of complete and utter darkness.  

But there’s trust in a sense, and there’s hope that it will return.” (Tess, lines 99-103) 

 

“I think it can be a time of weeping, and almost that… despair… well, I think my sense 

has been – and I’m describing a journey only of the last ten years – my sense has 

been that, when those times have come, it’s like there’s a verse, isn’t there? That 

talks about that ‘morning will come’, in a way, you know I think the longer you walk 

experience, particularly if you find connections with community and others, who are 

also travelling this almost heretical journey.” (Tess, 110-119) 

 

Learning to be themselves encouraged participants to approach change with a sense of 

positivity:  

 

“It is something that’s always moving. It’s not a doctrine that’s static, that you learn 

it and that’s it. You know, it is… the future is unknown and is exciting.” (Maggie, lines 

238-241) 

 

“You need to learn the rules well, so that you can break them properly.” (Tess, lines 

425-426) 
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“there’s a lovely passage somewhere in one of the Celtic Daily Prayers about ‘we’re 

the wild ones’, and I so, so agree with that. You know, people who have this sense 

of abandonment, joy, courage and boldness.” (Tess, lines 545-549) 

 

However, this was change not as a carefully mapped life-plan, but as an adventure into the 

unknown, whilst feeling more secure in themselves: 

 

“Before, I’ve always been striving, you know, planning, and thinking of the next thing. 

And although I’m on this journey, because there’s now no destination really, 

although there’s always that perfection, unity, wholeness destination, which is never 

going to be achievable, and yes, you’ll always be moving towards it, actually what’s 

most important is that you enjoy where you are and what you’re doing now. Because 

what it’s about is really experiencing the present and not just moving through it to 

the next thing. It’s not about a goal. It’s about the process. And it’s about really being 

where you are. And you’re not going to move on to the next step until you’ve done 

that. So, you might as well do that. Because otherwise you spend all the time running 

and actually make no progress.” (Maggie, lines 604-620) 

 

“The whole thing is about continuous development, but an unknown-ness.” 

(Maggie, lines 646-647) 

 

“To engage in a pilgrimage, it’s kind of – this is going to sound pretentious – it can 

be not just a mapping of the landscape, but a mapping of yourself. You find more 

about yourself and it’s expressed in those kinds of terms, of high places and low 

places and difficult places.” (Ben, lines 178-183) 

 

 

8.7.1 Subordinate theme 5.1: growth 

 

Mental health professional Neena made the explicit link between psychological and spiritual 

growth, which links the person-centred approach with Celtic spirituality: 
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“To me it’s something about that power of the spirit of growth. And it kind of links 

with the person-centred stuff, you know, the formative tendency in everything. And 

it’s just there. And it just blossoms.” (Neena, lines 178-181) 

 

“But also, that belief in the goodness of people, you know that positive thing: that 

we are all made for growth. We might grow in a stunted way, but we still grow.” 

(Neena, lines 215-217) 

 

Participants without psychological qualifications, but with their own life experience to draw 

upon, also expressed seeing positive change in themselves: 

 

“I suppose before Celtic Christianity I thought of my purpose in life simply to serve 

God and now I see it as being on this journey and going through stages of getting 

closer to God. And that is all about becoming more whole, coming closer to the real 

me, to get that unity and that perfection. So, I suppose part of that for me has been 

to change my view of myself.” (Maggie, lines 568-575) 

 

“I suppose it starts to make me feel more, well perhaps more connected with myself, 

more… I mean it’s a whole journey in itself, trying to become more self-aware, trying 

to understand what is really important to me, what is important about me, in the 

sense of those big questions about: why am I here? And I do have a sense of purpose. 

I think that purpose changes over time and at different… there is a season for 

everything. There are things that one… that are mine to do at different stages of life. 

But I feel I’m entering a stage now that potentially has the opportunity for me to 

really be a whole person in a way that I haven’t necessarily been able to before. And 

so, in terms of how that makes you feel, I say quite excited, more of a sense of 

perhaps being more at peace with oneself as well.” (Barbara, lines 515-529) 

 

“I think I’ve always loved the idea of encouraging people to break out and become 

who they really are.” (Tess, lines 340-342) 

 

“I’ve got ‘raising flames’, again on this sunset. And I think that’s about passion, about 

our passion. That’s about the kind of, again, either the Northumbria Community or 

Celtic spirituality, that’s what’s happened, my heart was set alight. So, when I went 
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that first time in 2012, something happened. And I was a different person. It’s taking 

me ages to find out what that means. But at the time, I would say, yes, I experienced 

something there beyond articulation, really, but it set my heart alight.” (Tess, 

referring to the magazine headline, “raising flames”, incorporated in her collage, at 

lines 533-542) 

 

 

8.7.2 Subordinate theme 5.2: inner & outer journey 

 

The metaphor of life as a journey is not particular to Celtic spirituality, but it is an important 

aspect of it, which participants expressed often in terms linking to other themes.  

 

As noted at section 8.7, the journey was seen with the benefit of life experience to be 

unplanned, or influenced by unplanned events, but the absence of a sense of taking control 

was met with a feeling more of peace than anxiety: 

 

“My husband had died two years before, and I knew I wasn’t to retire in the usual 

sense of the word. I was to move into a new season. But I had no idea what that was. 

And I went there really, to go on a guided retreat, but I had no idea what I was letting 

myself in for. But I knew this was a journey of my heart to the heart.” (Tess, lines 57-

63) 

 

“You go beyond what you can see, you know it’s almost going beyond what is… you 

know that there’s something there, but you can’t see beyond what is there. So, 

there’s always that element of being on the edge of, being near, that horizon, but 

that horizon is always… as you move forward, the horizon moves.” (Maggie, lines 

151-157) 

 

“Actually, I didn’t really want to be anchored on a rock any more. I much prefer to 

be sailing round an island, climbing up a mountain and going off in a boat.” (Maggie, 

lines 636-638) 

 

“Certainly, I feel more in my self and grounded through my journey.” (Diana, lines 

401-402) 
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“Going through the mist you might find somewhere from which you see 

everywhere.” (Ben, lines 107-108) 

 

“And that sense of sailing off into, literally, God knows where.” (Ben, lines 159-160) 

 

Of note is that participants spoke about valuing the process of the journey, not the 

destination:   

 

“It was part of my journey. It’s like they always say – and I can’t bear to hear – ‘it’s 

not the destination, Tess!’” (Tess, lines 738-739) 

 

“I liked the idea the treasure is in going on that journey – I’m not sure I’ve explained 

that very well – but it’s almost as if the treasure is always going to be somehow out 

of reach, but it’s actually the going on the journey, the quest, that is where you find 

yourself, and that is what is important.” (Maggie, lines 99-104) 

 

“The treasure’s only there, if you believe it is and you’re prepared to go looking for 

it.” (Maggie, lines 403-404) 

 

“The call is there and you have to respond. You have to be willing to step out beyond 

what you know. So, it’s not just following along, reeling in the string. You’ve got to 

be prepared to step out and say, ‘I see nothing’, but carry on. And if you don’t do 

that, it’s not that the treasure will be found by somebody else or that the treasure 

will just simply lay buried, if you don’t do that, the treasure isn’t there. That’s what 

makes the treasure in a way: the treasure’s there, if you’re prepared to step into the 

boat. But you have to step into the boat.” (Maggie, lines 413-423) 

 

Celtic spirituality emphasises the concept of pilgrimage. In addressing their life journey, 

participants did explicitly link the outer and inner journeys: 

 

“And that sense of inner journey as well as an external journey in terms of that 

pilgrimage. I think that pilgrimage takes you to a place, where you’re almost ready 

to encounter…” (Kevin, lines 295-298) 
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“… these three spirals: the idea of those is the peregrinatio idea – the concept of an 

inner journey, journeying inwards and outwards.” (Dan, speaking about spirals on 

his collage, at lines 30-33) 

 

“And then the harbour at Inishbofin: we were sitting, we’d been there two or three 

days, sitting waiting to catch the ferry to come home, having been overwhelmed by 

this sense of irony and life, that the church dedicated to Colman, who we’ve followed 

thinking he was a failure, was alive and with it and contemporary and modern and 

welcoming. And the sense of profound… you know, this was almost the end of the 

pilgrimage, this was the spiritual moment, this was the absolute surprising high point 

of meeting God in life. And the sense of resurrection, the Celtic sense of resurrection, 

that really was profound. And then we sat waiting for the ferry, and these two boats, 

this old fishing boat, almost rotting, when the tide comes in it almost buries it and 

then it emerges again. This old boat falling apart, possibly an image of the Celtic 

church. And this brand, spanking new boat next to it, which is the ferry that took us 

there and back. And the sense of the old, which is beautiful, but rotten, and the sense 

of the new, which is contemporary. And again, we just had an image of the two side 

by side in Inishbofin, was what we had found, again that spoke to both of us as 

ministers – the sense of renewal, which comes into ministry and into life. So, it truly 

was a pilgrimage in that sense.” (Simon, lines 192-215) 

 

 

8.7.3 Subordinate theme 5.3: threshold/ edge 

 

Several participants expressed how the Celtic concept of the threshold (either literally 

between rooms or metaphorically between two states of being) or being on the edge (again 

of a literal or metaphorical space) was important and beneficial to them. 

 

The threshold was a place of uncertainty, but also possibility – the possibility of an encounter 

with God: 
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“I would say there’s something special for me, and it feels right for me, to be living 

on the edge, which represents certainty and uncertainty. It’s that balance between 

certainty and uncertainty. Between knowing and unknowing.” (Tess, lines 261-265) 

 

“… the whole idea of the threshold. So, the splodgy bits of tissue are the kind of… 

there’s the sea, and there’s the land, and there’s the sand, and there’s the shoreline. 

I’ve written a poem about that. There’s the shoreline that is sometimes land and is 

sometimes sea.” (Diana, lines 6-11, beginning to describe her collage) 

 

“And that’s the other thing. Are you in? Are you out? And there you’ve got day and 

night, but you’ve got dawn and sunset. They are the threshold places. And they all 

have significance in Celtic spirituality, because when you’re on a spiritual journey, 

you’re not on something you can see. Other than the changes it makes in your own 

life. But you’re on the threshold of the holy. And sometimes it suddenly drops into 

an encounter with God.” (Diana, lines 18-27) 

 

Participants considered whether the edge was comfortable or not: 

 

“… liminal spaces - where you feel on the edge of things. Which I suppose also links 

back to the pilgrimage idea, because that’s also where I feel on the edge of things. 

And there’s a sense of freedom and openness that you can be out, away from the 

normal constraints that tie us in.” (Barbara, lines 135-140) 

 

“I think it can feel… it can feel uncomfortable, but it can also feel quite exciting. And 

I think sometimes, we have almost a dance or a flow between being on the edge and 

then sometimes we feel more at the centre of things. And that can feel good, or that 

can also feel quite uncomfortable. And I think overall, I quite like feeling on the edge, 

in the sense that you feel more of a sense of freedom.” (Barbara, lines 142-149) 

 

“I often feel on the edge of the church - but a sense of that’s a good place to be.” 

(Kevin, lines 34-36) 

 

“Whether it’s Celtic spirituality, or whether it’s who I am, I would say I’m drawn to 

that living on the edge, in that liminal space between dark and light, between 
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conscious and unconscious, between sea and sand. There’s something 

extraordinary. I mean I can completely get the ‘thin place’ type thing, that you hear 

people talk about, that the Celts seem to have so intuited or understood through 

their living. So, living on the edge is important to me, I now understand, and even 

my house is on the edge of the village. And I rather like that now. Before, when I first 

lived here, I thought, oh I’m just outside the village, but now it seems actually, just 

right. And I live twelve miles from the community of my church, and again that 

before might have seemed a disadvantage, because everybody’s popping in to see 

everybody, but no, I live on the edge. And there’s something good about that, for 

me anyway now.” (Tess, lines 228-245) 

 

“It’s a challenge to complacency and habit and over-familiarity to go to the edge. To 

go out of the ordinary realm.” (Ben, lines 78-80) 

 

“The edge” was also a way of expressing their embrace of alternative ways of knowledge or 

understanding:  

 

“Something that I suppose I get from encounters with Celtic spirituality is the journey 

to the edge, is the journey, specifically in the UK from the English, from the dominant 

culture, the centre of the island, the islands, to the edges, which are wilder places. 

And that, I don’t know, I’ve not heard anyone say this, but it feels like a journey from 

head to heart. It feels like a journey from the left brain to the right brain, in a way. 

That edgeness and that – I don’t know whether I’ve heard anyone talking about 

Celtic Christianity in those terms – but that’s how it feels to me. Certainly, I think 

that’s a sense of pilgrimage for many people, to go from the everyday to the edge 

place, which is again… a lot of stories of Celtic spirituality is of people doing just that: 

going out to the edge of experience.” (Ben, lines 44-58) 

 

“I suppose if you know the edge of the place, it helps you to know the place. It helps 

you to know where you are, if you go to the edge.” (Ben, lines 68-70) 

 

 



 200 

“… that sense of the spiritual being a going to the edge of experience into mystery, 

into places where our knowing is not enough. Where something… there’s a deeper 

apprehension of what is real than I can get my head around.” (Ben, lines 88-92) 

 

In knowledge and understanding, but also in life experience, “the edge” also expressed an 

openness to change: 

 

“I’m aware that in one sense it’s a fairly mainstream thing at lots of levels, but also 

there are parts of the theological perspective and understanding that are still a bit 

kind of more on the edge of traditional Christian thought.” (Kevin, lines 65-69) 

 

“There is something of the taking what’s within out, but also letting the outside in, 

which feels very natural in Celtic understanding of spirituality.” (Kevin, lines 212-214) 

 

“I think the more contemporary understandings of Celtic spirituality are really open 

to those edges and the experiences that are beyond the natural confines of the 

church, and order, and I love that, that kind of interplay. That it’s not just about a 

closed, holy club, or a monastic tradition that is more focused on the inward spiritual 

experience.” (Kevin, lines 219-225) 

 

 

8.7.4 Subordinate theme 5.4: coping with loss/ suffering 

 

In reflecting on the impact of their experience of Celtic spirituality upon their wellbeing, a 

number of participants spoke about how it helped them to cope with times of suffering or 

varying kinds of loss. 

 

Simon spoke of how Celtic spirituality had helped him to cope with nursing two family 

members through cancer simultaneously, Maggie of how it helped her deal with depression:  

 

“But even when I was with him in hospital and couldn’t get home, Hilda [Simon’s 

monastic cell] was the place I went to within, psychologically, to find that stillness. 

And it was hard. And sometimes I just didn’t get there. And the prayer was, ‘I can’t 

find you God, so you’d better well be looking after me!’ And over time, as you get 
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through the trauma of that and talk it over with people, again you discover that that 

stillness, that habit of prayer that you’ve developed has actually been sustaining you 

and does do. And the joy when we came back from treatment, for me to actually 

physically climb back inside Hilda, and sit with a deep sense of relief, that here was 

a beautiful place, the aesthetic of it.” (Simon, lines 456-468) 

 

“I think, honestly, if I hadn’t had the gift of what Celtic Christianity has given me, I 

don’t think I could have survived those traumas. I would have needed medication, 

counselling. I mean, I was sailing close to the wind. You know that cartoon of Tom 

and Jerry, they run off a cliff, and their legs are still going, there’s nothing underneath 

them. It felt like that at times.” (Simon, lines 484-490) 

 

“But a combination of those conversations and that time alone in the landscape and 

that rhythm of prayer in a space, which felt very safe and protective, that they held 

open, started a whole process for me of dealing with, I suppose things in my past 

that had been buried for a long time, some of which I wouldn’t necessarily have 

categorised as harmful or damaging actually, to be honest, but some of which I knew 

were. And really to just bring them back to the surface and work through them and 

come to an understanding of where God was in them and how I developed through 

them. I suppose it’s almost like rewriting them in my memory, in a completely 

different way, from a different perspective.” (Maggie, lines 488-501) 

 

“… changing that narrative. And just, I mean some of it has involved, almost, not self-

pity, but actually living through those emotions again, and maybe crying, where 

before I hadn’t cried, because maybe there just wasn’t the space or the time, you 

know. So, actually dealing with that emotion, processing it, re-processing it in a 

different way, that has enabled them not to be buried, but to be dealt with.” 

(Maggie, lines 511-518) 

 

Tess spoke of her bereavement: 

 

“Everybody had gone and I was in this incredible pit, I couldn’t see any light. I didn’t 

know how I was going to cope. And then I was reading the verses from Job, which 

talk about: though a tree be cut down, the stump is dying in the ground, at the scent 
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of water, its roots… it will blossom, shoot and so on. And I just thought, that’s the 

promise for me. But I looked up the commentary – as one does in my denomination 

– and it said this was a Messianic prophecy. And I thought oh-ah I’m going to be 

struck by lightning, I have manipulated this verse to me. But I emailed two minister 

friends I had from years ago. And they both wrote back, really almost by return: ‘How 

wonderful, Tess, this is for you.’” (Tess, lines 862-875) 

 

Barbara spoke of how collaging reminded her of the sadness of the breakdown of her 

marriage, while Diana spoke of working with women survivors of abuse: 

 

“I did get quite sad – and I told you I really liked this satellite picture, the colours are 

lovely: this very deep blue of the sea and the green of the… and then I looked, and 

just out of nowhere, “oh, that’s the Channel Islands, and that’s where my, that’s 

where [my ex-husband] is.” And I felt really sad and upset. But, so again, you know, 

realising well, that’s ok. It’s ok to feel sad. It’s not particularly surprising.” (Barbara, 

lines 567-575, talking about how collaging reminded her of the sadness of the 

breakdown of her marriage) 

 

“You talk to people, who have been abused. I’ve had to – in my work in spiritual 

direction – I’ve had to, and I’m so grateful to Her, to look for ways, because women 

who’ve been abused by men, they cannot relate to Jesus and God as Father, in the 

way that… If they could, it would be healing, but they can’t get there.” (Diana, lines 

498-503) 

 

Sometimes, participants spoke in more general terms of Celtic spirituality as a help in times 

of loss or suffering: 

 

“You get the light, even in the dark place.” (Neena, line 60) 

 

“There’s something raw about true Celtic spirituality… Yes, that it’s ok, things are 

hard.” (Dan, lines 307-309) 
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“I think, what’s been here and what I’ve talked about has very much personally 

sustained me, given health, strength, wellbeing through some of the great 

challenges of life.” (Simon, lines 498-501) 

 

“My understanding of Celtic spirituality is that God is not just in beauty or in nature, 

but also in suffering.” (Neena, lines 31-33) 

 

“I think if it’s done one thing, it’s really helped me to cope with uncertainty. And to 

embrace uncertainty.” (Maggie, lines 245-246) 

 

“Christianity has this huge thing about Jesus and light: the light-bringer. And that’s 

great. It’s good to have light. But there are times in life, when you’re not ready for 

the bright light. And I had… and I think it’s come through food, but who can tell? That 

Jesus is as comfortable to be with us in the dark, when that’s where we need to be. 

And that in fact Jesus is the only safe place. Because – and if you want me to be 

theological about it – because he descended into hell, there is no place Jesus won’t 

go for your sake. And Jesus will walk in your hell with you. But because he brings 

light wherever he goes, there is light. You may not see it. And I wrote a poem once 

about being in the dark with Jesus – but you know that Jesus will just be with you till 

you’re ready. Because sometimes we need to… sometimes life is just dark. And sad. 

