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“Wisdom is an ancient tradition, not limited to one 
particular religious expression but at the headwaters 
of all the great sacred paths. From time immemo-
rial there have been Wisdom schools, places where 
men and women have been raised to a higher level of 
understanding, partly by enlightened human beings 
and partly by direct guidance from above. From time 
immemorial, it is said, Wisdom has flowed like a great 
underground stream from these schools, providing 
guidance and nurturance, as well as occasional sharp 
course corrections, to the flow of human history.”

-CYNTHIA BOURGE AULT, THE WISDOM WAY OF KNOWING



A Creative Challenge

Religion is changing.

Throughout history, religion has been a major organizing principle situated 
squarely at the center of human affairs. The religious worldview once colored 
everything we saw, everything we thought, everything we did. But the status quo 
has changed rapidly and dramatically in a single century, particularly in just the 
last few decades.

It is no longer a given that religion will play a significant role in either one’s 
private or public life. A recent Pew Survey indicated that in the Millennial 
generation (roughly those born between 1981-1997), nearly one in three are not 
affiliated with any particular religious tradition. As a result, these “Nones” have 
become the fastest growing “religion” in the modern world. And yet, among 
these “Nones,” fully two thirds report believing in a higher power. 

This trend in disaffiliation suggests that traditional religious institutions are 
struggling to connect with some of their members, particularly with the upcom-
ing generations. And yet the evidence also suggests that we’re not simply see-
ing a “secularization” take place in the modern world as many have suggested. 
Spirituality–a connection to transcendent meaning and values–is arguably more 
important than ever. But our institutions and approaches must evolve to meet 
the changing needs of the people that have traditionally sought refuge in these 
institutions.
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Herein lies the creative challenge. 

A new kind of community is already finding its voice–a voice that is committed to expressing 
the highest potentials of who we are. What’s more, we maintain that a simple, “out with the 
old, in with the new” approach will prove counter-productive. We argue that new expres-
sions of human spirituality will not discard traditional religious forms so much as deeply 
include the very best of what they have to offer, while being honest and fearless about tran-
scending their limitations.

In the following, we briefly describe our vision, approach, and deep commitment to leaving 
nothing good behind as we continue to evolve in community and Spirit together.



A LOOK AT THE NUMBERS
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2015 Pew Research Study, “Millennials increasingly are driving growth of ‘nones’”
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Younger Millennials (1990-1996)
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2014 Pew Research Center, Religious Landscape Study

2012 Pew Research Center report, “Nones on the Rise”

Nearly one in three millennials do not belong to a faith community and of those,  

only 10% are looking for one.

1970’s-80’s

90% 70% 64%

2007 2014

Mormon Millennials Retention Rate (2007, 2014 Pew Research Center report)

Our institutions and  
approaches must evolve to 
meet the changing needs of 
the people that have tradi-
tionally sought refuge in 
these institutions.
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Six Themes of  Emerging Faith Communities

SIX THEMES FOUND ACROSS EMERGING COMMUNITIES*

A task force at the Harvard Divinity School (HDS) has identified religious  
innovators seeking to revitalize their faith traditions and community leaders 
seeking to build communities of meaning and belonging. Lower Lights is  
honored to be a collaborator in this ongoing research and conversation.

The research from the team at HDV mapped six recurring themes that highlight 
the cultural DNA of these diverse initiatives.

Community
Valuing and fostering 
deep relationships 
that center on service 
to others

Personal
Transformation
Making a conscious and 
dedicated effort to
develop one’s own body, 
mind, and spirit

Social
Transformation
Pursuing justice and 
beauty in the world
through the creation 
of networks for good

Purpose
Finding
Clarifying, 
articulating, and 
acting on
one’s personal 
mission in life

Creativity
Allowing time and 
space to activate 
the imagination 
and engage in 
play

Accountability
Holding one-
self and others 
responsible
for working 
toward defined 
goals

* Icons are from Angie Thurston and Casper ter Kuile’s  2016 Report,  “How We Gather” 



Our Solution/Vision

MISSION OVERVIEW:

In response to this creative challenge and critical moment of our times, we have formed the 
Lower Lights School of Wisdom, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. The mission of Lower 
Lights is to provide high quality, transformative learning that bridges traditional denominational 
boundaries and identities. 

