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The Contemplative Study of Mystical Writings 

 Welcome to this online course of exploring Meditations on the Tarot! 

 This is an inaugural offering in what I hope will become a series of programs, all 

centered on reading and studying great works of mystical literature from a contemplative 

viewpoint. What does this mean?  

 Primarily, we’ll seek to engage books like Meditations on the Tarot on their own 

terms. Mystical books are written not to dazzle or impress the reader with its author’s 

erudition; they are meant to invite the reader into an encounter with the mystery which (or 

who) cannot be named — which is to say, the mystery of God — the mystery of Love.  

 For this book’s author, this mystery is most directly accessed through the person and 

teachings of Jesus Christ. Readers, of course, may not share the author’s faith, but 

hopefully anyone who reads this book in a contemplative (rather than strictly academic) 

way will discern an invitation to make their own pilgrimage into the mystery as well. 

Meditations on the Tarot 

 I find that I am continually explaining to friends why a nice Christian like me is 

teaching a class on a book about the Tarot! 

 The Tarot is simply an Italian card game — a deck of 78 cards, similar to but 

different from the standard 52 card deck used to play games like Poker or Bridge. Unlike 

the standard deck, Tarot is rarely if ever used for card games nowadays — the deck has 

become mostly associated with cartomancy, or divination (fortune-telling). This is where 

its uncertain reputation among Christians comes from, since fortune-telling has 

traditionally been prohibited by the church. But for at least the past few centuries, the Tarot 

has also been associated with an esoteric tradition of spirituality known as Hermeticism. It 

is this wisdom-connection that inspired the author of this book. When he talks about 

“Christian Hermeticism,” he is really talking about a kind of interfaith dialogue or even 

interspirituality — like the kind of inter-religious spirituality associated with contemplative 

leaders like Thomas Merton, Cynthia Bourgeault or Abhishiktananda. 

 Our course, therefore, does not explore divination or cartomancy. Rather, we will 

read and reflect on Meditations on the Tarot with the same spirit of interfaith dialogue and 

respect that we would show to other interspiritual classics, like Thich Nhat Hanh’s Living 
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Buddha, Living Christ or Thomas Merton’s Mystics and Zen Masters. I hope you read the 

book from your own spiritual perspective, always with this question in mind: how can the 

ideas and teachings in this book help me to more fully respond to the Divine in my life? 

Diversity — In Life, and in this Course 

 In offering an online course on Meditations on the Tarot, I am keenly aware that 

participants in the course will come from many different religious or cultural perspectives. 

Some of us will approach this book (and this course) as practicing Christians (followers of 

Jesus Christ); others will not. Among those who identify as Christian, some will be 

Catholic, others Protestant, others Orthodox; we will be Methodists and Quakers, 

Episcopalians and Presbyterians, Lutherans and Pentecostals. For some of us it will be a 

stretch to even read a book with the word “Tarot” in the title, while others will have been 

enthusiastic students of Hermeticism for many years. Some of us will regard divination as 

a sin, others may practice it regularly or even professionally. We will represent many 

different skin colors, educational levels, socioeconomic statuses, and time zones. Some of 

us will be male, others female, while others are non-binary or genderfluid. We may be 

straight, gay, celibate, bisexual, asexual, transgender, cisgender, or the kind of person who 

just doesn’t want to be labeled. Some of us may identify as Pagans, or Buddhists, or Jews, 

or agnostics, or theosophists… the list could go on. 

 This kind of diversity is a fact of the world we live in: and even if it doesn’t show up 

in this course, it shows up in our lives. I mention this point because my hope is to foster a 

course (especially in terms of our zoom calls and discussion circles) where all are 

welcome. We do not all have to see things eye to eye — in fact, we can assume that we do 

not see things the same way! — but we can agree to be civil and respectful and seek to 

learn from one another. As contemplatives, we seek community, not uniformity. 