And you can’t brightly, cheerily swan around in the light.” (Diana, lines 480-496) 

 

 

8.8 Summary of IPA findings  

 

The findings from the IPA are consistent across the cohort of participants. It is striking that 

there was an overarching, unifying theme of integration or wholeness, which brought 

together the strands of experience of Celtic spirituality. 

 

The superordinate themes were also very widely experienced (nine participants experienced 

all five of them and Ben experienced four out of five). Two relate to relationship with other 

people (loving others and connection through community). Balancing these, two relate to 

relationship with the self: being self in the moment and being self through life. Finally, one 



 204 

superordinate theme relates to participants’ relationship with everything, their feeling of 

being at one with creation.  

 

In the next chapter, I shall discuss these findings in the context of the literature (both on 

Celtic spirituality and concerning spirituality and mental health) reviewed in chapter 2 and in 

the context of person-centred theory.  
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9. Discussing the findings: what is the psychotherapeutic 

role of Celtic spirituality? 
 

 

9.1 Introduction to the discussion 

 

The previous five chapters presented the findings from the four stages of my research 

methodology. Now I seek to answer the research question and find out the 

psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality by discussing each IPA theme in light of the 

literature, then the integrated experience through summative collage and poetry plus 

synthesis of the collated immersive listening notes through word clouds. This summative 

integration of the findings aligns both with the phenomenological basis of the research and 

what I have already presented as a key feature of the subject-matter: that Celtic spirituality 

provides a holistic worldview, a way of seeking to make sense of everything: the outer world 

and our inner experience. 

 

Each part of the discussion sets the findings against the context of the literature, reviewed 

in chapter 2, both on Celtic spirituality and the wider field of spirituality and mental health. 

Given the particular focus of this research on experience of Celtic spirituality through the 

lens of person-centred theory, I also discuss the findings against its key concepts: the 

actualising and formative tendencies and the core conditions of congruence, empathic 

understanding and unconditional positive regard (UPR). 

 

Lastly, I consider the findings as a worldview in the contemporary contexts of populist 

nationalism and the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 

9.2 Discussion of IPA themes 

 

We have already seen in chapter 2 (highlighted in yellow at Table 2) that there are elements 

of overlap between the literature on Celtic spirituality and the wider literature on spirituality 

and mental health – as well as elements distinctive to each. 
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At Table 30, I have set out these themes from the literature, again highlighting in yellow 

themes overlapping the two fields of literature, alongside related themes from the IPA. While 

there are distinctive themes seen in the literature but not the participants’ experience, the 

overall impression is that participants voiced most themes found in the literature.  

 

This may suggest I led the participants in interview. However, I had not read the wider 

literature prior to interview and analysis, partly to guard against this very risk. We also see 

the language used for related concepts or experiences often differs between the columns of 

Table 30. Moreover, sometimes several IPA themes relate to the literary themes, sometimes 

only one. The position is complex. 

 

 

Table 30: Table of Celtic, spirituality & mental health, and IPA themes 

 

Celtic theme Spirituality & mental health 

theme 

IPA theme 

n/a Integrated worldview Integration/ wholeness 

Environmental justice 

 

Ecotherapy Connection with nature  

The earth as a sacred, living 

thing 

Rootedness, connection Meaning-making, 

professional experience of 

felt depth 

Depth 

Pilgrimage, life as a journey n/a Inner & outer journey 

Liminality Liminality 

Marginalisation of 

spirituality 

Lived experience as 

outsider 

Threshold/ edge 

Noticing; rhythm of life n/a Beauty in ordinary things 

Rainbow as renewal/ 

affirmation  

Rhythm 
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Celtic theme Spirituality & mental 

health theme 

IPA theme 

Acceptance;  

growth tendency 

Positive view of human 

nature 

Actualising and formative 

tendencies for growth 

Growth 

Meeting people where they 

are 

Cosmic 

Acceptance of body identity 

physical desire  

Holistic care; dignity n/a 

Silence, prayer, 

contemplation  

Prayer; reflection Stillness 

Meditation/ contemplation 

Listening 

Creative arts, e.g. visual art, 

poetry, music 

Creativity; life story 

 

Creativity 

Alternative ways of 

knowing/ understanding 

Hope not fear, tolerance 

Equality, diversity  

& inclusion 

Discrimination; abuse 

diversity, identity 

 

Valuing everyone 

Humility, social justice Growth; pilgrimage Social justice 

Community, soul friends Community 

Spiritual accompaniment 

Modern monasticism/ 

dispersed community 

Trinity –  

God as community 

Soul friendship 

Reconciliation n/a n/a 

Connection with people 

who have died 

n/a Coping with loss/ suffering 

n/a Anti-religious stance Romanticised or real? 

 

 

It may be easier to appreciate the weight of overlap or distinction visually through the Venn 

diagram shown at Figure 2. 
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Integrated 
worldview 

Religious 
scepticism 

Environment 

Deep connection 

Liminality 

Acceptance & growth 

Silence, contemplation, 
stillness 

Creativity 

Valuing diversity 

Social justice 

Community 

Celtic literature 

reconciliation 

Pilgrimage & 
life journey 

Noticing, 
beauty in 
ordinary, 
rhythm 

Connection 
with dead/ 
coping with 
loss 

 

 

Acceptance 
of body & 
identity, 
Holistic care 
& dignity 

Figure 2 Overlapping and distinctive 
themes between IPA and literature 

Spirituality & mental 
health literature 

IPA 
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Looking at the findings through the lens of person-centred theory, Table 31 shows which key 

features of person-centred theory – its actualising and formative tendencies (Rogers, 1961; 

1975) and the core conditions (Rogers, 1957; 1959), illustrated at Figure 3 – most closely 

align with the IPA unifying and superordinate themes (Figure 6) and their respective 

subordinate themes: 

 

Table 31: IPA themes and person-centred theory 

 

Theme Actualising & 

formative 

tendencies 

Congruence UPR Empathic 

understanding 

Integration/ 

wholeness 

x    

Loving others   x  

Valuing everyone   x  

Meeting people 

where they are 

  x x 

Social justice  x x x 

Romanticised or 

real? 

 x   

Connection through 

community 

  x x 

Modern 

monasticism/ 

dispersed 

community 

  x  

Soul friendship   x x 

Trinity – God as 

community 

x    

At one with creation x    

Cosmic x    
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Theme Actualising & 

formative 

tendencies 

Congruence UPR Empathic 

understanding 

Connection with 

nature 

x    

Beauty in ordinary 

things 

x    

The earth as a 

sacred, living thing 

x    

Being self in the 

moment 

 x   

Stillness  x   

Meditation/ 

contemplation 

 x  x 

Listening    x 

Depth  x  x 

Creativity x x   

Alternative ways of 

knowing/ 

understanding 

   x 

Rainbow as renewal/ 

affirmation 

  x  

Rhythm  x   

Being self through 

life 

 x   

Growth x x   

Inner & outer 

journey 

x x   

Threshold/ edge   x x 

Coping with loss/ 

suffering 

 x  x 



 211 

To visualise each set of themes for discussion, I have portrayed them in triangular diagrams 

at Figures 3 to 6 respectively: key features of person-centred theory; Celtic themes; themes 

from wider literature on spirituality and mental health; and IPA themes.  

 

The actualising and formative tendencies (Rogers, 1961; 1975) form the heart of the theory 

of the person in Rogerian thought (Sanders, 2013). Hence, they occupy the central triangle 

in Figure 3, linking each of the core conditions, which facilitate the therapeutic change 

towards which such tendencies drive.  

 

Table 31 links the actualising and formative tendencies to the overarching unifying theme of 

integration/ wholeness. Central theme speaks to central theme, worldview to worldview. 

While present in some subordinate themes within each superordinate theme, the actualising 

and formative tendencies most closely align with the superordinate theme of being “at one 

with creation”. 

 

Congruence, being oneself, placed at the apex of the triangle in Figure 3 as Rogers’ most 

important core condition (1957; 1959), is the most prevalent of the core conditions within 

the superordinate themes of being self in the moment and through life, as their very titles 

indicate. Congruence is the opposite of incongruence, the source of all distress in Rogerian 

theory (1957; 1959). 

 

UPR is the most prominent core condition in the themes of loving others and of connection 

through community. Its association with loving others is obvious: Rogers himself (1980) 

likened it to St Paul’s agape love (1 Corinthians 13).  

 

Connection through community is an experience of interpersonal relationships, resonant 

with UPR and also empathic understanding, which runs through a number of subordinate 

themes of loving others. By understanding empathic understanding to include self-empathy, 

which I explored in the context of spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018c), we can see its presence in 

a number of the ways of being self in the moment and through life. 

 

“God in everything” occupies the apex of the triquetra of Celtic themes (Figure 4): it is the 

first theme, from which the other two flow. Although it is not overtly related to congruence, 
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the apex of the previous triangle (Figure 3), I do note that Thorne (1998, pp31 & 35) describes 

Jesus as supremely congruent in His ministry and Passion. 

 

I have placed “mind body spirit” at the centre of wider literature on spirituality and mental 

health (Figure 5) to reflect the centrality of the holistic approach: a basis for spirituality and 

person-centred psychology, supported by foundations of facing difficult edges and 

maintaining spiritual practices for mental health. 

 

How do we make a meaningful trinity of the IPA themes to compare with these preceding 

literary themes? The Trinity knot interlaces a triquetra with a circle. This captures something 

of the interrelatedness of the IPA themes. The overarching unifying theme of integration and 

wholeness lies at the centre, linking together the five superordinate themes. At the top of 

Figure 6, corresponding to “God in everything” in Figure 4, sits “at one with creation”. The 

two themes of being self (in the moment and through life) sit together, in the same position 

as “God in me” in Figure 4, just as the two themes of interpersonal relations (loving others 

and connection through community) correspond to the position of “God in everyone else”. 

 

Having taken the wider view, discussing the interrelation of the IPA themes, especially the 

overarching and superordinate themes, with three aspects of literature through a form of 

triangulation of evidence, I now turn to more detailed discussion of each IPA theme in the 

context of the literature.
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from Celtic literature 
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9.2.1 Integration/ wholeness 

 

Participants’ unanimous sense of integrating their whole selves, thereby experiencing 

wholeness, the unifying theme derived through IPA on which all other themes hang, is wholly 

consistent with Celtic thought and spirituality as a holistic worldview and with the three key 

Celtic themes, that God is in everything around us, ourselves and everyone else. This stems 

in Celtic literature from panentheism, notably espoused by Eriugena and Pelagius (Newell, 

1997). 

 

Equally, considered alongside person-centred theory, we find a worldview, which offers a 

way of making sense of all our knowledge and experience, evoking the universal actualising 

and formative tendencies (Rogers, 1961; 1975). Although the particular connection with 

Celtic spirituality and the wider concept of panentheism is original to this research, Thorne 

(2013, pxiv) expressly sees Rogers as part of a wider spiritual tradition founded on the “divine 

indwelling” within the universe and every human being. In his own work, Thorne (2012) also 

stresses the importance of integrating our psychological worldview with other forms of 

knowledge and understanding: intellectual, spiritual, tacit and experiential. 

 

By contrast with Celtic and person-centred thought, the predominant worldview in Western 

thought, spirituality and psychology is dualist, a separation of spirit and matter, good and 

evil (Trousdale, 2013; Leonardi, 2020), even where such a division is considered unhealthy, 

as cited from Jung by both Celtic and person-centred writers (Philip Newell in his foreword 

to Earle, 2012; Thorne, 2012). Thompson (2018) and Swinton (2001; 2007) challenge this 

separation in their critiques of the medical model of mental health; both advocate a holistic 

approach.   

 

Whether we begin from the “absolute worth of the person” and move out to the universe, 

as does the “spirituality” of person-centred theory (Thorne, 2012, p210) or start with God 

and proceed from there to find God in everyone and everything, as does Celtic spirituality 

(Newell, 1997), the consequence is a holistic, integrated idea and experience of goodness. 

This is positive to and actively sustains mental health and emotional wellbeing, provided it 

remains in contact with, or able to sit alongside and make congruent sense of, realistic 

experience of ourselves or others, where goodness is deeply hidden and optimism is an act 

of faith. Evidence of this deep positivity lies in participants’ sustained outlook through 
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experiences as distressing and varied as loneliness and discrimination, divorce and chronic 

illness, depression and professional burnout, bereavement and acute illness, working with 

survivors of abuse and living with a sense of growing darkness in the world. 

 

 

9.2.2 Loving others 

 

While loving others is not an explicit theme in my analysis of Celtic literature, it is both a 

corollary of seeing God in everyone and an outworking of the emphasis in Celtic spirituality 

on the Jesus of the gospels (Newell, 1997) and his second golden commandment to love your 

neighbour (Mark 12:31), of which Jesus’ ministry was an embodiment. 

 

While love is the central value of Christianity, which its adherents profess to live out both in 

relation to God and other people, the research findings recognise how often love is not 

shown or felt by Christians, either generally or in avowedly Christian settings, such as church 

congregations, just as secular settings, workplaces and organisations can fail to uphold 

similar values.  

 

As the data illustrating this theme show, there is grit, a tough discipline to this love, seen in 

both Rogerian theory (West, 2000) and Celtic thought (Ó Tuama, 2019), an 

acknowledgement that counsellors and clients, Celtic Christians ancient and modern live 

hard lives in difficult conditions, often on the margins. Both the data and Celtic literature (Ó 

Tuama, 2019) connect this theme with community (see section 9.2.3), the setting where love 

for others is often experienced. 

 

Within person-centred theory, UPR was likened to love by Rogers himself (1980), so it is no 

surprise that UPR figures heavily in analysing this theme through Rogerian theory (Table 31). 

Thorne (2012), referring to his fourth core condition, tenderness, describes the process of 

counsellor and client being “caught up in a stream of love” in therapy. As the person-centred 

approach is a “way of being” (Rogers, 1980) rather than a technique, it is less surprising that 

such a deeply felt process as tenderness should occur. It has been subjected to professional 

criticism, as Thorne himself (2012) notes, but it connects the deeply human quality of the 

therapeutic relationship with other deep relationships, such as spiritual experience with a 
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transcendent wholeness (meaning God for Celtic Christians), with soul friends (explored at 

section 9.2.3.2) and in community, even with strangers on retreat (Smith, 2019c). 

 

 

9.2.2.1 Valuing everyone 

 

Valuing everyone manifested itself in the data through participants’ own experience – or 

witnessed in others – of radical welcome, inclusion and belonging. As noted at section 9.2.2 

above, this contrasts with dissonance between preaching and practice elsewhere, notably in 

Christian settings, where churches and individuals may offer welcome only on their own 

terms, rather than welcoming others as they are.  

 

There is an overlap here with the literature on the Celtic approach to and emphasis on 

equality, diversity and inclusion. There is a lively debate among Celtic writers about the 

wisdom of applying contemporary concerns about equality, diversity and inclusion to the 

early Celtic church and society. Chief among the critics are Mac Réamoinn (1997), Meek 

(2000) and Sheldrake (2005). This mirrors the vigorous debate about how un/equal the 

position of women in Celtic society and Christian communities really was. Sceptics Márkus 

(1995), Ó Ríordain (1996) and Mac Réamoinn (1997) range against their affirming 

predecessors (Chadwick, 1971; Beresford Ellis, 1992) and successors (Earle, 2012; Mitton, 

2013) while Bradley (1993; 2018) has become more sceptical, revising his initial enthusiasm. 

I return at section 9.2.2.4 to the wider point in examining how romanticised or real the view 

of Celtic spirituality is. 

 

This links with Celtic openness to coexistence with, arguably inculturation of and by, other 

cultures and beliefs. This is perhaps its greatest weakness in the eyes of critics from, for 

example, a conservative evangelical standpoint: a failure to maintain ideological or 

theological purity (and hence also exclusivity). From the Celtic perspective however, this 

demonstrates its depth and security. It is at once gentle and strong, trusting in the inherent 

goodness of the world and an integrity about both one’s beliefs and failings, just as 

counsellors trust in the process of therapy. 
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While different from person-centred theory, Celtic spirituality shares the latter’s empathic 

quality and hence the twin virtues of enabling those who encounter it to feel both loved and 

understood, which are so central to human flourishing in Thorne’s view (2012). 

 

 

9.2.2.2 Meeting people where they are 

 

Participants expressed this theme through life and work, including work in a faith setting. 

While the theme clearly shows an empathic response, some of the quotes in the data are 

also redolent of congruence: sometimes life is just hard and bleak. A deeply grounded quality 

is expressed in the data. Where some faith responses feel trite or ascribe explicit or implicit 

blame to the sufferer for their suffering – perhaps for a lack of faith – the data show deeply 

real lived experience. The focus on the significant place for lament in Celtic literature, prayer 

and worship (Warren, 1999; Bradley, 2000) expresses in therapeutic terms a sense of 

psychological contact, one of Rogers’ (1957) six necessary and sufficient conditions for 

therapeutic change. This is in contrast with much modern feel-good worship, which Celtic 

writers find unsustaining. 

 

An important role of Celtic spirituality is meeting the needs of people, who do not feel well 

sustained in their more formal or mainstream church or faith pattern, even church leaders 

(O’Loughlin, 2000). I have seen this in the identity and reflections of people encountered on 

Celtic retreats; participant Simon expresses this directly in his own experience of church 

leadership.  

 

Chaplaincy expressly seeks to meet people where they are. While leading Celtic writer Ian 

Bradley worked in healthcare chaplaincy, it does not feature much in his writings, although 

he could see interest, reflection and relevance in my research question when I attended a 

public lecture in 2019 on his latest book. Eminent applied theologian John Swinton writes 

about healthcare chaplaincy as well as spirituality, but not Celtic spirituality. However, by 

drawing on chaplaincy’s relational quality – that chaplains come alongside a wide range of 

people to build rapport quickly and create deep encounters – he makes clear that it is a 

ministry of meeting people where they are. This resonates with the sense of jarring, which 

Dan expressed about churches, organisations and individuals who broadcast a pre-packaged 

faith message, rather than listening and responding on an individual basis. 
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9.2.2.3 Social justice 
 

Social justice (including environmental justice, which also connects with the third 

superordinate theme of being “at one with creation”) features both in the data and Celtic 

literature, particularly among participants speaking and authors writing about the Iona 

Community. It is also foundational to the Corrymeela Community and plays a part, albeit 

more quietly, in other dispersed communities, just as it did with earlier Celts, from Pelagius 

through various Celtic saints and nineteenth century Celtic Christians, who established 

education and housing for working class men and women (Newell, 1997). 

 

Indeed, this links to the theme of valuing everyone. Truly to value those who are 

marginalised, discriminated against or underprivileged calls for social justice and hence the 

place for collective activism within some expressions of Celtic spirituality, as well as 

widespread personal warmth and affirmation. 

 

While social justice moves some counselling practitioners and academics to action, as it does 

some who work or write about Christian or other spirituality, it figures little in the wider 

literature on spirituality and mental health. Given the evidence linking a range of 

socioeconomic factors to elevated levels of poor mental health and emotional wellbeing, this 

surprises me. Writers have linked their own field of psychotherapeutic or theological/ 

spiritual interest with aspects of deprivation or socioeconomic need, yet left almost 

unacknowledged the holistic connection between social, spiritual and psychological needs. 