For virtually all of human history, the world’s religions have been vehicles for human growth, 
the propagation of values, and narratives of higher meaning. Lower Lights seeks to hold an 
integrating framework that deeply honors the wisdom of the world’s traditions while not 
limiting its scope to a single approach or tradition. In other words, our efforts are intended to 
be complementary to and never competitive with the profound gifts of any faith tradition.

By approaching human growth and transformation in this way, Lower Lights intends to 
bring healing to the secular/religious divide, helping individuals and communities see and 
appreciate the universal values and truths that animate all human traditions.
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OUR OBJECTIVES

 •  To create a supportive space where people of all traditions can live their questions of ultimate 
concern.

 •  To provide developmentally appropriate practices for growth and flourishing and which are 
complementary to every belief system.

•  To integrate: To leave nothing good, true, and beautiful behind as we continue to grow  
individually and collectively.

•  To put contemplation in service. We recognize the heart of a contemplative practice is a  
continual cycle of bringing our highest awareness into passionate engagement in the world.

•  To heal the divisions in our local community and partner communities. Salt Lake City was 
founded on a religious vision, and yet there have never been so many people living in Salt 
Lake who are unaffiliated (or disaffiliated) with the Mormon Church. We have become a mi-
crocosm of the religious/secular divide in the modern world. Our intention is to help reveal 
the common humanity we share beneath the surface of our worldviews and beliefs.  

•  To serve. We believe that human beings are capable of genius and brilliance, without excep-
tion. Core to our mission is to provide training and support that helps people awaken to the 
deeper possibilities of their lives and offer their unique gifts to the community and world.



Our Approach

What, specifically, do we do at this school? How do we facilitate learning that responds to 
people’s unique developmental needs? We draw from two primary approaches that
are both informed by the world’s great wisdom traditions as well as supported by the most 
current scientific research:

Contemplative practice  
(e.g. meditation, mindfulness, Christian Centering Prayer)

Mindfulness is a powerful tool in helping to restore connection to ourselves, others, and 
higher meaning. The scientific research on this practice is proliferating. The benefits include 
improved physical health, emotional well-being, and spiritual discernment. Another dis-
tinctive advantage to the mindful approach is that it has broad appeal to both believing and 
secular crowds. For the Millennial generation, it is proving to be a vital bridge to reconnect 
with the spiritual life.

Adult development  
Positive Adult Development is a new field of research/practice that provides powerful support 
to adults who are committed to ongoing growth. It is highly credible in the field of develop-
mental psychology and is evidence-based. Intriguingly, the current research suggests that 
there is no upper limit to how far human beings can progress or what they can become.
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Lower Lights is in a position to do pioneering work in the area of what the Harvard Divinity 
School has called “religious innovation.” Drawing on insights from the field of adult develop-
ment, we have provided support for people to continue in their journey of spiritual growth, 
whether they choose to do that within a religious context or not. 

For those who do choose to remain connected with a specific tradition, we envision a future 
where religious institutions throughout the world are able to create optimal growth environ-
ments for their members based on principles of adult development.

Service
Our philosophy of transformative learning and service can be summarized by a classical 
saying from the Hermetic tradition: “As within, so without.” That is, when we genuinely 
undergo a transformation in life, the most natural thing in the world is to want to express it 
outwardly and share it with others.

At Lower Lights, we support members to create “Lighthouses,” which are essentially in-
spired projects that draw from an individual’s talents and energies and offer some kind of 
significant service to the community and world. Just a few examples of Lighthouses to date 
include:

• Sending volunteers to the Utah State Prison to teach meditation
• Interfacing directly with the homeless community, dialoguing with them directly about what they 
need, and collecting donations from within our community to hand-deliver the donated items
•Re-skilling workers who are vulnerable to a globalizing economy through innovative software 
platforms and community partnerships

We hold selfless service to the be pinnacle of inner work in our community. As our com-
munity matures, we hope to see more and more people realizing the profound connection 
between spiritual growth and passionate engagement in the world.

Lower Lights |  other complementary practices 
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Below is some coverage of Lower Lights, as well as curated interviews  
with Thomas. 