 Part of the reality of living in a diverse world is that it is wise to be honest about our 

own identity, since that may translate into unconscious viewpoints, values or even biases. 

So it’s important to acknowledge that I (Carl) am a Christian, who seeks to live as a 

follower of Jesus in the light of the Christian contemplative and mystical tradition. I 

probably will not always be conscious of how my Christian worldview, beliefs and values 

will shape the way in which I present this course. If you are not a Christian, I hope you 
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will be able to translate my material (as well as the text of the book) into a language and 

conversation that will be spiritually nourishing for you. 

Overview of the Course 

 This introductory PDF is one of three PDFs for the first unit of this course. The other 

two introductory PDFs include a collection of quotations from the introductions, foreword 

and afterword of Meditations on the Tarot (drawing material from two different editions of 

the book), and an invitation into two general contemplative exercises that could be of help 

to you as you read this book. Most of the subsequent units of the course will also include 

three PDFs, based on the Letter (chapter) being explored: 

• An Overview PDF which invites you into key themes and concepts found in the Letter; 

• An Anthology PDF which gathers together key quotations from the Letter, suitable for 

meditation and reflection; 

• An Exercise PDF which distills the spiritual exercise for that specific Letter into a 

practice suggestion for you. 

 As you work through the PDFs, you will find several questions in each unit for you 

to reflect on. These can be prompts for your personal meditation or journaling, and they 

can also serve as discussion-starters for the course forums or discussion boards (visit 

www.anamchara.com/schola/MOTT to access the course; you can access the forums 

through each unit). The forums are there for you to interact with me and other course 

participants, so please take advantage of them — share your thoughts, and learn from the 

perspective of others. 

 In addition, once a month I will create a thematic video (not every unit will include 

a video). Finally, once a month we will gather on Zoom call for shared prayer, meditation, 

and contemplative dialogue — these sessions will be recorded for those who miss them. 

Principles for Contemplative Dialogue 

 Given the diversity of the participants in this course, and the commitment to read 

and reflect on the book in a contemplative way, I’m asking participants to observe, both in 

the forums and in our Zoom calls, the following “Principles for Contemplative Dialogue.” 

These have been adapted from “Eight Principles for Entering into Contemplative Dialogue” 
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found in the Bridges to Contemplative Living with Thomas Merton series of booklets edited 

by Jonathan Montaldo and Robert G. Toth, published by Ave Maria Press. 

Guidelines for Contemplative Dialogue: 
1. Since this is not an academic course, we do not interact in order to debate or to 

figure out who is “right.” Our purpose in sharing our thoughts and perspectives is to 
learn from one another. It is okay to disagree, but it’s beyond the scope of this 
course to try to change another person’s beliefs, viewpoint, or values. 

2. When you post in a forum or participate in a Zoom call, let your words flow from 
your own life experience — and who the topic or material we are discussing speaks 
to you and your daily life. 

3. As a general rule, use “I” statements to frame your remarks. “I feel this…” or “My 
experience has been…” — avoid trying to comment on what others may (or may 
not) be feeling, thinking, or experiencing. 

4. Take your time. This is not a race. It is helpful to reflect on your underlying values 
and assumptions that may shape or influence how you react to the material or any 
given topic. 

5. When others post, or speak, give them your attention without worrying about how 
you may respond to their comments. You do not have to respond to every 
comment; you can simply listen and reflect, without having to challenge, critique, 
or debate their viewpoint. There’s a reason why contemplatives love silence! 

6. As much as possible, let’s trust one another. While no one is perfect, assume that 
we all bring basically good intentions. Notice that as the conversation progresses, 
we each have something important to say and we each contribute to the emerging 
group reflection on the book and/or topics. 

7. Reflect before speaking or posting, and be concise. Make one point or relate one 
experience, then stop and allow others to do the same.  

8. Expect periods of silence during our Zoom calls. Learn to be comfortable with the 
silence and resist the urge to speak just because there is a pause.  