As a hospice chaplain conscious of Dame Cicely Saunders’ four pillars of palliative care 

(clinical, emotional, social and spiritual), I find this remarkable, yet at the same time 

indicative of the liminal nature of much spiritual and emotional care, often out of sight of 

clinical and financial focus. Swinton’s work (2001; 2005; 2007; 2009; 2012; 2014; 2016; 2018; 

2020) as an applied theologian is a striking exception. It may be relevant to his holistic 

thinking that his work embraces end of life care among other fields neglected by others 

(dementia, disability, adoption).  

 

 

9.2.2.4 Romantic or real? 

 

Participants most overtly acknowledged Celtic literature in addressing its perceived 

romanticised nature. The data show not that participants swallowed romantic nonsense 
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about Celtic spirituality, but rather that they cast a critical eye over what they read, identified 

elements of romanticism – without mention of critical literature – but then countered with 

their own experience and extrinsic evidence of Celtic spirituality’s groundedness, practicality 

and realism. 

 

In fact, a thorough study of the literature finds a more nuanced picture than a black-and-

white debate between proponents and opponents of Celtic spirituality. Contemporary critics 

Márkus (1995), Ó Ríordain (1996), Mac Réamoinn (1997), Meek (2000) and Sheldrake (2005) 

tend to focus on questions of authenticity and anachronism: they argue the romanticised 

nature of Celtic spirituality is attributable to a failure to study the original sources in their 

original languages and/ or it takes advantage of the limited and sometimes diffuse nature of 

those sources to select elements, which can be retrofitted with contemporary concerns, such 

as women’s rights or wider questions of equality, diversity, inclusion or social justice. This 

strain of criticism peaked around the turn of the millennium, since when a number of 

scholarly writers on Celtic spirituality (Earle, 2012; Mitton, 2013; Bradley, 2018; Ó Tuama, 

2019) have addressed these arguments and taken care to depict and differentiate a mixed 

picture of early Celtic Christian culture and practice. Meanwhile contemporary expressions 

of Celtic spirituality have engaged with how to apply their values and beliefs in practice 

today. 

 

At section 9.4, I discuss how the themes and values of Celtic spirituality relate to 

contemporary attitudes and crises. That discussion is a reminder of the Celtic awareness of 

evil amidst the essential goodness of the universe and humanity (Newell, 1997; Mitton, 

2013). 

 

This debate as to Celtic idealism or realism mirrors a similar debate about person-centred 

theory, which Rogers (1995) himself addressed in a posthumously published paper originally 

written amid the optimism of 1960s America. Thorne (2012) too addresses the subject in his 

synthesis of person-centred thinking and Christian spirituality, addressing the long tradition 

in western Christian and secular thought of human nature as essentially sinful or selfish. 

Today’s culture wars perpetuate this negative view, with criticism of “woke” “do-gooders” 

and “virtue-signallers”. Holding the mirror, I wonder whether critics really wish to be 

unaware, to do evil or to signal vice?  
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The person-centred response of Rogers, Thorne and others is, like the Celtic response shown 

in the data, ultimately founded on experience in practice, the congruence of their positive 

view despite, or especially through, challenging cases and circumstances. In interview, time 

and again I heard that it was participants’ spirituality, its acknowledgment of their suffering 

and willingness to sit with it, which sustained participants through their worst times. 

 

 

9.2.3 Connection through community 

 

Like the first superordinate theme, loving others, connection through community is in 

person-centred terms primarily an experience of UPR and empathic understanding (see 

Table 31). Through meeting others, by and in whom they feel loved and understood, which 

(see section 9.2.2.1) is central to Thorne’s (2012) criteria for human flourishing, participants 

learned about themselves, deepened their understanding of God and felt freer and more 

equal. They moved from preoccupation to priorities: making sense of what really matters in 

life. 

 

Celtic literature features all three subordinate themes which follow: monasticism, soul 

friendship and the Trinity. I discuss them more fully below. One aspect of Celtic community 

connection, touched upon by participants but not sufficiently to become a theme of the IPA 

findings (e.g. Wendy in her deep encounters at a time of bereavement and Barbara 

anticipating her own death, both through engagement with nature), is connection with 

people who have died, through the Celtic understanding of the Communion of Saints 

(MacLeod, 1985; Bradley, 2000). The mystical, spiritual quality of Celtic Christianity facilitates 

the experience of connection over both space and time: the dispersed communities, 

scattered from monastic hubs across the country, indeed across the world, which I explore 

next at section 9.2.3.1; and lost generations whose lives have touched us, be they Celtic 

saints or friends and family who have died. As I observed at section 2.6, this is an integrated 

approach to our relationship with people who have died, which I have previously compared 

(Smith, 2019a) with the continuing bonds theory of bereavement, loss and grief (Klass, 

Silverman and Nickman, 1996). 

 

In wider literature, community is the first spiritual practice for mental health (see section 

2.10). Thompson’s (2018) biopsychosocial model eschews the medical model of mental 
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health, as does the social model of person-centred theory. He makes the same link between 

community and the feeling of “connectedness” (with other people, community and 

something transcendent), which was a key finding of my previous research on spiritual 

retreat (Smith, 2018c; 2019c). To that extent, this theme is unsurprising to me, but within 

the subordinate themes, there is a richness of experience and of aspects of community 

connectedness, which I had not previously encountered. 

 

 

9.2.3.1 Modern monasticism/ dispersed community 

 

Given that all participants had some form of engagement with a dispersed Celtic community 

and pursued one or more experiences of modern monasticism, such as retreat, pilgrimage 

or maintaining a rule or rhythm of daily life (even if softly held), the theme of modern 

monasticism and dispersed community seems inevitable. That said, only one participant was 

directly recruited through such a community. Experience of retreat at a monastic hub, such 

as on Iona or Lindisfarne (Aidan and Hilda) or in Northumbria, was often deeply impactful, 

despite (or perhaps because of) occupying only brief intervals of participants’ lives. 

 

The hub and spoke model of Celtic monasticism, which continues in modern form from 

ancient practice (Bradley, 1993; 2000; Davies and Bowie, 1995; Simpson, 1995; 2014; Mitton, 

2013) and contrasts with the parish model of church, facilitates and validates living on the 

edge. This appeals to people, who in some way feel excluded or different from the 

mainstream of church or society and/or drawn to people who are excluded or different. West 

(2019) has observed how widespread this liminal experience is, notably for counsellors and 

psychotherapists as well as clergy. 

 

While retreat is little researched apart from my own previous study (Smith, 2018c), there has 

been more research into pilgrimage, albeit only two studies on pilgrimage to Celtic sites 

(Busch, 2011; Scriven, 2018), neither of which focusses on time in community, discussed by 

my participants in this and my earlier research. By contrast with these findings, which 

emphasise UPR and empathic understanding, my previous research (Smith, 2018c; 2019c) 

highlighted the importance of congruence as the core condition most widely experienced on 

retreat. Indeed, in addition to the theme of connection (see section 9.2.3 above) and the 
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environment (see section 9.2.4 below), both in previous literature, the two new findings 

were “refreshment… and being (true to) oneself, or congruence” (Smith, 2019c, p21).  

 

Why this apparent discrepancy? UPR was my own and one previous participant’s (out of five) 

predominantly experienced core condition on retreat. I have identified the contrast with her 

and my experience of being judged not accepted as ourselves in other Christian settings 

(Smith, 2019c, p19). The present ten participants explored the much longer span of life 

experience of Celtic spirituality rather than a specific retreat. This longer perspective and the 

impact of prior reflection through collage (chosen by that one previous participant) perhaps 

evoked more emotional depth and reflections on experience of distress. That said, Table 31 

shows congruence remains on balance the most important core condition experienced 

within Celtic spirituality as a whole, albeit less strikingly so than I found with the specific 

experience of spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018c; 2019c). 

 

In person-centred terms, a parallel may be drawn with encounter groups, to which Rogers 

turned attention in later years (Thorne, 2012), as a deep and intense yet relatively brief form 

of connection, which sustains through time and space. Indeed, Thorne (2012, p89) suggests 

person-centred practice itself requires commitment equating even to “the monastic”. 

Neither Thorne nor other person-centred writers commending spiritual practices for mental 

health (Rowan, 1993; 2005; West, 2011a) directly recommend modern monasticism or 

membership of a faith community, dispersed or otherwise. Social work academic Thompson 

(2018, pp138 & 141) does commend membership of a faith community both for its “ready-

made broad spirituality” and “connectedness” with others, community and the 

transcendent. In my own previous research on spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018c; 2019c), I 

identified these three aspects of connectedness as a theme of participants’ experience (on 

Iona) and also a fourth: connectedness with self. This points towards self-actualisation. 

 

 

9.2.3.2 Soul friendship 

 

Simpson’s (1999) “companion on a journey of discovery”, the anamchara or soul friend is 

one of the best-known aspects of Celtic spirituality and clearest connections with 

psychotherapy. We may compare and contrast their role with that of the counsellor, just as 

Thorne (1998) cites the later example of Julian of Norwich. Bringing his own working 
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experience in mental health chaplaincy, Bradley (2000, p100) identifies Columba as having 

“what would now be called a counselling relationship” with a number of individuals, as well 

as setting this in the wider context of “an extensive ministry of pastoral care and counselling” 

(p98), at least in Ireland, from where Columba (Irish Colmcille) had come.  

 

Soul friends’ non-judgmental stance (Bradley, 2000) invites comparison with the warm 

acceptance intrinsic to UPR. Pelagius’ description of the soul friend as someone to whom 

one opens all of “the inner self… to know and further explore what is in one’s own heart” 

(Van de Wayer, 1995, p58) invites comparison with congruence and self-actualisation. By 

contrast, the long-lasting, even lifelong, nature of soul friendship is much closer to spiritual 

accompaniment, its particular importance in Celtic practice at the end of life (Wilcock, 1996) 

more akin to healthcare chaplaincy. 

 

Several participants had experience with or as spiritual directors, which thus presented itself 

to them as a readier analogy with soul friendship than counselling or psychotherapy. That is 

not to deny the link, simply to recognise what experience participants brought, both to 

express and through which to make sense of Celtic spirituality.  

 

Indeed, participant Dan proposed the idea of soul friendship with everyone we meet, which 

he acknowledged to be a demanding challenge. From a Christian perspective, it expresses a 

sense of seeking to be Jesus to everyone we meet, in Celtic terms to connect both with God 

within ourselves and at the same time with God within those we meet. This suggests UPR. 

Even more it evokes the overwhelming “stream of love” found in Thorne’s (2012, p36) 

concept of tenderness.  

 

 

9.2.3.3 Trinity – God as community 

 

It may appear incongruent that the concept of the Trinity, often studied as a challenging 

intellectual construct, should feature in a study of emotions. However, while there is 

undoubtedly a cerebral side to the Celtic emphasis on the Trinity, for example as a style of 

composing written prayers (Simpson, 2002; 2006; Northumbria Community, 2005; Iona 

Community, 2017), participants also spoke with warmth of the relational and emotional 

quality of the Trinity. 
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God in Three Persons model relationship and community in a way which is lively, joyful, even 

a dance. Celtic mysticism, suffusing God through all that is, appeals to the actualising and 

formative tendencies in person-centred theory. This is God unbounded as Creator, Sustainer 

and the Redeemer, Jesus, who was the Word of God, with God in the beginning (John 1:1-2). 

This may make the intellectual concept of the Trinity easier to apprehend.  

 

At the same time however, the groundedness and community focus of Celtic spirituality give 

it more meaning in people’s lives, as beautifully expressed in Simon’s therapeutic picture of 

the embodiment of the Trinity as he sits on God’s knee, the Father gazing at him with love, 

the Son as the lap which holds him and the Spirit as the arms embracing him. This is God also 

in the here and now, personal and specific: as Father, or even “Dad”, when addressed as 

“Abba” by Jesus (Mark 14:36) or if we consider ourselves his adopted children (Romans 8:15, 

Galatians 4:6); as the Son, Jesus human and divine; and as the Holy Spirit encountered 

individually, whom Jesus, expressing simultaneously the distinctiveness and connectedness 

of the three persons of the Trinity, told his disciples his Father would send in his name (John 

14:26).  As a lawyer turned counsellor, I find the term Comforter (King James Version) much 

warmer and more apt than Advocate (New International Version) at this moment of 

anticipatory loss in the gospel. 

 

 

9.2.4 At one with creation 

 

This superordinate theme, like all its four subordinate themes relates, in person-centred 

terms, to the actualising and formative tendencies: all organisms grow as best we can in an 

expanding universe. By connecting with creation, we connect ourselves with these wider 

innate strivings. 

 

In Celtic terms, it immediately resonates with panentheism, God in everything, and the 

modern outworking of this through particular emphasis on the environment and the 

rootedness we experience by communing with God in nature. Its primitive, instinctive quality 

appeals to our early, childhood experience, just as it did to early Celtic peoples (Newell, 1997; 

Parks, 2001). 
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In the wider literature of spirituality and mental health, oneness with creation is central to 

the field of ecotherapy (Leopold, 1949; Burns, 1998; Hegarty, 2010). This emerged as a clear 

theme in my earlier research on spiritual retreat (Smith 2018b; 2018c; 2019c), so it was no 

surprise that it should arise again. 

 

However, the data here appeared especially rich. Perhaps the use of collage as a starting 

point influenced this, as we are used to seeing the depiction of nature. The materials 

available, both those I supplied and those participants sourced, included photographs of the 

world around us (whether or not cut from magazines). However, participants sometimes 

focussed on details within a picture or transformed an image (such as Maggie using the side 

of a whale to represent the cosmos), which went beyond straightforward representation.  

 

Moreover, the range of ways in which participants expressed this theme was so wide as to 

surpass any preconceptions I may have had. In representing the transcendent, participants 

touched the ultimate reaches of the cosmos, the deep time of geology and the freedom of 

wild, wide open spaces of land, sea and air and also the intimate wonder of tiny insects, 

leaves, wildflowers and birds. 

 

The emotions expressed were joyful and inspiring – a sense of freedom, close connection, 

deeply touched, as we shall see more in discussing the subordinate themes. 

 

 

9.2.4.1 Cosmic 

 

While placing ourselves in the context of the vastness of the universe could leave us feeling 

insignificant or alone, the data indicate that in fact participants experienced a sense of being 

drawn to, comforted by and finding meaning in their connection with the cosmos.  

 

Part of that experience is to connect with both the present time and the lifelong journey 

(which leads us on to the last two superordinate themes, of being oneself both in the 

moment and through life). This is a liberating experience, both from existential dread and 

everyday worries – they may still matter, but are seen in perspective. 
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In Celtic terms, this is the intersection in the Trinity between God the Creator, Jesus the Word 

of God in the beginning (John 1:1) and the elemental Holy Spirit of wind and wave, of fire 

and freedom. It meets us in a personal way, but is not merely personal, just as participant 

Diana identifies the resurrection as a cosmic event: Jesus’ reconciliation of the whole of 

humanity, the whole of creation, for ever. 

 

This is one of the most overtly and thoroughly holistic aspects of participants’ experience of 

Celtic spirituality: it gives meaning to everything and their relationship with everything that 

is, was and will be. This is the ultimate possibility of spirituality: to relate to what is furthest 

beyond ourselves. 

 

As participant Neena stated, the cosmic aspect of Celtic spirituality relates to growth: 

personal, organismic and universal growth. We can see our own physical growth and feel our 

psychological growth. We can see the growth of lots of other organisms in gardens and fields. 

We can see the vastness of the universe as we gaze at the night sky; physicists can measure 

its expansion. From her professional perspective on psychology, Neena linked this first to our 

own actualising tendency (Rogers, 1961) as human beings, like any organism – to grow, as 

best we can in the circumstances in which we find ourselves, both physically and 

psychologically – and secondly to the formative tendency (Rogers, 1975) of the whole 

universe, with its inherent impulse to grow.   

 

 

9.2.4.2 Connection with nature 

 

By experiencing God in everything, participants found deep meaning, peace and joy in 

connecting with nature at all levels: organic, living fauna and flora of all shapes and sizes; 

and inorganic matter, from vast landscapes to individual pebbles on (or taken from) a beach. 

Enjoying nature at various levels is a widespread experience: millions of people in Britain and 

Ireland alone enjoy gardening and walking, to name but two leisure pursuits, which facilitate 

such connection.  

 

The psychological value of such pursuits is recognised (see section 9.2.4) by the discipline of 

ecotherapy (Leopold, 1949; Burns, 1998; Hegarty, 2010). Indeed, since the participant 

interviews were completed, the experience of lockdown as a means of slowing the spread of 
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the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic has brought further attention to people’s mental health 

and emotional well-being and ecotherapeutic practices we can pursue to promote them 

(Chaudhury and Banerjee, 2020). Walking among nature (countryside, parks or gardens), 

playing with pets, spending time in and/ or looking at gardens or appreciating indoor plants, 

and watching or listening to television and radio programmes and digital content about 

nature: all these have offered hope, peace and joy to sustain millions through lockdown. 

 

The data is suffused with imagery of vast landscapes of the sea and rocks, the immediate 

seashore and stones, animal, bird and insect life, woodland, individual trees, flowers and 

leaves. Participants connected with all of these, found positivity, relief from depression and 

anxiety. They knew it, but often needed to remind themselves of it, so it helped to have an 

outlook or practice, which emphasises connection with nature. 

 

Sometimes participants referenced particular Celtic aspects from Celtic links and literature: 

time spent in nature at Celtic monastic communities and sites, their liminal quality (mostly 

on remote, even inhospitable, coasts) (Ó Tuama, 2019), the wild goose as symbol of the Holy 

Spirit (Bell, 2000), and the story of St Kevin letting a bird nest in his outstretched hand 

(Sellner, 1993; Woods, 2000; Mitton, 2013). This in turn lent an additional layer of connection 

over space and time, with the Celtic dispersed communities of today, with their own 

memories, and with the early Celtic church. 

 

Another aspect of this attentiveness to nature is its mindful quality. I shall explore more 

about mindfulness in Celtic spirituality under aspects of the next superordinate theme, being 

self in the moment. Here I highlight the impact of theophany: since everything is a visible 

manifestation of God, to know God we simply need to look at the world around us (MacLeod, 

1985; de Waal, 1996; Newell, 1997).  

 

 

9.2.4.3 Beauty in ordinary things 

 

The theme of beauty in ordinary things links both ordinary sights in nature and ordinary, 

everyday happenings or tasks. In the data, this theme links expressions of the beauty and 

specialness experienced in a leaf or insect, a candle in an ordinary setting, artwork created 

from refuse and the abstract concept of God’s presence in an everyday activity or 
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experience. All these aspects of Celtic spirituality can be found in the literature (Carmichael, 

1900; 1976; Hull, 1912; Struther, 1931; MacLeod, 1985; de Waal, 1996). The participants may 

have been aware of this, but did not make any reference to it. Certainly, they had noticed it 

in their own lives and valued it.  

 

In the context of nature, this is an aspect of finding all nature beautiful and wonderful, even 

what we see daily, recapturing the child-like joy at discovering the individual autumn leaf, 

the dew-covered spider’s web, the puddle, the shape of passing clouds. 

 

In everyday tasks, there is a conscious blessing of the daily routine, mealtimes, cleaning and 

washing, waking and sleeping. This connects us with rhythm. It is grounded. Often it is 

associated with liminal times or places, the ordinary, everyday moments of change we see 

in life. 

 

Indeed, this quality of noticing takes us into wider literature. Noticing or attunement is 

central to solution-focussed brief therapy (de Shazer & Berg, 1995), including noticing 

change and noticing that which sustains us. Noticing is also part of mindfulness exercises 

(Siegel, 2007), such as guided body scans and mindful breathing, walking or eating. 