In the News

Radiowest with Doug Fabrizio

Religious News Service

Tricycle Magazine 10% Happier Podcast

NPR’s Weekend Edition:

The Daily Evolver Podcast

Deseret News Article

A Thoughtful Faith Podcast

http://radiowest.kuer.org/post/conversation-thomas-wirthlin-mcconkie
http://religionnews.com/2017/07/10/what-a-mormon-doing-buddhist-meditation-has-to-do-with-the-future-of-faith/
https://tricycle.org/trikedaily/mormon-zen/
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/10-happier-with-dan-harris/id1087147821
http://www.npr.org/2017/06/17/533327601/in-salt-lake-city-youll-find-mormons-who-meditate
https://www.dailyevolver.com/2016/03/the-mormon-faith-crisis-can-integral-thinking-help-a-conversation-with-author-thomas-mcconkie/
http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865684274/What-a-Mormon-doing-Buddhist-meditation-has-to-do-with-the-future-of-faith.html
http://www.athoughtfulfaith.org/thomas-wirthlin-mcconkie-navigating-mormon-faith-crisis-2/


Current Offerings/Programs

OFFERINGS

Community  Gathering
Lower Lights currently gathers in Salt Lake City & Provo one evening each month at the 
Wasatch Retreat Center. At each gathering, Thomas hosts a community (typically 75-150 
people) in practices that exercise meditative awareness, principles of human development, 
mindfulness in relationship, and a deeper understanding of the world’s wisdom traditions. 
The intention is always to go deep within ourselves in order to bring the uniqueness of our 
gifts and service more fully into the world around us. After the formal program, people stick 
around and schmooze.
 
This gathering is popular among participants and helps us raise awareness in the  
community about our mission. It is also the first taste many people get for the greater  
possibilities of their lives and the unique support they can get from Lower Lights in realizing 
these possibilities.

Mindfulness Courses (online & in-person)
For people interested in a deeper dive into the Lower Lights curriculum, Thomas offers  
focused mindfulness training, often between 6 to 8 weeks in length, at varying venues in 
both downtown Salt Lake and Utah County. Classes usually meet once a week for 90 min-
utes with exercises and practices to carry out between sessions. 
 

Lower Lights | programs & services
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Participants have the opportunity to deepen their understanding and lived experience of 
what it means to be mindful and heartful in these classes. After the course, they often have 
a felt sense of what living in service of a deeper purpose might look like in their own unique 
lives. That is, the course is another way we create service-oriented change agents in the 
community.

Mindfulness+ Podcast
Mindfulness+ is a community resource provided free of charge to help 
listeners across the globe. It is a sweeping vision of how mindfulness 
can help us grow and develop into the fullness of who we are meant to 
become. From examining the latest research in developmental psychol-
ogy to plumbing the depths of the world’s wisdom traditions, Thom-
as offers a personal tour of body, mind, and spirit through bite-size 
lessons and guided meditation. The podcast grew to an international 
audience of over 50,000 downloads a month in its first season.

RETREATS

Periodically, extended periods of silent meditation are extremely beneficial for working 
through challenging content in the body and mind that is difficult to access through daily 
meditation practice alone. In addition to deep healing, the practice of retreat also facilitates 
a profound opening of awareness into its naturally expansive and joyful state. Ultimate-
ly, the trajectory of mindfulness practice is to help bring one’s highest awareness to every 
moment of life, offering our deepest service to the world. Retreat is an indispensable tool in 
helping us accomplish this.

One of our intentions at Lower Lights is to normalize the contemplative lifestyle, helping 
others understand how vital a component Silence is to human happiness and meaningful 
service.

1 and 3-Day Silent Retreats
Twice a year we host a day of practice at the historic Wirthlin Cabin in Midway, Utah. Partic-
ipants engage in meditation, nature practice, and mindful awareness in relationship.

7-Day Silent Retreats
Lower Lights held its first 7-day silent retreat in Alton, Utah on June 19th-25th, 2017. Moving 
forward, our intention is to offer two extended silent retreats per year for the community. 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/mindfulness-with-thomas-mcconkie/id1281666719?mt=2
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/mindfulness-with-thomas-mcconkie/id1281666719?mt=2
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WORKSHOPS

Visiting Teacher Workshops
Lower Lights hosts visiting teachers who bring new wisdom and skills to the community. 
The first visiting teacher we hosted was Aylee Welch, a somatic psychology teacher (2-day 
workshop held in Salt Lake City in July 2017). Aylee’s offering gave participants the opportu-
nity to explore the basic principles of Body-Psychotherapy, based on the pioneering work of 
Wilhelm Reich.