9. Keep your contribution on topic. Resist the urge to give advice, or to try to fix 
another person, or to refute a position that is different from your own.  

10. Be gentle with this process. Learning to focus on contemplative listening and 
dialogue takes practice, as does speaking to a theme or idea only from your own 
experience.  Be patient with yourself and the other members of your group and 
watch for deepening levels of dialogue. 
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The Book 

 If you haven't already done so, get a copy of Meditations on the Tarot. And feel free 

to start reading! As you will see, this is the kind of book you read slowly and meditatively. 

There are three different editions currently available in the English language edition: 

paperback, hardback, and e-book. Unfortunately, they do not match in terms of 

pagination. It's not in the cards (pardon the pun) for me to provide page numbers for all 

the editions, so I will be using the paperback/Penguin edition for page numbers. You are 

welcome to use the hardback (or any of the older editions of the book), but just be aware 

that you'll have to do some searching to find the passages being discussed. 

 Here are links to the in-print editions for sale on Amazon USA — but of course I 

encourage you to support your local/independent bookstore when possible. 

• Paperback (Penguin) Edition — this is the edition I will use for referencing page 

numbers. 

• Hardback (Angelico) Edition — gorgeous, but more expensive. Includes some 

additional materials that are interesting but not essential for this course. 

• Kindle Edition — Corresponds to the Penguin edition, but lacks page numbers, alas. 

There may be other ebook editions available as well (Nook, Kobo, etc.) 

Other English editions include the 1985 Amity House edition and the 1993 Element 

Edition, but they are now out of print and used copies are expensive. Furthermore, these 

earlier editions are "uncorrected" — usually that means just minor typos, but still, that's a 

consideration. So if you have one of the older editions, or even the Angelico press edition, 

consider getting the Penguin edition as your "textbook" for this course. 

The Marseilles Tarot 

 You do not need a Tarot deck for this course. Each edition of the book contains 

adequate black and white depictions of the 22 Major Arcana Cards, and as you will see, 

the images on the cards are a jumping-off point for the author's own meditations.  

 Still, if you would like a deck so that you can see the images in full color, and have 

them available while you are reading the book, you need to get the "Marseilles Tarot" — 

one of the older versions of the Tarot, dating back at least to 1650. I would recommend 

one of these editions (again, linked to Amazon): 
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• Marseilles Tarot Professional Edition — complete 78-card Tarot in a nice, larger size 

(good for older eyes like mine); 

• Marseilles Tarot Grand Trumps — a beautiful edition of just the 22 Major Arcana 

Cards; since those are the cards used in this book it's really all you need. 

Prompts for Unit 1 (Introduction) 

 The main purpose behind this unit is to get oriented. Remember, if you run into any 

difficulties with the PDFs or the website, leave a message on the “Technical Questions and 

Concerns” forum. Hopefully it’s all pretty straightforward, and once you’re familiar with 

the course site and these introductory materials, you’ll be ready to begin the book! 

 Here are this unit’s questions for your own reflection, for your journal, and/or to 

prompt conversations on the course forum: 

1. What inspired you to take this course? Were you familiar with Meditations on the 

Tarot prior to this course? 

2. Do you have experience with Centering Prayer, lectio divina, or other forms of 

contemplative spiritual practice? How have exercises like this been helpful or 

meaningful for you? 

3. Is there a particular goal or hope that you bring with you as you participate in this 

course? What dream do you have for participating in a course like this? 

4. Any questions or wonderments that are arising for you here at the beginning of the 

course? If appropriate, please share on the Forum. 

 And finally, please do visit the “Please Introduce Yourself” Forum on the course site. 

Let’s get to know each other. Feel free to keep it brief, you don’t have to write a novel! 

Perhaps  you can share the following: 

• Your name — how you like to be addressed; your pronouns. 

• Where are you from. 

• What inspired you to take this course, and what hope or dream do you bring with you. 

• Something to help us get to know you: a “fun fact” or unique quality of yours.
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