 

 

9.2.4.4 The earth as a sacred, living thing 

 

The data show two aspects of the grounded quality of experiencing the earth as a sacred, 

living thing in itself: the general and the particular. The general concerns feeling connected, 

at one with the ground, the whole planet: wherever we are, we stand on holy ground. The 

particular concerns experiencing that living connection very strongly in specific locations, 

some of which are obviously associated with holiness, liminality or indeed Celtic spirituality, 

such as Iona or Lindisfarne (Holy Island). This fits well with what we find in Celtic literature 

(Newell, 1997; Duncan, 2015). It is notable that, while the experience of being in a holy place 

may take place in a consecrated building, such as Iona Abbey or Lindisfarne Priory and 

Church, participants often speak of failing to experience much of God’s presence in the 

building, yet having a powerful experience of the presence of God elsewhere on those 

islands. Some other specific locations are not pilgrimage destinations at all: a particular 
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woodland clearing or beach that feels intensely sacred, a place of deep peace, where people 

feel at home. 

 

Sometimes participants consciously choose ongoing connection with such places, through 

artefacts. One example is to take a small stone or pebble, literally to have a piece of Iona 

with them at home (Barbara), or carried about their person (a participant in my previous 

research (Smith, 2018c)). 

 

Another aspect of seeing the earth as a sacred, living thing is the attribution to it of feelings. 

This links us back to a powerful reason for the Celtic emphasis on ecology (Bamford and 

Parker Marsh, 1982; Davies and Bowie, 1995) and environmental justice in action and 

worship (Polhill, 2010): as Tess said, “we hurt the world, we hurt ourselves. It is like our arms 

and legs, it’s the same thing.”  

 

All of these aspects link us both to ecotherapy (Leopold, 1949; Burns, 1998; Hegarty, 2010) 

and the holistic organismic and universal growth theories of the actualising and formative 

tendencies (Rogers, 1961; 1975). 

 

 

9.2.5 Being self in the moment 

 

We know that, for Rogers, congruence is the first core condition for therapeutic change in 

his theory of the person (Rogers, 1957; 1959; Sanders, 2013). It is therefore striking that the 

two remaining superordinate themes are both aspects of being self – of congruence. Within 

them, we see all three core conditions at work (see Table 31), in particular empathic 

understanding (here interpreted to include not only empathy for others, but also empathic 

understanding of the self through being in touch with one’s own feelings). Preston (2008) 

argues that Gendlin’s (1981) work on focussing, our felt-sense and the edge of our awareness 

contains this quality of self-empathy. 

 

This actually follows quite closely from the previous theme. The attunement and mindfulness 

evident in experiencing “beauty in the ordinary” and the felt-sense of the earth as a sacred, 

living thing both attest to the connection with self, available through spiritual encounters, 

which happen in the moment and in some way require us to stop and listen, simply to be. 
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From the Celtic perspective, this clearly links with the second key theme in my analysis (see 

section 2.5): that God is in ourselves. Once we take the view that God is within us (Newell, 

1997), all we have to do to be in touch with God – and thereby all that is loved and 

understood within us, our truest, growthful selves (Thorne, 2012) – is to be aware of being. 

To help pay attention to this there are a range of practices or attitudes, which I shall examine 

in the subordinate themes. 

 

 

9.2.5.1 Stillness 

 

Stillness presents a contrast with much life experience, as the data make clear. Participants 

of all ages noted the tendency of life to be busy, filled with activity: work, leisure pursuits, 

maintaining home and family, or indeed church or faith activities (which also constituted 

some participants’ work). They were conscious of the irony that activity in pursuit of God or 

a perception of doing God’s work could actually get in the way of, or leave little time for, 

being in relationship with God. 

 

Focussing on the “still centre”, as Ben and Simon put it, reminded participants of their 

connectedness with, rootedness in, their relationship with God – that God is “already there”, 

as Yvonne said, waiting for us. This epitomises Celtic spirituality as a “way of seeing” 

(MacLeod, per Newell, 1997), or in person-centred terms a “way of being” (Rogers, 1980), 

not a way of doing. 

 

That said, participants did explain aspects or practices of stillness: stillness in prayer, seeking 

silence, solitude and an attitude of openness and availability to God. Celtic literature 

highlights such practices and their contrast with many popular approaches to modern 

worship (Simpson, 1995; Bradley, 2000). 
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9.2.5.2 Meditation/ contemplation 

 

Developing but different from stillness, the concept and practice of meditation/ 

contemplation comprises a conscious attunement, a mindful attentiveness to God in the 

here and now.   

 

Meditation and contemplation are found in a range of Christian and other faith and spiritual 

traditions, especially where there is emphasis on the mystical, transcendent quality of God 

or some ultimate presence. Hence there is wider interest in them in literature on spirituality 

and mental health (Thorne, 1998; Gubi, 2003; 2011; 2015; 2016; 2017; Gardner, 2011; West, 

2015), notably prayer – especially holding, meditative or contemplative prayer – in 

counselling and spiritual accompaniment both in the presence of clients and as a personal, 

professional practice. This is in addition to the literature on attunement and mindfulness, 

already considered at section 9.2.4.3 (de Shazer & Berg, 1995; Siegel, 2007). 

 

In Celtic literature, the approach to prayer highlights the meditative, contemplative 

approach (Simpson, 1995; Newell, 1997; Bradley, 2000; Ó Tuama, 2017) for its openness to 

and nurturing of close relationship with God, but also its capacity for holding the individual 

through difficult experiences, to sit with pain and distress, acknowledging their reality, rather 

than seeking to explain them away, while maintaining a strong sense of God’s continued 

presence. 

 

 

9.2.5.3 Listening 

 

Listening is a theme, which leads on from the conscious noticing referred to in meditation 

and contemplation. There is outward listening, to the world and to others, but also listening 

within. This brings together the Celtic key themes of God being in everything, in others and 

in ourselves (Newell, 1997; Mitton, 2013; Bradley, 2018): we can listen to God in all of these 

places through paying attention to God’s presence. 

 

Indeed, participants highlighted the importance of paying deep attention and presence, both 

the presence of God and our own presence: of showing up. The emotional impact of such 
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deep connection was profound for a number of participants, a deeply touching and powerful 

sense of experiencing something truly meaningful in silent, attentive presence. 

 

This powerful impact is unsurprising in light of person-centred theory. Thorne (2012) notes 

his own concept of “tenderness” as a development from and beyond UPR and Rogers’ other 

core conditions (1957; 1959) and the interplay with “presence” (Geller and Greenberg, 2002; 

Geller, 2013) and “relational depth” (Mearns, 1996; Mearns and Cooper, 2005). All these 

authoritative writers have sought to put into words a very deeply felt experience (often 

beyond words) in the particular listening context of therapy. 

 

 

9.2.5.4 Depth 

 

This leads to the concept of depth. For participants, depth in Celtic spirituality was both a 

concept in itself and an aspect of how other concepts were experienced. In explaining the 

significance of particular pictures in her collage, Tess expressed a sense of her own depth 

and that of her spirituality, which in turn is deep rooted. This yields a deep sense of 

connection linking the here and now to the universal and eternal. 

 

Among the concepts experienced with depth were: oneness with creation (through 

particular experiences of deep connection and encounter with God through wildlife or the 

elements), the three aspects I have just explored of being self in the moment (stillness, deep 

contemplation and meditation, and deep listening) and within the final superordinate theme 

of being self through life, the depth of the life journey. Maggie explained how it was Celtic 

rather than other forms of Christianity she had experienced, which had enabled her to go 

much deeper with her understanding of her life journey.  

 

Doing deep work on oneself is a spiritual and psychological discipline, a key part of training 

as a counsellor and psychotherapist and central to many therapy sessions and clients’ work 

between sessions. This is why so much attention has been paid, at least in the person-

centred tradition through which I have chosen to look at Celtic spirituality, at felt depth in 

therapy through the three core conditions and possible fourth: the most intangible and 

ineffable yet powerful concepts of presence (Rogers, 1980; Geller and Greenberg, 2002; 
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Geller, 2013), tenderness (Thorne, 2012) and relational depth (Mearns, 1996; Mearns and 

Cooper, 2005). 

 

Depth can also connect us with meaning-making, finding deep personal purpose in life or 

addressing ultimate questions about life and the universe. I explored these in discussing the 

overarching theme of integration/ wholeness. In this sense, depth combines the two 

superordinate themes of congruence, being self in the moment and at the same time 

through the whole of life, the intersection of now and eternity, of oneself and everything.  

 

 

9.2.5.5 Creativity 

 

Participants found that Celtic spirituality deeply valued their creativity as well as creation. 

This is not unique to Celtic spirituality. The wider literature on spirituality and mental health 

is rich in references to the therapeutic role and value of the expressive and visual arts (Coles, 

1990; Boyatzis & Newman, 2004; de Souza, Hyde and Kehoe, 2014; Sawicki, 2019), literary 

arts (Jamie, 2005; 2012; Sawrey, 2018; Guy, 2019; Brazier, 2020) and indeed the arts in 

general as a “creative bridge” between the spiritual and the therapeutic (Egeli, 2019). 

 

This makes sense of participants’ expression of the psychotherapeutic experience of their 

creativity, in particular the creative process itself: in turn this led to the idea of a creative 

journey. It is another theme of being self in the moment, which also resonates through life. 

 

The literature on Celtic spirituality documents, develops and draws upon the rich creative 

Celtic tradition (Carmichael, 1900; 1976; Chadwick, 1971; Turner and Turner, 1975; Bell, 

2000; 2007; Clancy and Márkus, 1995; Busch, 2001; Polhill, 2010; Mitton, 2013). Moreover, 

it explicitly connects God as creator with the creative instinct within a humanity made in 

God’s image and bearing God within (Bradley, 2000; 2018). 

 

 

9.2.5.6 Alternative ways of knowing/ understanding 

 

Creative or artistic forms and processes, such as those explored in the previous section, are 

one of the principal alternative ways of knowing and understanding ourselves, others and 
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the world. One such form and process is story, in particular life stories, which literature 

shows can be deeply impactful in inhibiting or catalysing growth (Csikszenthmihalyi, 1990; 

Sieler, 2003). 

 

As explored at section 2.7, much Western tradition separates mind and body, leaving no 

space for an embodied spirituality, but some traditions outside the Western mainstream, 

like Celtic spirituality, take a holistic approach to the mind, body and spirit. Embodied 

understanding does feature in some approaches to psychotherapy, such as organismic 

awareness and the felt-sense (Rogers, 1980; Gendlin, 1981; Leonardi, 2010; 2020) within the 

person-centred tradition, as Thorne (1998; 2012) has set out in relation to some other mystic 

traditions within Christianity, especially the thought and practice of Julian of Norwich.  

 

Participants certainly saw these ways of understanding as being alternative to mainstream 

Christian and secular thought and hence open to suspicion by the church and the world. This 

links to the earlier theme of whether Celtic spirituality is romanticised or real. Rooted in 

phenomenology, knowledge through experience, person-centred thought affirms a similarly 

alternative perspective. 

 

 

9.2.5.7 Rainbow as renewal/ affirmation 

 

The symbolic power of the rainbow as a metaphor of renewal and/or affirmation is widely 

used, from the story of Noah (Genesis 9:12-17) to its modern-day adoption for diversity, in 

particular LGBT+ rights, and as I write at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, for the National 

Health Service in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. I neither found nor noted 

the rainbow metaphor in my literature review (which is not to say it was entirely absent, but 

it was neither prominent nor a theme).  

 

But the rainbow is found within Celtic art and spirituality and its symbolic, metaphorical 

power is consistent with a number of Celtic themes (God in everything; affirming diversity 

and inclusion; creativity; a journey through life of growth through adversity as well as better 

times; the threshold of rain and sunshine; and the preceding theme: alternative ways of 

knowing and understanding). It should be added that the changeable weather of the Celtic 

fringe of Britain and Ireland frequently produces rainbows. Indeed, my previous research 
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(Smith, 2018c) noted occasions of double rainbows, even four simultaneous rainbows, as 

heavy showers passed over Iona from the Atlantic. 

 

Participants explored both the scientific and theological quality of the rainbow, a beautiful 

refraction and reflection of all light (hence of God), and its mystical, intangible quality. The 

rainbow appears and disappears suddenly, mysteriously like mist, often at the same time as 

misty low clouds of rain and drizzle. We cannot touch it or find its end or beginning. Its 

transience yet powerful experiential and affirming impact, which evoked such moving 

expression from participants, secures its place under the superordinate theme of being self 

in the moment. 

 

 

9.2.5.8 Rhythm 

 

The last aspect of being self in the moment is rhythm. A number of participants valued a daily 

rhythm or rule of life, perhaps through a daily prayer routine with a dispersed monastic 

community on retreat and/or at home, (Ferguson, 1991; Simpson, 2002; 2006; 2014; 

Northumbria Community, 2005; Iona Community, 2017). Other references were made to the 

longer rhythms of the seasons, which also feature widely in Celtic prayer literature (de Waal, 

1996). 

 

The daily rhythm gives structure. Participants expressed how it can mitigate against anxiety 

and depression. It relates to the theme of beauty in the ordinary: of noticing God in everyday 

tasks and experiences, including dawn and dusk, which frame the day as well as having a 

liminal quality. This is both grounding and simultaneously open to the mystical. 

 

The longer-term aspect of rhythm, seasons, covered the four seasons of the year and the 

more metaphorical (perhaps more expansive) seasons of life. Participants found this 

metaphor helpful to make sense of times of adversity, of change, of loss: this is for now, but 

not for ever. It lends perspective.  
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9.2.6 Being self through life 

 

The second superordinate theme of being self – the last but by no means least, indeed in 

some ways the most significant – of the five themes is: being self through life. Given its title, 

it is no surprise that this is an experience predominantly of congruence in Rogerian terms, 

but when we look at Table 31, we can see across its subordinate themes a spread of all three 

core conditions (Rogers, 1957; 1959) and the actualising and formative tendencies (Rogers, 

1961; 1975). 

 

The metaphor of the life journey and the journeying practice of pilgrimage were widely 

discussed by participants. These are concepts used in many settings outside Celtic 

spirituality, evident in the wider literature (Barker and Buchanan-Barker, 2004; Lois-González 

and Santos, 2015), as well as well-known within Celtic literature, such as its concept of 

peregrinatio (Moddrell and Scriven, 2016); the idea of journey with an anamchara or soul 

friend (Simpson, 1999); even the framing of Celtic spirituality as a whole as journeys on the 

edge, of life as a journey on the edge (O’Loughlin, 2000). Significantly, journey as life journey 

and as pilgrimage both express change and thereby the possibility of therapeutic change. 

 

Indeed, the data show that the perspective of a life journey held participants through difficult 

times and enabled them to embrace change as positive as well as inevitable. Some 

participants also expressed the sense of journeying without a known destination, or at least 

without an ultimate destination, seeing only the next stage on the journey. This is an 

experience of self-acceptance as well as spiritual and psychological growth and self-

actualisation. It fits with the understanding in Celtic literature of pilgrimage made not to find 

God, but because we already have God within us (Mitton, 2013). This is a way in which the 

experience of continuously being self in the present becomes an experience of being self 

through life. 

 

 

9.2.6.1 Growth 

 

The link between spiritual and psychological growth in the hypothesis for this research, arose 

in the data, both from the only participant from a psychological profession and others, who 

have clearly spent considerable time in personal reflection. 
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In person-centred terms, clearly this theme relates to the actualising and formative 

tendencies (Rogers, 1961; 1975). But growth through acceptance is present in Newell’s 

(1997) analysis of formative Celtic thinker Pelagius. This resonates with participants’ coming 

to accept who they really are. 

 

Amongst wider literature, growth can be seen as a response to adversity as people seek to 

find or make meaning out of their life experience (Park and Helgeson 2006; Skelton, 2012, 

2017; Kiyimba, 2017; Thompson, 2018). Again, this resonates with how participants talked 

about their experience. This was particularly true of suffering, which I shall look at in the final 

subordinate theme at section 9.2.6.4. 

 

 

9.2.6.2 Inner & outer journey 

 

In recognising both the role of pilgrimage and the metaphor of life journey, we can see this 

as both an inner and outer journey. Indeed, participants linked the two, speaking about how 

they had found meaning for their life journey through specific pilgrimage experiences. 

 

An important aspect of this theme is participants’ acceptance of life events, meeting the 

unknown with a deep sense of peace rather than anxiety. As we have already seen, 

acceptance features too in both Celtic and person-centred thinking (Newell, 1997; Rogers, 

1957; 1959). 

 

Connected to this acceptance is the way that participants came to value the journeying itself 

rather than the destination, which is the essence of Celtic peregrinatio (O’Loughlin, 2000; 

Moddrell and Scriven, 2016; Bradley, 2018), and the sense of safety in the mode of 

journeying (in the boat, rather than on the rock, as Maggie noted in her choice of collage 

images). 
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9.2.6.3 Threshold/ edge 

 

Many participants’ key pilgrimage experiences involved travel to remote Celtic sites, which 

are a physical manifestation of the significance of the concept of the edge or threshold in 

Celtic thought, “liminality”. For O’Loughlin (2000), it is the central characteristic of Celtic 

spirituality. It certainly features heavily in the work of MacLeod (1985) and his Iona 

Community as well as former Corrymeela director Ó Tuama (2019), who notes that the edge 

is a place of movement, which is of course a requirement for change, including therapeutic 

change. 

 

Indeed, in the wider literature, West (2019) addresses the importance of liminality as a 

perspective, which is often the life experience of counsellors and psychotherapists as well as 

people working in spiritual professions and members of a number of marginalised groups, 

who are amongst the most in need of psychological support. 

 

There were some particularly deep and moving spiritual encounters among the experiences, 

which participants expressed in liminal terms (speaking expressly of the edge, threshold or 

liminal places, or of specific liminal times or spaces such as dawn or dusk, doorways, gates 

and the seashore). The psychological impact they reported was equally profound. 

 

This connects us with the longer-term life impact of some in-the-moment experiences 

considered in the theme of depth, such as presence (Rogers, 1980; Geller and Greenberg, 

2002; Geller, 2013), tenderness (Thorne, 2012) and relational depth (Mearns, 1996; Mearns 

and Cooper, 2005), as well as the concept of alternative ways of knowing and understanding 

and hence the whole thrust of thought on organismic awareness (Rogers, 1980) and the felt-

sense  (Gendlin, 1981; Leonardi, 2010; 2020) within the person-centred tradition and its 

intersection with spirituality (Thorne, 1998; 2012). 

 

 

9.2.6.4 Coping with loss/ suffering 

 

It is fitting that the final theme on life’s journey should be coping with the end of that journey 

(our own death and grief on losing others) as well as other forms of suffering, such as serious 

illness, discrimination and abuse, and relationship breakdown. A range of aspects of Celtic 
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spirituality arise in the data as therapeutic for participants in times of loss, suffering and 

uncertainty: they found, acknowledged and affirmed stillness, rhythm, oneness with 

creation, alternative ways of knowing and understanding, and reality not romanticisation in 

the face of adversity. 

 

I have myself (Smith, 2019a) previously drawn the connection between the Celtic approach 

to bereavement, loss and grief through its understanding of the Communion of Saints 

(MacLeod, 1985; Bradley, 2000) and the continuing bonds theory (Klass, Silverman and 

Nickman, 1996).  

