
LETTER II 
The High Priestess, Arcanum of Gnosis 
Spiritual Exercise: The Mirror of Silence 

Now, the practical teaching of the second Arcanum, the High Priestess, relates to 
the development of the gnostic sense. What is the gnostic sense?  
It is the contemplative sense. Contemplation—which follows on from concentration 
and meditation—commences the very moment that discursive and logical thought 
is suspended… Consciousness “listens” in silence, as one “listens” inwardly in 
order to call to mind from the night of forgetfulness something that one formerly 
knew. But there is an essential difference between the “listening silence” of 
contemplation and the silence arising from the effort to recall. In this second 
situation, it is the horizontal—in time, past and present—which comes into play, 
whilst the “listening silence” of contemplation relates to the vertical—to that which 
is above and that which is below. In the act of recall, one establishes in oneself an 
inner mirror in order to reflect the past; when one “listens in silence” in the state of 
contemplation, one also makes consciousness into a mirror, but this mirror has the 
task of reflecting that which is above. It is the act of recall in the vertical… the act of 
recollection is preceded by a state of empty silence which plays the role of a 
mirror… (page 44, 45) 

The Magician (Arcanum I) symbolizes the pure moment of mystical encounter — and as 
such, represents that which cannot be put into words. The High Priestess, Arcanum II, 
signifies the innate human drive to try to put the ineffable mystery into words anyway. 
Thus, she holds a book — representing both Divine Revelation, given to us as “Word,” but 
also the human effort to communicate the mysteries, through our stories, songs, poetry, 
philosophy, theology, and mystical literature. 

So there is an immediate paradox we encounter in this exercise: the mystical encounter 
exists beyond all thought, all language, all cognition; therefore its natural habitat is 
silence. But the innate human drive to reflect on our union with God (whether 
experienced or desired), and to communicate the fruit of our reflection with others, of 
necessity requires language, and its natural habitat is thought. 

Thought and silence: these are two elements that are held together in the number 
associated with this Arcanum, the High Priestess: 2. A duality, made one through love. 

The exercise for this Arcanum, which our author calls the development of the gnostic 
sense and I am calling the mirror of silence, is like a “plugin” that we can incorporate into 
Centering Prayer (or any other practice of intentional silence). What do I mean by a 
plugin? A plugin is a software application used to enhance the functionality of another, 
larger program. So for example, a software programs like Photoshop uses plugins to add 



additional features or capabilities to photo editing; my website runs on Wordpress but I 
use plugins to manage my email subscriptions and even to operate this online course! 

So Centering Prayer—or any other practice of silent prayer—is the “main application” and 
the Mirror of Silence is the “plugin” for this exercise. Therefore, to practice this Arcanum’s 
exercise, you begin by engaging in your regular daily silent prayer practice.  

When we enter into prayerful silence, we use a sacred word (which could be a spiritually 
meaningful word or phrase, the name of Jesus or Yahweh, a scripture verse, or the Jesus 
Prayer) to gently set aside any thoughts as they arise — any thoughts, no matter how pious 
or spiritual they might be. We set all our thoughts aside without analyzing or evaluating 
them, since that would be just piling more thoughts on top of thoughts!  

Silent prayer invites us to use our sacred word to shift our attention away from distracting 
thoughts and back to the objectless awareness of pure silence, where we can rest until 
another thought comes along. That cycle repeats itself continually throughout silent prayer. 

Many people find that when they enter into praying this way, they experience thoughts as 
frustrating or problematic. “I’m so distracted!” “My mind kept wandering off!” “I must 
have been lost in 1000 daydreams!” The subtle trap here is that we begin to evaluate our 
prayer dualistically: silence or the sacred word are “good,” whereas thoughts are “bad.” 

This is where the invitation to develop a gnostic sense — the mirror of silence — comes 
in. Before you enter into your period of silence, imagine for just a moment or so that your 



consciousness is a mirror reflecting the presence of God within you. Since it is a Christian 
principle that God is everywhere (St. Ignatius of Loyola: “find God in all things”), therefore 
God is fully “reflected” in all three elements of your silent prayer practice. God is reflected 
in the silence, and God is also reflected in the sacred word, and God is even reflected in 
your thoughts: no matter how distracting, chaotic, or even “sinful” they might be! 

Acknowledge the truth that God is omnipresent, and you can begin to see your entire 
prayer practice as a mirror reflecting the divine presence within you. Do this each time 
you pray, just prior to beginning your Centering Prayer (or other silent) practice. Then 
engage in your practice as normal. If you think about this exercise during your prayer time, 
return to your sacred word — like you would with any other thought. This “plugin” is 
meant to be activated prior to your time in silence, so that during your prayer time you 
may simply maintain your attention on your sacred word to continually call you back to 
silence. 

b 
What does this exercise accomplish? See it as an invitation to abide more fully within the 
essential non-dual nature of silent prayer. Developing the gnostic sense is not so much 
something you do as something you allow — it’s ultimately the Holy Spirit’s responsibility. 
Your job is to consent to the Holy Spirit’s presence and action within you, by returning to 
your sacred word whenever thoughts arise, and then resting in the silence whenever you 
are graced with such an open, wordless moment. Then along comes another thought and 
the cycle repeats itself — and that’s okay. Over time, your willingness to simply pay 
attention to the entire process of silent prayer: prayer word, silence, thought; prayer word, 
silence, thought; etc. — will create the space for the “gnostic sense” — your loving 
capacity for recognizing and knowing God’s mystical action with you, in your heart.  