Partner Community Workshops
In our second year of operation, we are getting more and more requests to bring our unique 
style of community and transformative practice to cities across the United States, including 
San Francisco, Portland, Washington D.C. and New York City. Over time, we intend to seed 
diverse communities, provide supports for practice, and see what blossoms.

SPIRITUAL DIRECTION / FAITH CRISIS

Thomas provides spiritual direction, the practice of being with those who wish to deepen 
their relationship with the Divine and receive guidance on their faith journeys through the 
different stages of faith. The transition can often be between stages of faith can be a lonely, 
harrowing, and disruptive time in an individual’s life. Using the tools of adult development 
and meditative awareness, Thomas helps guide individuals in private sessions that last 50-
60 minutes.

BOOKS

Navigating Mormon Faith Crisis
This was the book that started it all. A unique work on how the stages of development are ex-
pressed through the journey of Mormon faith, thousands of readers consumed the book and 
asked, “where can we meet?” Lower Lights School of Wisdom was our response (not limited 
to Mormons in crisis, of course).

The Gift of Light (in manuscript)
This is a deeply personal account of Thomas’s transformative journey, the practices that 
shaped him along the way, and how they might be of service in an age where traditional reli-
gious observation is on the ebb. We expect to have this book published by the end of 2019.



THOMAS MCCONKIE 
Founder

Thomas McConkie is trained as a 

developmental researcher, facilitator, 

and mindfulness teacher. He hosts the 

Lower Light Sangha with the intention 

of providing a supportive environment 

where seekers of any kind can discover 

new depths and heights in their evolv-

ing faith journey.

GLORIA PAK 

Creative Director

Gloria is a freelance art director,  

graphic designer, and illustrator. She 

received  her BFA in Graphic Design 

from Brigham Young University.  She 

and Thomas continually collaborate in 

ways to build community and facilitate 

growth in individuals and collectives.
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JOHN KESLER

Board Member
John Kesler is the founder of The IPP 

Institute where he shares integral 

polarity practice, a meditative system 

grounded in mindfulness that works 

with the most fundamental dynamics 

of human development. He is a social 

activist who leads a non-profit, the Salt 

Lake/Global Civil Network, which does 

integrally informed social and political 

transformation work locally and 

networks globally. John is a practicing 

commercial transactional attorney.

TERRI O’ FALLON

Board Member 
 A specialist in transformative learning 

and change in human systems and in 

distance learning, Terri has over 25 

years of experience working with many 

different kinds of human systems, 

including business, community, educa-

tion, and politics. Her specialty is the 

design and implementation of the core 

developmental trajectory and span of 

human systems. Terri is also a partner 

at Pacific Integral.



Long Term Vision

URBAN CENTER

Currently, we host our events at private residences and retreat centers that we pay a fee to 
use. In time, we envision creating our own dedicated space for community gathering and 
practice. Leasing and eventually even owning our own space will allow us to meet more 
frequently and offer a broader range of supports to our communities. We would break bread 
together here, share silence together here, and celebrate the divine dance that is happening 
through us here. Students would  be welcome from all over the world to stay for a day or a 
month to benefit from the programming we offer.

RETREAT CENTER

As we mentioned above, silent retreat is a vital part of the contemplative lifestyle that lends 
to greater health—physical, mental, emotional, spiritual—as well as helps us offer our 
unique form of service more fully to the world. Our experience shows that retreat in nature 
is a highly effective practice for deepening our work together. When the time is ripe, we 
intend to establish a retreat center that is close enough to the city to be accessible, but far 
enough away to allow us to enter deeply into silent practice together.

Lower Lights | center
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WASATCH RETREAT CENTER – 75 S 200 E Salt Lake City, Utah



Lower Lights | Examples of Schools/Centers

K ANZEON ZEN CENTER – Formerly operating on South Temple, Salt Lake City, Utah

STANFORD CONTEMPL ATIVE CENTER – Palo Alto, California

WHIDBEY INSTITUTE – Whidbey Island . Location of Pacific Integral’s GTC Program. 



Support Lower Lights
We are a growing organization with a vision to create vibrant spiritual community
that cuts across traditional boundaries of belonging. With your help, we can continue
creating the significant impact we’ve already seen in our first year of operation.
To get more involved or offer support, email Thomas McConkie at
thomas@lowerlightsslc.org
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Thank you
for your support