 

Swinton (2001; 2012; 2016) addresses a range of other potentially challenging experiences 

(dementia, disability, adoption) in terms, which value qualities also found in Celtic thought, 

such as slowness, walking, gentleness, rest and vulnerability (Northumbria Community, 

2005). 

 

These qualities and the prizing of inclusion and diversity in Celtic spirituality (Newell, 1997; 

Bradley, 2000; Earle, 2012; Mitton, 2013; Moddrell and Scriven, 2016) can also help mitigate 

the risk or experience of discrimination and abuse in faith settings and spiritual contexts 

(Wright, 2008; Kinmond and Oakley, 2015) as well as an acknowledgment of the very real 

presence of evil in an essentially good world (Mitton, 2013). For participants such as Diana, 

who has both experienced prolonged discrimination as a churchwoman and worked with 

survivors of abuse, ultimately Celtic spirituality has been profoundly therapeutic through its 

core belief in the presence of God and the light of God within all of us, for herself and for 

those she has accompanied on their journey. 

 

 

 

9.3 Integrating the discussion 

 

I have compared participants’ experience of Celtic spirituality with the Celtic literature and 

the wider literature on spirituality and mental health (summarised at Table 30 and Figure 2), 

in particular the perspective of person-centred theory – a series of text-based analyses. 
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Fully to integrate the experience and the data for such an ineffable and ethereal subject-

matter as spirituality demands an integration of the findings from the creative forms of 

inquiry with their heart-led, impressionistic, intuitive and felt-sensory qualities, as well as the 

more systematic, cerebral, textual work just set out at section 9.2, as the final stage of my 

method of holistic qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021), described at section 3.15. 

 

Accordingly, I have collaged the collages (Illustration 13), captured an impression of the 

immersive listening through the use of word clouds (Illustrations 14 and 15) and represented 

the poetic representation in a single summative poem, a representation of the 

representations, to capture a distillation of every participant’s experience and theme (Table 

32). 

 

 

9.3.1 Summative collage 

 

Collage presents a challenge for discussion insofar as its very essence is to express (largely 

through images) experience, ideas and feelings, which are hard to put into words. I have 

responded to this challenge by creating a summative collage (Illustration 13). Adopting key 

ideas from collage inquiry as a methodology (sections 3.4 to 3.9), I printed a digital 

photograph of every participant’s collage from chapter 5 (Illustrations 2 to 12 inclusive), cut 

out elements from each, which were in some way resonant or symbolic of that collage, then 

assembled the pieces into a new collage which, after some reflective testing of different 

interrelations of individual elements, I glued into place. 

 

I selected three extracts from each participant (in the case of Barbara, two from her first 

collage and one from the second). Initially I chose two extracts, but this proved insufficient 

to represent the whole collection or experience, so I created a larger (A2 size) background 

(sky or sea blue), which is largely but not entirely covered. Perhaps the uncovered 

background symbolises the need for space and stillness, for acceptance that the Celtic life 

journey and research journey are unfinished. It also offers the viewer a place to imagine their 

own images. Some extracts comprise a montage of images, whose own juxtapositions are 

particularly meaningful. One extract is torn, a deliberate choice I made to honour Maggie’s 

discovery of tearing pictures in her collaging. In contrast with the style of my reflexive collage 

(Illustration 16), I have represented participant process and experience through the use of 
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words, predominantly magazine photos and a few participants’ own photos, overlapping 

images leaving little background, but little use of cut card, paper or foam. 

 

 

Illustration 13: Summative collage 

 

 

 

 

The whole collage is in landscape format and broadly presents land at the bottom and sky at 

the top, within the constraints of using thirty pieces. I notice its optimism, hope, even joy. In 

one way it is a busy picture, comprising so many images. Yet calm. 

 

Within the collage, the viewer can find many if not all of the themes portrayed in Table 28 of 

IPA themes and many themes from Celtic literature shown in Table 1. As an integrated 

representation of human experience in psychotherapeutic research, its title could be the 

brief sentence at the top, “we find ourselves”. Nearer the centre sit the words “finding God 
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in all things”, first key theme of my literature review of Celtic spirituality (Table 1); the 

triquetra (the collage is centred on the Trinity, God in community); and the mirror cross, in 

which viewers may see themselves. Equally the Celtic eye sees God in the sunlit leaf at 

bottom left or the wild geese at top right, the rocks and sunset at top left or the waves 

crashing on the shore at bottom right. Oneness with creation, a superordinate theme in 

Table 28, is evidenced from the cosmic scale image, asking the ultimate questions (“how”, 

“where” and “why”), and the small-scale pictures of bluebells and a damsel fly, which 

address our mortality with congruence, Rogers’ (1957; 1959) first core condition. Both in 

communal settings, showing the superordinate theme of connection through community, 

and solitary, contemplative mien (the superordinate theme of being self in the moment), the 

human pictures are full of empathy and love (or UPR – to complete the core conditions), 

from the “save mother earth” demonstration and the shared hospitality of the three women, 

through the beachcombing for hidden treasure to the mindful onlooker, valuing her place on 

the (right-hand) edge. The references to edge and journey evoke the fifth superordinate 

theme, being self through life, which in turn points us to Rogers’ (1961) actualising tendency 

and – when we consider the cosmic images and the integrated whole – his formative 

tendency (1975; 1978). 

 

The summative collage, gathering stones and stories, has its creative counterpart, a 

summative poem (Table 32), but first I turn, following the order of the stages of my 

methodology, to a discussion of the immersive listening findings. 

 

 

9.3.2 Discussion of immersive listening to participants 

 

Immersive listening captures a succinct impression of the experience expressed by the 

participant through the content of their words and also what lies at the edge of their 

awareness, for example through their tone. 

 

Accordingly, I have sought to capture the collective immersive listening findings across the 

cohort of all ten participants in similarly concise form through the use of word clouds 

(Illustrations 14 and 15), generated on www.wordart.com from the words in respectively the 

left- and right-hand columns of Tables 7 to 16 inclusive. The size and prominence of each 

word in the cloud reflects the number of times it is used in a piece of text.  
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Illustration 14: Word cloud of immersive listening content 

 

 
 

 

 

First, Illustration 14 presents a word cloud of the text in the left-hand column of each table 

in chapter 6, i.e. the summary of the content of each participant’s interview. The word cloud 

clearly places God at the heart of the content of participants’ experience, which reflects the 

nature of the subject-matter as a form of Christian spirituality. It also draws attention to the 

significance of stillness, nature and journey as widely expressed experiences, which are also 

reflected in the content of superordinate IPA themes. Likewise, a number of other, smaller 

words highlight various IPA subordinate themes, such as edge, beauty and community. 

 

Illustration 14 therefore shows that the IPA reinforces and validates the immersive listening. 

There is a risk that one could unduly influence the other and hence the similarity simply 

indicates that I looked for, and found, the same as I had already discovered at an earlier stage 

of the research. This would have been a greater risk, had the stages been reversed: 

immersive listening is a more intuitive, impressionistic and summary methodology than IPA, 

which is more detailed, iterative and rooted in the text and hence more procedurally 

rigorous. 
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Illustration 15: Word cloud of immersive listening edge of awareness 

 

 
 

 

Secondly, Illustration 15 presents a word cloud of the words in the right-hand column of each 

table in chapter 6, i.e. the summary of what I noted at the edge of each participant’s 

awareness in carrying out immersive listening of their interview. As a researcher trained and 

practising in, and analysing participants’ experience through the lens of, person-centred 

theory, I capture findings, which reflect e.g. the experience of core conditions. Accordingly, 

this word cloud provides a means of discussing the findings against person-centred theory. 

 

From this word cloud, it is apparent that participants felt a sense of acceptance (which in 

turn is fostered by UPR), connection (which links to empathy) and congruence (which links 

to the secure self and sense of wholeness). 

 

 

9.3.3 Summative poem 

 

My summative poem (Table 32) incorporates fragments of words and phrases from every 

participant-voiced poem in chapter 7 – and indeed covering every subordinate theme from 

the interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) in chapter 8 – arranged into a whole. The 

first part of the poem’s title, “journey to wholeness”, forms the title of this thesis, a 
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summation of participants’ experience of Celtic spirituality and, perhaps too, of my 

experience of this research. In that sense, the poem is the rhythmic, beating heart of this 

discussion and thereby the thesis as a body of knowledge. 

 

 

Table 32: Summative poem:  

 

Journey to wholeness (God enfolding me, God in everything) 

 

I see myself on this journey to wholeness, entering the misty world of the mind:  

Grey matter, but looking for rainbows. God enfolding me, God in everything. 

 

Community breaks down those barriers: gritty, fundamental. 

We’re all broken. We are shepherds as Jesus was, connecting face-to-face, 

Listening, finding out about their true selves, not the Facebook selves, 

Taking a stand: down and dirty, rough and ready. 

Off with the fairies? I think it’s grounded me… Because it owns who I am, 

God enfolding me, God in everything. 

 

I learn about myself through other people. These boats say:  

We all go off into our own world, still linked somehow to this island, this community - 

The soul friend, looking in the mirror; Father, Son and Spirit playing,  

An interchange of love and joy: God enfolding me, God in everything. 

 

I feel most connected in nature, wide open space, a Celtic longing, 

Aware of my complete insignificance in the universe,  

But at the same time, my place and meaning, 

Quantum theology, the formative tendency: cosmic. 

Rejoice at the face of a tiny grasshopper – redress to the darkness, 

Something ordinary made special. 

The island breathes a sigh of relief. At one with the ground, 

The first time I set foot on Iona, I felt something  

And there was peace within me: God enfolding me, God in everything. 
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Taking time to just be. A still centre.  

As I still myself the blackbird comes, 

Stilling myself to hear the God that is already there, 

Enjoying through creation an unspoken dialogue; it isn’t that I come into His presence,  

I become aware of the presence that’s already there.  

Restorative, the silence that is deeper: silence with presence and attentiveness. 

I began to draw in colour. I drew a heart. And I drew a journey of my heart to the heart. 

Some are dreaming dreams and others are having visions: wisdom beyond knowledge. 

It’s hooks to hang our experience on: an old story, but it enables us to tell our story. 

I gather rubbish and make art. Nothing like art, poetry, music, for reaching into  

Those places, where we don’t understand how we’ve got where we are. 

The creative impulse, an encounter, that rainbow change: 

The light comes in and is split into colours. Very affirming. 

Light reflecting on the water – rhythm: God enfolding me, God in everything. 

 

The journey takes you through dark and light. Complete and utter darkness.   

But there’s trust, hope it will return. Morning will come. 

We still grow, break out and become who we really are. 

It was part of my journey. The treasure is in going on that journey, 

You’ve got to be prepared to step out and say, ‘I see nothing’, but carry on. 

The Celtic resurrection: two boats, side by side in Inishbofin:  

The old, beautiful, but rotten; and the new, alive, welcoming. 

Going through the mist you find somewhere from which you see everywhere. 

On a spiritual journey, you’re on the threshold of the holy.  

And sometimes it drops into an encounter with God: 

The journey to the edge, a journey from head to heart. 

I often feel on the edge of the church – but a sense of that’s a good place to be. 

You get the light, even in the dark place. God in beauty, but also in suffering. 

Jesus will walk in your hell with you.  

But because he brings light wherever he goes, there is light.  

You may not see it: Jesus will just be with you till you’re ready, with me till I’m ready:  

God enfolding me, God in everything.  

God enfolding me, God in everything. 
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As researcher I hear the participants’ voices in the summative poem, especially the italicised 

emphases, pouring out wisdom and feeling. The flow from voice to voice indicates how 

experiences overlapped – it is a way in which poetry works as analysis, distilling themes. The 

opening metaphor of journey provides a thread to link the whole poem, as does the refrain 

“God enfolding me, God in everything”, which emphasises both the lead theme in Celtic 

literature and the unifying theme of wholeness derived from IPA, in Rogerian terms a 

congruent process of making meaning out of all experience on this journey of self-

actualisation. 

 

The second stanza speaks of community and congruence, the third moves to the 1:1 

relationship (akin to therapy) of soul friendship and learning about self in the presence of 

congruence, empathy and UPR. In Celtic terms, this is finding God equally in self and others. 

The fourth stanza explores connection with nature, on all scales from vast to miniature, its 

mindful qualities as well as sense-making and affirmation typified by the couplet, “quantum 

theology, the formative tendency: cosmic. / Rejoice at the face of a tiny grasshopper – 

redress to the darkness,” a mindful quality yet more apparent as the sixth stanza brings a 

still centre to the poem, before moving into the journey of the heart, the felt-sense and 

creativity. These two closing stanzas resonate with a self-accepting and self-empathetic 

congruence: a place of acceptance of ourselves and life’s many moods, in which hope and 

growth survive. 

 

Reflecting the depths reached in the latter stage of participant interviews, the final stanza 

approaches journey’s end with an acknowledgment of darkness, suffering, the edge, which 

makes the evocation of light more poignant and real. 

 

 

9.4 Celtic spirituality as a worldview today 

 

Celtic spirituality and person-centred theory are both optimistic, holistic worldviews. Both 

face criticism from dualist perspectives. Celtic writers (MacLeod, 1985; Simpson, 1995; 

Bradley, 2000) and person-centred theorists (Rogers, 1980; Thorne, 1998; 2012) offered 

prophetic voices and defended their views amid widespread dissatisfaction and 

dispiritedness with their contemporary cultures of managerialism, materialism and trends of 
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both secularism and conservative evangelicalism. I am writing in the early 2020s. While 

secularism and conservative evangelicalism persist (see chapter 2), the prevailing social and 

political discourse has shifted to populist nationalism. By 2020, the UK and the ten most 

populous countries in the world (comprising 57% of the world’s population) all had populist 

and/or authoritarian nationalist governments (United Nations, 2020). It remains unclear 

whether the US elections of November 2020 mark a pause or turning of this tide. Widespread 

dissatisfaction and dispiritedness persist. Overlaying all experience at the start of this decade 

the COVID-19 pandemic casts its shadow. Interviewed in 2019, some participants mentioned 

that we live in dark times. What response does Celtic spirituality offer? 

 

MacGregor (2018, pviii) articulates the link between beliefs, identity and politics: “every 

known society shares a set of beliefs and assumptions – a faith, an ideology, a religion – that 

goes far beyond the life of the individual, and is an essential part of a shared identity. Such 

beliefs have a unique power to define – and to divide – peoples, and are a driving force in 

the politics of many parts of the world today.” He cites religion and nationalism, the latter a 

“shared identity” defined against other groups within the same nation as well as people of 

other nations. Many are dissatisfied or dispirited: while holding positions of power, populist 

nationalists are defined by their sense of entitlement and grievance (O’Toole, 2018; Trump, 

2020); for opponents, “these are not fulfilling times spiritually…, watching the hypocrisy of it 

day in and day out, is dispiriting” (Obama, 2020); people on all sides and the side lines feel 

threatened, disengaged, voiceless. By contrast, Celtic spirituality offers universal shared 

identity in God and finds an inspiriting value in other people and on the margins. 

 

Twentieth-century experience enabled psychologists to define and refine what makes 

people more receptive to right-wing authoritarianism (Adorno, 1950; Altemeyer, 1981): 

aggression, submission (to authority) and conventionalism. Today’s mobile devices and 

unregulated social media, “the largest shock to human cognition in human history” 

(Rosenquist, Scott Morton and Weinstein, 2021, p6), use algorithms which can amplify 

disinformation, anxiety and hate speech (p8). Psychology has recently acknowledged the 

similarity between neural pathways for behavioural and physical addictions (p12). Contrast 

these traits with the gentleness, congruence and openness to diversity and life on the edge, 

which characterise both Celtic spirituality and person-centred theory, the former evolving 

over centuries, the latter developed after fascism and World War II, but more explicitly as a 

response (Rogers, 1961; 1980) to conservative evangelicalism, which has more recently 
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become strongly linked with American populist nationalism (Newport, 2020). However, the 

appeal to “British Christian national identity” by Brexit leaders (Exall, 2019) resonated 

(especially in England) more for reasons of culture and tradition than faith (Smith and 

Woodhead, 2018). Twenty-first century populist nationalism is subtler than twentieth 

century fascism: the UK and US entered the 2020s governed by mainstream parties with 

established links to big money and media interests, yet various aspects of their conduct in 

power could evidence almost any of Eco’s (1995) fourteen tests of fascism.  

 

Literature on Celtic spirituality flourished during, and briefly addressed, the turn of the 

millennium Celtic cultural and political revival (Simpson, 1995; Bradley, 2000). As I write this, 

rising support for Celtic nationalist parties and causes (Shedden, 2020; YouGov, 2020) has 

heightened the prospect of Scottish independence and a united Ireland following both Brexit 

– an English-dominated British populist, nationalist project – and the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which made separate laws and policies for each UK nation and all-Ireland coordination part 

of everyday life and reached English consciousness as never before (Shrimsley et al, 2020).  

 

Edge-journeying Celtic Christians do not associate strongly with Celtic nationalism in 

particular or politics in general, aside from active campaigning for issues of social and 

environmental justice. My participants did not mention nationalism; it may be relevant that 

they were predominantly English. Celtic spirituality’s holistic approach does not align well 

with nationalism, but some nationalisms are less dissonant than others. Contemporary Celtic 

nationalisms are nationalisms of place, but not of race: for example, pursuing 

enfranchisement of resident overseas citizens. Unlike their British unionist populist 

counterparts (predominantly English nationalists), whose “nostalgic pessimism has slipped 

into tribalism and racism” (Esler, 2021, p88), contemporary Irish, Scottish and Welsh 

nationalists advocate civic nationalism, which better aligns with some Celtic spiritual values: 

pursuit of an inclusive “big-tent” domestic agenda; close connection with the international 

community and if not humility, at least submission to, rather than placing themselves above, 

the rule of law (R (Miller) v The Prime Minister and Cherry v Advocate General for Scotland, 

([2019] UKSC 41)); Internal Market Bill 2020). 

 

Although often led by wealthy and well-connected, powerful and privileged individuals, 

populist nationalists explicitly appeal to the experience of “the people” as distinct from “the 

elite” (Smith and Woodhead, 2018). This is dualist (and deliberately divisive), but also 
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phenomenological. Is it therefore as valid as Celtic spirituality? No. Firstly, Celtic spirituality 

values everyone’s experiences, not only those of a chosen group. Like person-centred theory, 

but unlike populist nationalism and conservative evangelicalism, Celtic spirituality is holistic, 

inclusive of everything and everyone. Secondly, the nature of knowledge must fit its subject-

matter (see section 3.1): phenomenology aligns well with the study of spirituality as lived 

experience. However, matters of objective fact or collaborative endeavour rather than 

opinion or subjective experience, require other methodologies: the scientific method of 

epidemiologists and clinicians (Bynum, 2008); logical analysis for legal reasoning (Williams, 

1982); integrative negotiation (preparation, active listening and understanding alternative 

perspectives) for reaching agreements (Fisher and Ury, 2012). It is no surprise that populist 

nationalist governments have struggled with pandemic disease (Shifter, 2020), legality (Law 

Society, 2020) and international trade (Grozoubinski, 2019).  

 

In the Celtic spirit of speaking hard reality through simple yet poetic language, I present the 

underlying divisive, dualist attitudes of contemporary populist nationalist big power interests 

(political, economic and cultural) within or affecting UK society as “big attitudes” in Table 33: 

a linguistic subversion of the beatitudes of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5: 3-12). I 

relate them to a substantial, though not exhaustive, list of contemporary (but not transient) 

crises – environmental, economic, health, identity, legal, social, political, demographic and 

informational – which they provoke or aggravate.  

 

Celtic spirituality consistently provides a contrasting response to these “big attitudes” and 

the challenge of the crises they face or provoke. Seeing God in everything yields a passion 

for environmental justice rather than exploiting resources now in denial of the weight of 

scientific evidence. Seeing God in everyone yields a similar passion for economic and social 

justice rather than monopolising wealth; a compassionate, communal and relational rather 

than transactional response to ill health; an affirmation of all people as worthy of receiving 

justice with our diverse identities, demographics and political viewpoints rather than division 

into us-and-them. Seeing God in ourselves as well as others and everything demands a depth 

of honesty and rigour to knowledge and understanding, especially in an information 

revolution. 

 

The dualist approach of populist nationalist big power interests defines groups and 

individuals as good or bad by identity not behaviour: Hatch’s (2014) scale of sectarian danger 
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used in reconciliation work at Corrymeela calibrates steps leading to the demonisation of 

others as intrinsic to sustaining one’s own identity. A dehumanising approach facilitates 

divisive and exploitative behaviours. The impact (even the intent) is to punish people for 

being poor, sick, foreign or from a minority. Acts of hitherto common humanity deemed so 

wrong as to warrant vilification by government ministers and tabloid newspapers include 

feeding hungry children and saving asylum-seekers from drowning. The “God in everything” 

Celtic worldview brings compassion, inclusive community and concern for environmental 

and social justice – see the right-hand column of Table 33 (themes from the Celtic literature 

review in blue, IPA themes in black). Within the bible, Celtic Christians emphasise the Jesus 

of the Gospels (Newell, 1997), epitomised by the beatitudes. Conservative evangelical critics 

focus more on dualist elements within the Old Testament and Paul’s epistles (the chosen 

people of God, sinfulness, the enemy). Paul does offer universal thoughts, e.g. Galatians 3:28 

“there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for 

you are all one in Christ Jesus.” But the complex prose of his letters to churches and 

Christians offers scope for us-and-them interpretation of how we should live, suited to 

invoking conservative evangelical support for a prosperity gospel and populist, nationalist 

agenda (Trump, 2020). 

 

In the face of these overwhelming attitudes and crises, dissatisfaction and dispiritedness 

seem unsurprising. Indeed, I cite the crisis in mental health. Yet the optimism of Celtic 

spirituality, which it shares with person-centred theory, enables us to reframe experience in 

the perspective of the moment or of the whole journey of life, indeed the universal and 

eternal, to carry us through dark times collectively and individually with realism and hope.
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Table 33: “Big attitudes”, contemporary crises, contrasting Celtic themes 

 

“Big Attitude” Crisis Evidence Contrasting Celtic themes  

1 Blessed are the rich, for 

they are consuming the 

earth. 

Environmental  God is in everything around us 

Integration/ wholeness 

At one with creation 

Connection with nature 

The earth as a sacred, living thing 

Climate emergency Extreme weather, famine, drought, flood, loss of habitat, 

deforestation, desertification (IPCC, 2019) 

Mass extinction  Loss of ecosystems, species. Impact on human health 

(United Nations, 2019a) 

Resource loss  Fossil fuel, rare earth metals (United Nations, 2019b) 

2 Blessed are the healthy, 

for they will be 

comfortable. 

Health Other people’s needs matter 

We benefit from other people 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Meeting people where they are 

Being self in the moment 

Meditation/ contemplation 

Being self through life 

Coping with loss/ suffering 

Public health  COVID-19 pandemic. Weakened public health system. Anti-

vaccination campaigns. (Yamey and Wenham, 2020) 

Mental health Steep rise in mental ill health, suicide (BMJ, 2020) 

Ageing population Collapse of social care, lack of workers and money to care 

for people living for decades in poor health. Rise in 

dementia (The Health Foundation, 2019) 
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“Big Attitude” Crisis Evidence Contrasting Celtic themes  

3 Blessed are the 

powerful, for they have 

inherited the earth. 

Economic God is in ourselves and everyone else 

too 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Social justice 

Connection through community  

Inequality, poverty 

 

Increased inequality (ONS, 2020). Super-rich tax avoidance 

offshore (OECD, 2020). Corruption (Monbiot, 2020b; 

Transparency International UK, 2020). Growth of in-work 

poverty and child poverty (CPAG, 2019). 

Trade wars Brexit, US/China, dysfunction of World Trade Organisation 

(Jean, Martin & Sapir, 2018) 

 

4 Blessed are the 

unrighteous, for they will 

be filled with hatred. 

 

 

 

 

 

Identity Steep rise in hate crime, persecution & discrimination of 

minorities; culture wars; widening generational & 

geographical divisions; racism; sexism; religious hatred; 

homophobia; transphobia. (Melville, 2020) 

We should affirm everyone 

God is in everyone 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Valuing everyone 

Rainbow as renewal/ affirmation 
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“Big Attitude” Crisis Evidence Contrasting Celtic themes  

5 Blessed are the 

merciless, for they will 

deny justice to others. 

 

Legal Attacks on rule of law, independent judiciary, human rights 

and protection of minorities; reduced access to justice and 

legal advice (Law Society, 2020) 

Other people’s needs matter 

Integration/ wholeness 

Being self in the moment 

Listening 

6 Blessed are the 

heartless, for they will 

play God. 

Social Public austerity and squalor; reliance on patchy voluntary 

sector and self-care (UNHCR, 2018) 

Other people’s needs matter 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Social justice 

Romanticised or real? 

7 Blessed are the 

warmakers, for they will 

call themselves God. 

 

Political God is in everyone 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Valuing everyone 

 

International 

conflict 

Proxy wars, terrorism, breakdown of international rules-

based order (Schake, Robertson and Lyall Grant, 2019) 

Democratic failure Attacks on minorities, parliament, electoral process, rule of 

law (Human Rights Watch, 2017; ISC, 2020) 
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“Big Attitude” Crisis Evidence Contrasting Celtic themes  

8 Blessed are the 

privileged, for they will 

discriminate and 

persecute others. 

Demographic Too few workers to work or fund pensions & services 

(Crawford and Emmerson, 2017); reliance on immigrant 

workers, yet anti-immigrant culture and laws (Buckley, 

2020) 

We should affirm everyone 

We benefit from other people 

Integration/ wholeness 

Loving others 

Being self through life 

9 Blessed are you when 

you insult people, 

persecute them and say 

all kinds of evil against 

them, because great is 

your reward on earth. 

Information I need to listen within 

I am loved 

Integration/ wholeness 

Connection through community 

Loving others 

Social justice 

Being self in the moment 

Depth 

 

Control of 

information 

6 offshore owners of most of UK press (Jones, 2019); 5 US 

owners of internet giants (big tech); data theft, artificial 

intelligence, cyber-attack, online interference by hostile 

states, pressure on broadcasters (Cadwalladr, 2019; ISC, 

2020).  Client journalism (Oborne, 2021). 

“Post-truth” era Gaslighting, systematic lying (Oborne, 2021). Attack on 

evidence, education, knowledge, civility (Monbiot, 2020a). 

Digital inequality Widespread lack of access to internet and hence education, 

health, finance (Holmes and Burgess, 2020). 
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This capacity to carry us through hard times, acknowledging the reality of suffering while 

maintaining an underlying hope, is also key to analysing Celtic spirituality and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Any attempt to make sense of the pandemic and draw conclusions from it is 

inevitably partial and provisional, while ongoing.  

 

As a public health crisis, whose death toll in the UK in the year beginning with the first 

lockdown (c150,000) was double the civilian war death toll during the six years of World War 

Two (Raleigh, 2020; ONS, 2021), COVID-19 requires a compassionate and community 

response, which speaks to two superordinate themes in Celtic spirituality: loving others and 

connection through community. Lockdown challenges our community connection, but the 

Celtic concept of dispersed community provides a helpful model for maintaining a strong 

sense of connection while physically apart, as well as emphasising the provision of practical 

support where we are and where we can. Likewise, the lively Celtic understanding of the 

Communion of Saints, which I have linked with the continuing bonds theory of loss and grief 

(Smith, 2019a), is helpful in processing bereavement at a time of increased death rates and 

constraints on commemorating the deceased. 

 

COVID-19 has brought illness and death, lockdown and social distancing. These exacerbate 

the existing mental health crisis. The situation requires us to find congruence both in the 

moment through wellbeing practices and in the longer term through meaning-making which 

can reframe through a long perspective. This speaks to further Celtic themes: ways of being 

self both in the moment and through life. The contemplative, meditative aspects of Celtic 

practice lend themselves to managing mood during illness, bereavement and enforced 

isolation or conversely maximising limited opportunities for respite from a crowded 

household or frontline workplace. Creativity offers an outlet to release feelings, to escape or 

to reframe experience. The concept of the life journey, realistic about suffering yet hopeful, 

allows us to reframe the whole pandemic or individual loss in a longer, meaningful narrative, 

which builds resilience. 

 

Finally, the emphasis on creation in Celtic spirituality resonates with the focus on 

engagement with nature as a wellbeing response both to the pandemic and lockdown 

(Chaudhury and Banerjee, 2020). The relationship with different scales of the world around 

us can be therapeutic. The vastness of time and space experienced through the sky, earth 

and sea lends perspective to an experience, which can otherwise overwhelm us with its 
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uncertainty and pervasiveness. On a human scale, encountering plants, birds and animals in 

the here and now, in our gardens, through our windows or while exercising in a park or the 

countryside, offers ecotherapeutic benefits, a grounding wellbeing practice in the face of 

trauma. At small scale, the sense of awe and wonder or the mindful attunement to the detail 

of an insect, leaf or water droplet can offer perspective, relief and joy. 

 

 

9.5 Conclusion 

 

In summary, participants experienced Celtic spirituality as a positive psychotherapeutic 

experience, a journey towards feeling whole, which sustains them in the moment and 

throughout life, in particular through the reality of challenging life experiences. By 

connecting with creation and community, participants gave and received affirmation.  

 

This relates to many aspects of literature on Celtic spirituality, in particular its positive and 

optimistic panentheistic openness to encounter with God (and thereby love) in everything, 

everyone and oneself.  

 

Exploring the context of wider literature on spirituality and mental health, the key similarities 

are with approaches, which take a holistic view of mind, body and spirit or of self, knowledge 

and experience; conversely the key differences are with dualist approaches, in which we 

perceive ourselves or other people as intrinsically bad. A number of spiritual practices 

supportive to mental health and wellbeing (contemplative, creative and communitarian) are 

found in participants’ engagement with Celtic spirituality (Smith, in press).  

 

Viewed through the lens of person-centred theory, the fundamental, holistic and optimistic 

worldview of self and others of “God in everything” aligns well with the actualising and 

formative tendencies. The particular experiences of engaging with Celtic spirituality are 

notably congruent (as participants felt more themselves in the moment and through life). 

Participants also expressed experience of receiving unconditional love (positive regard) and 

understanding. We can apply this learning to address other challenges in contemporary life. 
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10. Reflexivity: holding the mirror 

 

 

10.1 My experience of Celtic spirituality  

 

I began this thesis recounting my engagement with Celtic spirituality: visiting Iona as a five-

year-old; the emergence of tacit knowledge and felt-sense into my consciousness in middle 

age through Northumbria Community liturgy at a workplace chaplaincy; and thence going on 

my first retreat, which began my conscious journey to adoptive parenthood. It has been a 

positive experience, at times epiphanic. This provokes the obvious criticism that my research 

seeks and finds the same experience in others.  

 

In this chapter, I set out the findings of my reflexive work, compare my own experience with 

that of my participants, and note areas of overlap and distinct differences. These differences 

help to answer the criticism, also levelled at Celtic spirituality itself, of simply finding or 

imputing what I want to find. 

 

 

10.2 Stage 1: reflexive collage 

 

I claim no expertise in the practice of visual art in general or collage in particular. After 

primary school, I did not make another collage until middle age. But when I did, it was 

transformative: asked on my first retreat to create a “spiritual compass” picture (Thompson, 

Pattison and Thompson, 2008; Cepero, 2008, pp92-102), I chose collage, precisely because 

of my perceived lack of artistic talent. It enabled me to express something long and deeply 

suppressed, my yearning to become an adoptive Dad, of which I could only speak by first 

portraying it visually. I have made just a handful of collages since, but I have usually found 

profound and surprising meaning through them (Smith, 2020). 
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Illustration 16: Reflexive collage 

 

 

 

 

This striking and relatively simple collage is created entirely from hand cut pieces of coloured 

card and foam. I supplied sheets of these to the participants among their materials. Unlike 

all my participants, I made no use of photographs (either my own photos or pictures cut from 

magazines). I also used no words. But it did enable me to move from images to words in 

interview.  

 

The rainbow hand of God reaches down to the seashore and divides the picture vertically. 

The shore divides it horizontally, but there is an attempt to blur the boundary of this liminal 

space through the use of overlapping pieces of shimmering foam (which represent the sea 

and wet sand, placed between the matt card of the blue sky and dry, yellow sand). 

 

Viewers may see themselves reflected in the shiny rocks, either in the sunny, left-hand side 

of the picture or the rainy right-hand side, according to mood. Alternatively, they may 
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identify with the naïve cut-out of a person with arms uplifted, standing on the sand, 

responding to the experience. In interview I also posited that I could be one of the wild geese: 

they are known to form lifelong pairings, including same-sex pairings. My experience of Celtic 

spirituality has helped me to journey through coming-out and into marriage to my husband. 

 

The rough grass of the machair and the flying pair of wild geese (a Celtic symbol of the Holy 

Spirit) are, like the whole picture, evocations of my poem, “On North Beach, Iona” (Smith, 

2017) see Table 35 – a representation, recited at our wedding, of an intense experience of 

Celtic spirituality and profound personal love.  
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10.3 Stage 2: reflexive immersive listening 

 

I conducted the same process of immersive listening (Smith, 2018b, 2018c) on my bracketing 

interview as my participants’ interviews, to capture the essence of its content and what lay 

at the edge of my awareness (see Table 34). 

 

 

Table 34: Reflexive immersive listening notes 

 

Content  Edge of awareness 

 

Subversive spirituality 

Capturing a moment, a poem 

Liminal – sky, sand, God’s hand piercing 

the veil 

Rainbow – diversity and God’s promise 

Sun coming out, rain blown away 

Wild geese – Holy Spirit and same-sex 

couples 

Where am I in the picture?  

Sensory enjoyment from wind and waves 

Complex life experience 

Accepted as I am and others as they are 

 

“On the edge” is valued 

Deep silence 

Shared, empowering, inclusive 

Counter-cultural 

Healing hurt from previous experience of 

church or Christians 

Minority or anti-establishment perspective 

Mindfulness, creativity 

On the edge of encountering God in 

nature, change as therapeutic 

Acceptance in my LGBT+ identity 

Long period of depression, recovery 

God in everything and everyone, 

community 

Finding self 

Elemental, God in nature, forces 

All of life – sorrow and joy etc 

Feeling accepted, UPR, empathic 

understanding, inclusive 

Valuing difference 

Depth, connection 

Non-judgmental 

Congruence, valuing difference 

Therapy for spiritual abuse 

 

 

 

I expressed at length in interview my journey through psychological distress, even spiritual 

abuse, towards finding self, feeling accepted in my identity within my experience of Celtic 
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spirituality. There is much use of metaphor, especially through nature, of finding God in 

everything and of coming to value, and to feel valued in, the previously difficult experience 

of being on the edge of a group, space or institution.  

 

Word clouds, generated in the same way as at section 9.3.2, show the centrality of God in 

my content, as for my participants. However, Illustration 17 displays content offering a mix 

of words which are the same as the participants (liminal), linked (poem rather than creativity, 

wild rather than nature) or wholly different (subversive, experience). 

 

 

Illustration 17: Word cloud of immersive listening reflexive notes content 

 

 
 

 

Illustration 18 likewise offers some similar underlying themes (nature, acceptance, UPR, 

change, edge), less emphasis on congruence (a finding which echoes my work on spiritual 

retreat (Smith, 2018c; 2019c), but more emphasis on some aspects particular to my identity 

(LGBT+, minority, difference, abuse).  
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Illustration 18: Word cloud of immersive listening reflexive notes edge of awareness 

 

 

 
 

 

10.4 Stage 3: reflexive poetry 

 

Two poems are offered for reflexivity. First at Table 35, “On North Beach, Iona” (Smith, 2017) 

was written on retreat just before I began my MSc in counselling and psychotherapy, an 

experience which inspired and informed my previous research on spiritual retreat (Smith, 

2018b; 2018c; 2019c). Some of the imagery, expressing aspects of my experience of Celtic 

spirituality, finds its way into my reflexive collage (Illustration 16). Secondly, I engaged in the 

same process reflexively as with my participants, by composing a poem (Table 36) from the 

transcript of my bracketing interview. 
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Table 35: On North Beach, Iona 

 

It is the ancient conversation 

Between breaking surf and sea-worn rocks 

That fashions sand of dove white, love white. 

Grain by glinting grain builds up 

The foundation on which I lie dreaming, 

Lost in the sunlit symphony of waves. 

 

At my back the handknitted machair, 

The daily tasks that bind us together, 

Trusting in the tension of now and tomorrow. 

 

Above, the storm-birthed rainbow 

Smiles anew with flashes of rose and thistle, 

Fuchsia and thrift, at forgiven clouds, 

Bearing their needle-sharp rain away, 

Which now bathes their wounds with gentle tenderness, 

Giving life to new flowers of Protean beauty. 

 

í is wee. And I am we, 

The we, who dreamt each other across the ocean, 

The we, whose wild goose spirit, wind-blown yet compass-drawn, 

Brought us to our northern shore. 

 

 

To explain some imagery, I note: 

 

• Ancient – Iona’s Lewisian gneisses are amongst the oldest rocks in the world; 

• Dove – founder of Iona Abbey, Columba (“dove”) was called the “dove of the 

church”; the Holy Spirit appeared as a dove at Jesus’ baptism (Matthew 3:16, Luke 

3:22); 

• Daily tasks – a feature of “living in community”, modelling love for one another; 
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• Tension of now and tomorrow – “tension” references knitting, popular on Iona; “now 

and tomorrow” expresses that the kingdom of God is now and not yet; 

• Rainbow – symbol of LGBT+ diversity and God’s promise to Noah; Iona’s Atlantic 

weather features abundant rainbows; 

• Rose and thistle ... Protean – our wedding flowers: my English rose, the thistle for 

Scotland, where we got engaged, and the protea for South Africa, my husband 

Gerhard’s homeland; all are beautiful but prickly flowers, representing the love and 

pain of our journeys;  

• Forgiven clouds – the clouds represent past, formative emotional pain; 

•  í – the Gaelic name for Iona; 

• I am we – marital union; 

• Who dreamt each other across the ocean – our story of longing and Gerhard’s 

journey from his native South Africa; 

• Wild goose – wild geese are known for migration, lifelong (sometimes same-sex) 

partnerships, and as a Celtic symbol for the Holy Spirit, from which Iona’s publishing 

house takes its name.  

 

As with each participant, I have composed a poem (Table 36) using words and phrases drawn 

from the interview transcript, which distils the experience of Celtic spirituality I voiced, 

beginning with a description of the collage.  

 

 

Table 36: Reflexive poem 

 

Subversive spirituality on a beach 

 

Capturing a moment: subversive spirituality on a beach,  

Liminal – sky and sea and sand, 

The vibrant rainbow hand  

Of God piercing the thin veil between earth and heaven, 

Rain clouds blowing the wild geese, the Holy Spirit.  

 

Ask me where I am in the picture. 

The figure on the beach?  
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It could be me,  

It could be all people. 

 

Withdrawn and shy, exposed  

To the breeze, the rain, the sun, I just enjoy the rocks, 

Wet from the sea and the rain that has passed, 

The machair, soft and warm and gentle and loving. 

 

Things have been painful and sharp and cold; 

But warmth is coming in, the rainbow front moving the rain away, 

The times in the storms – too long – decades in a dark place. 

There is hope. There is hope. 

And in that hope, there is still a place for the rain: 

Life-giving, it brings growth. 

 

I feel loved and welcome and warm and accepted 

As I am, 

Of God. 

 

Celts cross boundaries – we have more in common than divides us: 

Something in poetry, in song, in art –  

Knotwork gospels, triquetra Trinity tattoos… 

People on the edge feel excluded. Here, the edge is valued. 

 

Silence, deep silence, deep silence within. 

God’s presence: calm, shared, passed around a circle, empowering. 

Mindfulness in a busy world, a loud world, 

A sanctuary, golden, counter-cultural. 

 

We meet people hurt by faith, church, people, 

By people setting themselves up as God. 

Putting right the damage, tending that wound: 

That’s a good place at which to end. 
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10.5 Stage 4: reflexive IPA 
 

One way of testing the validity of IPA is to compare participants’ themes with my own 

experience voiced in the bracketing interview: do the same themes arise? Have I simply 

found in others what I already felt myself? What surprised me? 

 

Table 37 shows which IPA themes I mentioned in interview. Most were referenced, but not 

all; some quotes cover several themes, because I touched on them only briefly. 

 

In addition, I note four themes in my interview, which did not emerge through IPA, using the 

terminology of my analysis (Table 1) of themes in the literature:  

 

• acceptance of body /identity/ physical desire;  

• hope not fear, tolerance;  

• equality, diversity and inclusion (albeit this occasionally lay behind participants’ 

reference to social justice, notably in Kevin’s interview); and  

• reconciliation.  

 

 

Table 37: IPA on bracketing interview 

 

Theme Quote  

Integration/ 

wholeness 

“I think the fact that on the whole, the Celts cross boundaries is 

important to me.” (487-489) 

“what I see as a lot of overlaps with person-centred thinking” (626-

627) 

Loving others “I think it makes me feel loved and welcome and warm and 

accepted, as I am, and others as they are.” (480-482) Valuing everyone 

Meeting people 

where they are 

Social justice “Yes, that counter-cultural aspect, I think … is very important to my 

experience of, and my warmth towards, Celtic spirituality.” (611-613) 

Romanticised or 

real? 

Theme not expressed. 



 269 

Connection 

through 

community 

“someone on my most recent retreat, who had a tattoo on his upper 

arm … I think there was a triquetra within it, which is that sort of 

three-leafed curvilinear design, that is a representation of the Holy 

Trinity … and also perhaps people who might be seen as on the edge. 

The ‘edgeness’ of Celtic spirituality seems relevant and important 

and helpful, very helpful perhaps to people, who share an interest 

because they very often feel excluded, and here being on the edge is 

actually valued.” (506-518) 

Modern 

monasticism/ 

dispersed 

community 

Soul friendship 

Trinity – God as 

community 

At one with 

creation 

“I’m certainly not a charismatic worshipper, who likes waving their 

arms about to feel spiritually engaged, because I’m quite in a sense a 

withdrawn and shy person and would experience a lot of things more 

inwardly, but perhaps when exposed to the breeze, the wind and 

even the rain or the sun that’s coming in, that’s something I just 

enjoy from a sensory perspective.” (390-397) 

Cosmic 

Connection with 

nature 

Beauty in ordinary 

things 

The earth as a 

sacred, living 

thing 

Theme not expressed. 

Being self in the 

moment 

“the worship when I’ve worshipped ‘Celtically’, if that is a word, on 

retreat, I suppose is characterised by being relatively quiet: periods 

of silence, deep silence, not necessarily long silence, but deep 

silence, and a way of being connected perhaps within, and 

experiencing a sense of God’s presence” (570-575) 

Stillness 

Meditation/ 

contemplation 

Listening 

Depth 

Creativity “I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to do to represent my feelings 

about Celtic spirituality and in a sense, I’m capturing a moment, and 

a moment that I have put into poetic form” (339-342) 

Alternative ways 

of knowing/ 

understanding 

Rainbow as 

renewal/ 

affirmation 

See below under “threshold/ edge” 
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Rhythm Theme not expressed. 

Being self 

through life 

“There is hope. There is hope. And in that hope, there is still an 

awareness of the place for the rain, and that rain can be life-giving, 

that we may not appreciate it when it’s falling, but we appreciate 

what it brings, in growth.” (418-421) 

Growth 

Inner & outer 

journey 

“there is a sense of movement into the warmth, the warmth is 

coming in. Almost the rainbow is a front, moving the rain away.” 

(405-407) 

Threshold/ edge “the vibrant rainbow hand of God down the middle is piercing the 

thin veil between earth and heaven there. And there’s a sense of 

feeling close to God, as I perceive God” (358-361) 

Coping with loss/ 

suffering 

“I think my experience of life is probably one where sunshine and 

showers is the meteorological equivalent, that we are … a sense of 

‘this too shall pass’, and there are times in the storms where it feels 

that it’s taking too long to do so, and in a life trajectory, probably 

decades of being in a dark place.” (411-416) 

“part of what Celtic spirituality has done for me, has been tending 

that wound.” (648-650, about hurt inflicted by the church/ 

Christians) 

 

 

Was I surprised by the findings? Where the IPA themes are also found in my reflexive 

interview, they are unsurprising. Moreover, having previously researched spiritual retreat 

(Smith, 2018c; 2019c), I was unsurprised by the re-emergence of the superordinate theme 

of connection. Equally, from my literature review there was no surprise in the superordinate 

themes of loving others or being at one with creation. Indeed, a number of subordinate 

themes also relate to themes in the literature review.  

 

However, three IPA themes were not found in my interview:  

 

• romanticised or real? 

• the earth as a sacred, living thing 

• rhythm 
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Each of these can be found in the literature. In that sense, none should be a surprise. But 

they were deeply felt by participants, not just something read in a book. If the literature had 

any relevance to them, it was in lending credence to experiences, which they felt were 

regarded with suspicion in institutionalised religion.  

 

I was surprised by the emergence of the single, unifying theme of wholeness, a new insight 

on Celtic spirituality, albeit one which aligns with panentheism and which I found 

subsequently in my review of wider literature on spirituality and mental health. Similarly, it 

was a surprising insight, when a collection of subordinate themes synthesised into the 

superordinate themes of being oneself in the moment and through life: two key aspects of 

congruence.  

 

 

10.6 Reflexivity in the research journey 

 

If this research has proceeded at pace and with apparent straightforwardness, that is wholly 

to underestimate the amount of work which preceded it: the working up of the proposal, the 

MSc dissertation on spiritual retreat (Smith, 2018c) with its related subject-matter, 

methodologies and opportunities for conference papers and journal articles (Smith, 2018a; 

2018b; 2019a; 2019b; 2019c; 2020), and the lived experience, which informed my deep 

passion for the research and my resilience to overcome the inevitable obstacles encountered 

in obtaining approval, recruiting participants and simply sustaining a marathon effort within 

the context of the rest of life. Indeed, it has been achievement enough for anyone to sustain 

their mental health and wellbeing, relationships and working lives through the COVID-19 

pandemic and associated lockdowns. This research has both added to my load and helped 

resource me to carry it.  

 

Beyond the data collection and analysis, I learned through the first (largely analogue) half of 

the literature review to maximise opportunities to squeeze in reading (a consolation for 

every unattended counselling session). Through the second (largely digital) half of the review 

during COVID-19 lockdown, I learned how much literature is accessible online. In pulling the 

literature together, I found a thematic approach arose naturally, which helped when 

discussing the findings thematically in comparison with the two sets of literature. 
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Across a wider canvas, this research has completed some unfinished business. At twenty I 

fell just outside the one-twelfth of Cambridge law students who achieved a first-class degree, 

the criterion for funding my planned PhD on the rights of people with learning disabilities or 

mental health issues. That sentence contains so many elements I brought to and learned 

from in this research:  

 

1. early achievement, nurtured by a family which prioritised limited funds for the first 

generation to attend university (a shared bedroom, but a study full of books);  

2. knowledge and respect for evidence-based practice and process as a 1980s northern 

grammar-school history boy (Bennett, 2004), student and practitioner of law; 

3. experience as a forward-planner, often knocked back; but  

4. finding another way, as I have through decades of volunteering with children with 

learning disabilities and more recently practising in mental health. 

 

I am conscious my journey as a lawyer, counsellor and gay man of my generation, who waited 

a quarter century until middle-age for hard-won, fragile rights to marry and have a family, 

makes my stance sensitive to issues of justice, reflected in my analysis of Celtic spirituality in 

contemporary context (section 9.4). Michelle Obama (2018, p415) expresses more 

eloquently than I what this journey means: “So many of us go through life with our stories 

hidden, feeling ashamed or afraid when our whole truth doesn’t live up to some established 

ideal… if our skin is dark or our hips are wide, if we don’t experience love in a particular way, 

if we speak another language or come from another country, then we don’t belong. That is, 

until someone dares to start telling that story differently.” She is equally impactful in 

expressing the power of optimistic framing (2018, p416): “I grew up with a disabled dad in a 

too-small house with not much money in a starting-to-fail neighbourhood, and I also grew 

up surrounded by love and music in a diverse city in a country where an education can take 

you far. I had nothing or I had everything. It depends on which way you want to tell it.”  

 

As a researcher, I have developed a number of facets through this study: as a methodological 

innovator, writing for journal publication and teaching doctoral students; as a collaborative 

researcher, with participants and the supportive mutual learning of a sizeable, 

knowledgeable and reflective doctoral research group at Chester; as a thinker, relating and 

resolving material from data, two distinct areas of literature, my own reflexive processes and 

the wider contemporary context; and as a writer, composing at greater length, which led to 
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reflection with the final participant, tentatively explored in academic supervision, that I could 

write a book.  
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11. Conclusion: journey’s end or port in a storm? 

 

 

11.1 Reaching conclusions 

     

The Celtic journey is lifelong, even eternal. In that sense, a conclusion is misconceived. But I 

believe I can now reach certain conclusions. This chapter therefore sets out the limitations 

of the research, areas which would benefit from further research and proposals for practice. 

I state what I consider original in this research. Lastly, I summarise the answers I have found 

to the research question: what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality?  

 

 

11.2 Study limitations  

 

Any research study has its limitations. This subject-matter revealed itself as a worldview. 

How then can any thesis do it justice? 

 

As a piece of qualitative research, it is a deep exploration of ten participants’ profound 

experience. Quantitative or mixed methods would have reached a wider sample but at less 

depth and risked leading or limiting the evidence. The lack of clear definition of Celtic 

spirituality and its adherents (spread across many denominations and none) hinders 

recruitment of a representative sample, which is much more relevant to the validity of 

quantitative than qualitative research. I could have recruited solely through Celtic dispersed 

communities, but that directly yielded only one participant. As it was, a mixed recruitment 

campaign yielded a reasonably diverse mix of ten participants, who yet offered some 

homogeneity in their engagement with a Celtic community.  

 

Fortunately, all the participants were reflective and insightful, which mitigated any risks 

arising from my interview technique. Foremost among the risks was that I might ask, in 

terms, “is your experience of Celtic spirituality psychotherapeutic like mine?” and receive an 

affirmative answer. First, to mitigate that risk, I have been overt about my stance in a 

reflective thesis, which opens with childhood and recent experience and contains significant 

reflexive content in chapter 10, including the reflexive application of my four-stage method. 

Secondly, I adopted various measures to guard against leading my witnesses: I gave them 
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free choice of collage materials and, for those who chose to use my supplies, a diverse range 

of images as well as coloured card and foam; I used skills and awareness from therapeutic 

practice to recognise and put aside any aspects of self, triggers and personal experience in 

interview and analysis; and I looked for dissonant as well as consonant experiences. Thirdly, 

collage provided a starting point, which unearthed subconscious, tacit knowledge as well as 

allowing the participants to begin analysing their own data before I could direct them. 

Fourthly, the data include significant divergence from, as well as overlaps with, my 

experience – and indeed the literature I had read beforehand, which I had limited to the 

Celtic, rather than wider, literature, again to mitigate the risk of finding what I already 

thought I knew. 

 

Creative forms of inquiry are avowedly subjective and open to criticism as such. However, 

there is also significant scope for subjectivity and influence by the researcher’s stance in 

quantitative studies or indeed in more traditional and apparently rigorous text-based 

methods of qualitative inquiry. I believe the richness of the data which the participants 

offered and the insights into deep, ineffable experiences they revealed through holistic 

qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021), combining creative forms of inquiry of looking and listening, 

sensory and intuitive, justifies the choice of method and validates the study. Likewise, I 

believe the impact of their collages and the poetic representation of their words 

communicates the psychotherapeutic impact of Celtic spirituality far more vividly than 

surveys or textual analysis.  

 

I have completed this research quite quickly. What have I lost? Clearly there may have been 

more or different findings or reflections through a more discursive trajectory to the study. 

We cannot know what these might have been. Perhaps they would have addressed some of 

the contemporary context I discussed in section 9.4, especially the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic and lockdown. However, some of the apparent speed owes itself to my pursuit of 

a research question and methodologies, which evolved from my previous research (Smith, 

2018c); the thoroughness of preparation during that research of the proposal for this study; 

and the use of apparently fallow time to read the Celtic literature. I was able to complete the 

interviews in a more homogeneous way than would have been the case if some had been 

conducted after the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Amid the suffering of the pandemic, one 

benefit was the time saved from commuting and other distractions, which helped the focus 

of the research. 
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There is complexity in the method and the subject-matter is potentially vast: a 

Weltanschauung. This is a potential limitation, which I have sought to address through 

shaping the method holistically and simplifying the complexity of the findings, literature and 

discussion through tables, diagrams and prose style. I do not downplay the challenge of 

containing the research within the length of a thesis. I should therefore turn next to 

proposals for going further or deeper. 

 

 

11.3 Areas identified for further research 

 

I have identified a number of areas, which I believe warrant further research or exploration 

at greater length or depth or wider dissemination than this thesis permits: 

 

• Extended exploration of my analysis of Celtic spirituality literature through the 

panentheistic trinity of themes: God in everything, God in oneself and God in 

everyone; 

• More extensive work on collage inquiry as a research method; 

• Study of use of collage in counselling practice; 

• More extensive work on immersive listening as a research method; 

• Deeper exploration of holistic qualitative inquiry and/or other holistic combinations 

of qualitative methods of inquiry;  

• Practical aids (e.g. a short daily devotional and themed cards) from a Celtic spiritual 

perspective to help counsellors, therapists and other professionals trained in 

counselling skills to work holistically with clients and service users in psychological 

distress; 

• Psychotherapeutic study of Celtic spirituality and other relevant schools of 

psychological thought, such as mindfulness and Jungian personality theory; 

• Deeper comparative work between contemporary Celtic Christianity and modern 

manifestations of relevant spiritualities, such as Celtic shamanism, conservative or 

open evangelicalism, liberal or liberation theology, Ignatian spirituality, Catholic 

doctrine or Eastern Orthodoxy; 

• Study of Celtic spirituality as an approach to spiritual accompaniment and/or 

chaplaincy as important relationships of journeying with life and faith; 



 277 

• More considered work on Celtic spirituality in the contemporary context of 

prevailing political, economic and cultural power structures; 

• Longer-term and more mature study of Celtic spirituality as a response to the 

experience of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown; and 

• More in-depth specific work on the contribution Celtic spirituality can make to the 

contemporary debate within churches (especially the Church of England) and wider 

society around identity, relationships, sexuality and marriage. 

 

Having pioneered a novel area of study using innovative methods, it is unsurprising that I 

end with more areas for potential future inquiry. The first bullet point in the preceding list 

deals with existing literature; nonetheless I believe that a useful work could be written to 

expand my original analysis of the features of Celtic spirituality, to collate a coherent 

understanding of apparently disparate elements which other writers have identified and 

addressed.  

 

The use of innovative forms of inquiry prompts four areas for deeper methodological study.  

 

With an eye to practice, I suggest producing two simple formats of practical aids (daily 

devotional and themed cards), to disseminate and derive therapeutic benefit from the 

creative output of the research. 

 

I offer three suggestions for comparative study. While I have approached the psychological 

study of Celtic spirituality principally through the lens of person-centred theory, it is evident 

from the IPA themes and the review of wider literature on spirituality and mental health that 

there are other relevant psychological perspectives to the therapeutic understanding of 

Celtic spirituality. I highlight mindfulness (because of Celtic contemplativeness) and Jungian 

personality theory (another theory of the person, which has some interaction with Christian 

thought and resonance with the unifying theme of this research: wholeness/integration). 

Comparison (from a psychotherapeutic perspective) of Celtic and other spiritualities offers 

many choices: I have suggested some which offer potential similarities and contrast. Lastly, 

journeying beyond psychotherapy towards applied theology, informed in part by my own 

(albeit limited) training in spiritual accompaniment and experience in chaplaincy, I have 

identified some intersection between each of these and Celtic spirituality in theory and 

practice, which would be interesting and, I believe, useful, to research. 
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I identify two distinct aspects of the developing contemporary context, discussed briefly at 

section 9.4, where I argue that Celtic spirituality provides a helpful response or frame of 

reference: competing nationalisms; and the impact on mental, emotional and spiritual 

wellbeing of pandemic disease and lockdown. 

 

Finally, informed by my own experience and the recent publication of a series of resources 

by the Living in Love and Faith project (Church of England, 2020), for which my husband and 

I were interviewed and filmed, I propose deeper work on Celtic spirituality’s potential 

contribution to theological and holistic understanding of identity, relationships, sexuality and 

marriage. 

 

 

11.4 Proposals for practice 

 

My proposals for counselling practice arising from this research are informed not only by my 

own reflections on methodology and themes such as working with creativity, contemplation 

and the environment, but also by my participants’ suggestions in interview:  

 

• Both the subject-matter and methodology point to the value of counsellors’ 

adopting creative practice with clients as a means of accessing tacit knowledge and 

expressing feelings which are hard to put into words or in some way taboo, including 

spiritual content; 

• Specifically, collage is a useful tool for non-directive working with tacit knowledge 

and for working pre-verbally with feelings; 

• Possible approaches to collage include prior to/ in-between 1:1 therapy sessions and 

during either 1:1 or group sessions, with the opportunity to talk while collaging; 

• Celtic contemplative practices could help some clients either during session or as a 

wellbeing approach (including stillness; meditation; and deep or immersive listening, 

through the use of Celtic soundtracks, ocean waves or forest sounds); 

• Counsellors should affirm and offer warm acceptance of clients, who express 

alternative or taboo forms of knowledge and understanding of self and spirituality, 

for example through encounters with a transcendent being or a deceased person in 

nature; 
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• Counsellors should be willing to work with the metaphor of journey as meaning-

making in the context of personal growth and coping with loss or suffering; 

• Counsellors should be alert to and affirming of, their own and clients’ liminal 

experience, both the deep and special felt-sense in natural liminal times and spaces 

(e.g. dawn, dusk, seashore, mountain tops) and the social liminality of being or 

feeling oneself to be on the edge of a group, society or a specific social situation; 

• Community hubs/ retreat centres offer a model, with some similarity to encounter 

groups in person-centred practice, for affirming experiences (for a day or a few days) 

of genuineness, love and understanding in which to explore deeper or longer-term 

questions and emotions; 

• Dispersed community offers a model, especially useful in the context of lockdown or 

social distancing, for connection to address feelings such as isolation, loneliness and 

lack of a shared or accepted identity; 

• Counsellors should consider safe and confidential ways of working outdoors with 

ecotherapeutic practice, such as walking therapy; other forms of exercise pursued 

outdoors which allow confidential conversation; meeting in uplifting outdoor spaces 

such as gardens, forest clearings, hill country, seashores, riverbanks and lakesides;  

• Counsellors should consider use of deep time, such as working with rocks and stones, 

the sky and expanses of water;  

• Counsellors should consider use of flora and fauna, such as mindful study of leaves 

and flowers or working with therapeutic study of wildlife, such as birds and insect 

life, as an addition to existing forms of therapy with domesticated animals. 

 

 

11.5 Originality  

 

To my knowledge, this research is original in design, methodology and subject-matter. I also 

took the opportunity in discussing the findings to conduct an original analysis of Celtic 

spirituality in its contemporary context. 

 

Use of collage as a first stage of methodology to facilitate participants to access tacit 

knowledge and enrich the data is little known as a means of qualitative inquiry, still less in 

counselling research. I had one chapter of a textbook (Butler-Kisber, 2010, pp102-122) and 

the experience of one participant in my previous research (Smith, 2018c) to draw upon. But 
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that one participant had given me confidence in the knowledge and insight, which the 

participants themselves could bring. Learning from their reflections and my own, I have 

written for publication on use of collage in research and practice (Smith, 2020) and offered 

teaching on its use to other doctoral students. 

 

Collage was only the first stage of a unique and original four-stage method of holistic 

qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021). 

 

Step two comprised immersive listening (Smith, 2018b; 2018c) to the research interviews, a 

methodology original to my earlier research, which I developed further in this research 

through the use of word clouds to synthesise the collective content of the interviews and 

summarise what lay at the edge of the awareness of the totality of participants (Smith, 2021). 

 

The third stage, poetic inquiry in the form of participant-voiced poetic representation 

(Richardson, 1994; 1997; Sparkes & Douglas, 2007; Owton, 2017), is an established but minor 

form of creative inquiry, one of seventeen forms of poetic inquiry Owton (2017) lists.  

 

Step four, IPA (Smith et al, 2009), is the only mainstream methodology within this four-stage 

method, which I then integrated in an original approach for discussion of the findings: 

following the detailed IPA discussion I collaged the collages, produced immersive listening 

word clouds and a poetic representation of the representations as summative creative work 

to complete the holistic qualitative inquiry (Smith, 2021). 

 

The creation and adoption of this original design and original aspects of methodology was a 

creative and considered response to the subject-matter, as an experience hard to put into 

words. It evolved from use of some methods adopted in my previous research (Smith, 2018b; 

2018c) as a way of capturing and analysing data on long-term experience rather than a single 

retreat. 

 

The subject-matter is original to this research. No one has previously researched the 

psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality, let alone done so from the particular perspective 

of person-centred psychology. The nearest precedent was my own previous person-centred 

counselling research on retreat (Smith, 2018c). 
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Struck by the fact that Celtic spirituality and person-centred theory both provide a holistic, 

optimistic worldview in contrast with the prevailing western tradition of dualism, while 

writing at a time of deep division, dissatisfaction and dispiritedness, I have also produced 

original thinking in framing “big attitudes”, which underlie the exercise of power in 

contemporary populist nationalism, their connection with a series of contemporary (but not 

transient) crises and the contrasting response of Celtic spiritual themes. 

 

 

11.6 Answering the research question 

 

I set out to answer the question: what is the psychotherapeutic role of Celtic spirituality? In 

particular, what impact does engagement in Celtic spirituality have on its adherents’ mental 

health and emotional wellbeing, including their psychological growth? The first part of the 

title of this thesis and the summative poem (Table 32) state that it is a journey to wholeness. 

 

The optimistic, positive experience of finding, or being open to meeting, God in the whole of 

creation, in loving relation to and community with other people and within themselves, both 

in the moment and throughout life, is psychotherapeutic in a number of ways: 

 

• It facilitates meaning-making, of all knowledge and experience, self and others, in a 

holistic way; 

• It sustains participants through difficult, as well as more straightforward, times of 

life; 

• It promotes psychological and spiritual growth; 

• It provides a forum and focus for positive human interaction, through loving and 

empathic relationships, both 1:1 and in community, offering healing of psychological 

distress arising from previous negative interactions and relationships; 

• It connects people with their transcendent sense of awe and wonder, in everyday 

experience as well as special places; 

• It offers practices, resources and a way of seeing, which are grounding and mindful 

in the moment; 

• It offers a way of seeing, a worldview and a way of reframing the whole of life 

experience, which is realistic, acknowledging and sitting with distress, yet also 
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hopeful and affirming of the individual’s self-worth, inner resource and embrace of 

uncertainty. 

 

I hope it is apparent from this that Celtic spirituality does not ignore participants’ dark or 

difficult experiences. Rather, there is plenty of emphasis on the reality of lament, hardship 

and suffering, but as a fact of life not a punishment or judgment, something to journey 

through with a sense of support (from within, from others and from God) – a storm to be 

weathered where it cannot be avoided. 

 

This flows from Celtic spirituality’s limited yet limitless quality of sitting or journeying 

alongside. It resonates with relational contexts such as counselling and psychotherapy; soul 

friendship; spiritual direction and accompaniment; and chaplaincy. Sitting or journeying 

alongside is also a quietly powerful way in which to experience God – as well as inwardly and 

immanently. Celtic spirituality has a history of sitting or journeying alongside other 

spiritualities, church denominations, faiths and beliefs, not least for its own adherents. 

Consequently, it neither seeks nor claims to be, nor do I propose it as, the answer but rather 

an answer. As with person-centred theory, many adherents of Celtic spirituality integrate 

this holistic, integrative worldview with other beliefs and practices in the light of study and 

practice, reflection and experience. In this gentle, humble, deep, honest, real way of sitting 

and journeying alongside, we find Celtic spirituality’s enduring appeal as an individual, 

relational and communal journey to wholeness. 
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Appendices 
 
 

Appendix 1 – Participant Information Sheet 

 

 
 

Participant Information Sheet  

 

The role of Celtic Christian spirituality in promoting psychotherapeutic wellbeing 

 

Dear 

 

Thank you for indicating that you are interested in taking part in this research. This 

Information Sheet will hopefully explain what is involved, but if you need further 

clarification, then please do not hesitate to contact me using the contact details below. 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

This research is part of a Doctorate in Counselling and Psychotherapy that I am undertaking 

at the University of Chester. I am interested in finding out about whether and if so how 

Celtic (Christian) spirituality (experienced eg through retreat, reading, prayer/meditation, 

worship or other spiritual practices and experiences) helps your personal growth and 

alleviation of psychological distress, as you perceive it. I would be interested in exploring 

your view on, and experience of, this. 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

To enable this, if you decide to take part, I will arrange a time to meet with you face-to-face 

at your convenience for you to create a collage to express something of your experience of 

Celtic spirituality and then to interview you. I shall supply various materials, but you may 
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also bring and use your own if you wish. Your written consent will be obtained through the 

enclosed consent form. The collage may take up to about an hour and will be kept by me 

for a proposed physical or virtual exhibition. The interview will be digitally recorded and 

last no more than an hour.  

 

The interview will be semi-structured and be focussed around the following questions: 

 

• Tell me about your collage 

• What is your experience of Celtic spirituality? 

• What are the key elements of Celtic spirituality for you? 

• What impact do you perceive Celtic spirituality to have on your 

psychological wellbeing? (This may include, but is not limited to, Celtic 

spirituality’s ethos, resources and expressions, eg literature, retreats, 

worship, prayer, approach to the environment and human relationships.) 

• How do you suggest counsellors, therapists and other professionals trained 

in counselling skills can draw benefit from aspects of Celtic Christian 

thought and practices to help them in their work? 
 

 

Once the interview is complete, the digital recording will be transcribed. Your transcript will 

be allocated a pseudonym or code to protect your anonymity, and any identifying features 

in the data will be deleted. The transcript will be emailed to you to check for accuracy and 

to give you an opportunity to amend or change any of the data. Your final written consent 

will be obtained, allowing me to begin the process of analysis of the data.  

 

Your right to withdraw without prejudice 

You have every right to withdraw from the research at any time, without prejudice, up until 

the point that the thesis has begun to be written up. I will let you know when that is. Once 

the writing-up has begun, it will be impossible to remove your data as it will be aggregated, 

making your data more difficult to identify. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

If, for any reason, personal issues are stirred for you, I am an experienced therapist, so I will 

do my best to support you in the time we are together. I am also able to furnish you with a 

list of therapists in your locality whom you may be able to access. 
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What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

The experience will give you time to reflect on your work, and to share your thoughts. This 

may contribute to something greater at research and policy level. 

 

What if something goes wrong? 

I will do everything within my ability to ensure your safety and confidentiality. However, if 

you are not happy with any aspect of the research process, please raise it with me. If you 

are still not happy, you may raise it with my Research Supervisor, Professor Peter Gubi, at 

the University of Chester:  

http://www.chester.ac.uk/sps/staff/rev-pr-pm-gubi  

If you are still unhappy with things, you may then raise it with the Dean of Faculty, 

Professor David Balsamo: Email: d.balsamo@chester.ac.uk 

In the unlikely event that a participant is harmed by taking part in the research, there are no 

special compensation arrangements. 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential, and how will my data be stored? 

The fact that you are taking part in the research, and everything that you share, will remain 

confidential. In the unlikely event that Child Protection issues are raised, I may have to alert 

Social Services or Police, but otherwise, what you share will form part of the data which will 

be anonymised by use of a pseudonym or code. The data will be stored securely in locked 

premises, and kept encrypted on a password protected computer. Only I, and my Research 

Supervisor, will have access to the data. The data will be destroyed (shredded or 

electronically deleted) after five years, in keeping with data protection legislation.  

 

What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The completed research will be stored (bound and electronic) at the University of Chester. 

The research will be disseminated in future publications and at conferences. 

 

Whom may I contact for further information? 

I, the researcher, am: Andrew Smith 

My contact details are: 1820383@chester.ac.uk  

 

 

Thank you for your interest in this research. 
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Appendix 2 – Consent Form 

 

 

Consent Form  

 

The role of Celtic Christian spirituality in promoting psychotherapeutic wellbeing 

Name of Researcher: Andrew Smith     Please initial box 

 

1. I have read and understood the participant information sheet and 

have had the chance to ask questions. 

 

2.   I agree to the research conversation being audio and/or video recorded. 

   

3.  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to  

withdraw at any time before the thesis has begun to be written-up,  

without giving any reason. 

 

4.  I agree to take part in this study. 

 

5.  I understand that the data will be written up as part of a thesis and may be 

used and presented at research conferences and in articles and I will not be 

identifiable in the thesis, conference papers or articles. 

 

_________________                _________________   _____________ 

Name of Participant Date  Signature 

 

 

   

Researcher Date Signature 
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Appendix 3 – Extract from Dan’s interview transcript with blue highlighting of words for 

poetic representation and column of IPA notes 

 

Speaker  Line Text Notes 

Andrew 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Thanks very much, Dan, for agreeing to take part in this 

research. And so firstly, perhaps, you could tell me about 

your collage: what’s in it?  

And, because we are being audio-recorded, perhaps it would 

be helpful if you could speak as if you were on radio, to 

explain what it is, thank you. 

 

Dan 7 

8 

9 

 

So, I chose the blue background for a sense of calm and a 

sense of blue sky, nature, rolling, green hills, sunshine. The 

idea of God’s promises with the rainbow. 

Blue for calm 

Optimistic colour scheme 

Andrew 10 

11 

Yes, so we’ve got the rainbow colour in the right hand-side, 

yes. 

 

Dan 12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

And then, the idea of God’s judgment shown by the cross. 

Going into dodgy theology there, though, because I don’t 

believe in the wrath of God, perhaps as much as Celtic 

Christianity did. There’s the element of victory of God. But 

wrath of God… there’s a picture in the bottom left hand 

corner of a fish, perhaps being eaten by a dolphin, and it’s 

the idea of our finitude, our vulnerability. They were very 

much aware of that really. 

Judgment, questioning 

character of God 

 

 

 

 

 

Mortality, vulnerability 

Andrew 20 Yes, life on the edge.  

Dan 21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

Like St Chad, every time there was a storm, kneeling and 

praying, because he thought a storm was a sign of God’s 

judgement. That kind of idea.  

And the lady sitting, almost touching the cross: the idea that 

it’s a very cross-focussed life. The idea of sitting at the foot 

of the cross.  But then the cross at the centre, which is black, 

with a mirror: the idea that it’s our cross, our burden, our 

journey. 

 

 

 

 

Cross = burden 

 

How we see ourselves, our 

lives, in the mirror 
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Andrew 29 Because we can see ourselves in the cross?  

Dan 30 

31 

32 

33 

34 

35 

Because we can see ourselves in the cross. And these three 

spirals: the idea of those is the peregrinatio idea – the 

concept of an inner journey, journeying inwards and 

outwards. That’s why they’re protruding. So, there’s an 

orange spiral protruding from the page, a blue and a light 

blue. 

 

 

Inner and outer journeys, 

peregrinatio 

Andrew 36 Yes, and as you’re showing me those, you’re pulling…  

Dan 37 I’m pulling them up.  

Andrew 38 

39 

There’s that three-dimensional: it’s coming towards us or 

away from us, depending which way we’re… 

 

Dan 40 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

Again, it’s the peregrinatio theme, the idea of physical 

walking, physical journey, being… 

Jumping to the kingfisher, the idea – and there’s a kingfisher 

on the right-hand side, perched on a branch but ready to fly 

– the idea of being ready to move, wherever God calls us, 

being ready to go, not being burdened by possessions or 

thoughts of anything but being ready to fly where God wants 

us to be.  

Of course, they tended to travel by coracles and set out to 

sea. There’s the famous of St Brendan, for example. 

 

 

 

 

Responding to God’s call by 

journeying 

Andrew 50 

51 

Yes, very much at the mercy of the elements, the winds and 

the waves, or the way the spirit calls. 

 

Dan  52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

The dandelion in the centre of the image is the idea of really 

studying nature, but also sowing seeds and spreading God’s 

words. Very much a gospel focus. And the gentleman 

underneath, in the bottom right of the image. There’s a 

gentleman holding a stone.  

And it’s the idea of meeting people where they’re at, and 

seeing what they hold sacred, what they worship, and 

pointing them to God throughout. 

Nature 

Sowing seeds 

 

 

 

Meeting people where 

they’re at, seeing what really 

matters to them 

Andrew 60 Yes, he’s holding the stone to camera, isn’t he?  

Dan 61 

62 

The shamrock, the three-leafed clover to the right of that is 

a similar thing. It’s the famous – whether it’s true or not – St 

Trinity 
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63 

64 

65 

66 

67 

68 

69 

Patrick talking about the Trinity using a shamrock. And it’s 

just that concept in that corner of us spreading God’s word 

using what people hold.  

And very much there’s the idea of the Trinity throughout: the 

three spirals, the shamrock … because it was a very 

Trinitarian faith. Not just telling people about Jesus, it’s 

telling people about God, in God’s entirety. 

Andrew 70 

71 

Yes, so a strong sense of the Trinity and of nature, a number 

of nature themes here, aren’t there? 

 

Dan 72 And journey.  

Andrew 73 

74 

75 

76 

77 

Journey, yes. Yes, you’ve spoken of the peregrinatio theme. 

And of calling as well. So, things that … this is your experience 

of Celtic spirituality. And I’m wondering how that resonated 

perhaps with your own feelings, any of your own life 

experience or calling? 

 

Dan 78 

79 

80 

81 

82 

83 

84 

85 

86 

87 

88 

89 

Sure. I think the key thing about Celtic spirituality for me is 

the sense of call, the sense of dedication. But it’s also the 

finding beauty in things that people miss. You know, like the 

dandelion head. There’s the beauty of a spring day.  

And I’m called to rural ministry. So, for me, this place - well 

I’ve just moved here, obviously, but it’s beautiful. You open 

the windows and there’s birdsong outside. And it’s just 

pausing and looking at that bird, and recognising that God 

created that bird.  

Or looking at the sky, looking at the rain, and just that whole 

concept of nature and God’s hand in that, and helping people 

to see that. 

 

Call 

Beauty that we overlook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

God in everything, in the 

ordinary, everyday 

Andrew 90 So, seeing God in the ordinary?  

Dan 91 Yes, yes.   

Andrew 92 

93 

94 

Beautiful, thank you. So, what would be your experience of 

Celtic spirituality? Perhaps how you’ve come across it, what 

you’ve engaged with? 

 

Dan 95 

96 

The main … well I did a course at [X university] on it, where I 

studied at theological college, then I spent two weeks on 

Studying Celtic spirituality 
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97 

98 

99 

100 

101 

Holy Island on placement, so I lived there for two weeks, 

which was fabulous.  

And then I’m doing an MA on a Celtic saint, because [N] 

diocese has got a focus on that saint, “[diocesan tagline]”. 

That’s the essence of my experience. 

Time staying on Holy Island 

Andrew 102 

103 

So, lots of study then.  

And experiencing time on Holy Island. 

 

Dan 104 

105 

106 

And it’s really interesting, the way the island almost breathes 

a sigh of relief when the tourists go. A totally different place. 

Very, very interesting. 

Holy Island’s sense of place 

Andrew 107 

108 

Yes, perhaps you could tell me a little bit more about that, 

please? 

 

Dan 109 

110 

111 

112 

113 

114 

115 

116 

117 

118 

119 

120 

121 

122 

Well I lived with an elderly lady for 2 weeks. I heard how she 

used to be a Bed and Breakfast, and it’s right next to the 

coach park, so you literally… all of a sudden there’d be an 

influx of people, and just before the tides came in again, then 

there’d be an outflux.  

And literally the island just felt different. But then the island’s 

got a special feel to it anyway. I know that sounds a bit twee. 

But I spent a week in a monastery, [in the South of England], 

and that didn’t feel holy.  

But I was on the little – it’s almost a minibus, that takes you 

across to Holy Island, from the train station. And I’d never 

been there before. And as we descended down, I suddenly 

went ooh… and then we opened out, we were going across 

the causeway, and it felt holy. 

 

 

 

 

 

Tidal island, tides of people 

in and out 

 

 

Sense of holiness of Holy 

Island itself 

 

 

Causeway = threshold 

Andrew 123 Yes, something in the sense of the place itself.  

Dan 124 And it’s really quite interesting.  

Andrew 125 Yes, that feels really deeply felt.  

Dan 126 

127 

128 

129 

130 

And as I like walking anyway, I walked all the way around. 

And that was really interesting, really … because there’s so 

many little shelters that people have built, or prayer stones, 

you know the little piles of prayer stones, I forget the name 

off the top of my head. Those stones.  
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131 

132 

133 

134 

135 

And there’s just a sense of calm. And that calm really 

deepens, when the island’s empty.  

When there’s people there, they almost bring their 

anxieties... and the island almost feels them. Does that make 

sense? 

 

Calm of empty island v 

anxiety of busy visitors 

Andrew 136 Yes, it does.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


