
LETTER V 
The Pope, Arcanum of Poverty 

Spiritual Exercise: Respiration Prayer & Benediction 

What is benediction? What is its source and its effect? Who has the authority 
to bestow benediction? What role does it play in the spiritual life of 
humanity?  
Now, benediction is more than a simple good wish made for others; it is also 
more than a magical impress of personal thought and will upon others. It is 
the putting into action of divine power transcending the individual thought 
and will of the one who is blessed as well as the one who is pronouncing the 
blessing. (pages 99-100) 

Because it is Severity which stimulates prayer and it is Mercy which blesses. 
(page 100) 

Spiritual asphyxia menaces he who does not practise some form of prayer; he 
who practises it receives vivifying benediction in some form. (page 100) 

In his book Druidcraft, the prominent contemporary Druid priest Philip Carr-Gomm 
offers this insight into his understanding of the difference between positive and 
negative magic: “Learning how to bless and be blessed is the first step in learning 
how to become a magician… see, the art of blessing is just the opposite to the art 
of cursing. In a nutshell, that’s the difference between good and evil magic.” 

What does it mean to be free? “Humankind is born free, and everywhere is in 
chains” remarked the Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 1762. Indeed, so 
often we feel that we lack freedom: we are constrained by financial limitations, by 
expectations placed upon us by our families or communities, by the unavoidable 
circumstances of our age, health, gender, or other situation. While obviously 
someone incarcerated is “in chains,” in fact many of us are constrained by chains 
that are merely metaphorical, but no less real than fetters of iron or steel. 

But we all have within us an essential “location” where we remain free: that place 
deep within, in our heart, where we can choose to bless or to curse. Where we can 
meet the circumstances of our lives with a spirit of hope and benediction, or 
conversely, where we can choose instead to respond to what is arising with a 
capacity to condemn or curse. It is this essential capacity to choose blessing 
(benediction), integrated into the life of prayer, that the spiritual exercise of 
Arcanum V invites us into. 



The breath is an essential component of any spiritual life. So many meditation 
practices involve some sort of attentiveness toward the breath. Even if the practice 
is focused on a sacred word or phrase (like the Jesus prayer), often the meditation 
experience will include entraining the word or phrase to the breath. As Thich Nhat 
Hanh famously wrote in his classic book Peace is Every Step, 

Breathing in, I calm my body.  
Breathing out, I smile. 

In the Jewish tradition, God gives the first human, Adam, existence by breathing life 
into the clay form. Jesus, likewise, gives his followers the Holy Spirit when he 
“breathed upon them” (John 20:22). And now, the author of Meditations on the 
Tarot invites us to consider that all prayer has an essential “respiratory” quality by 
combining the beseeching of human prayer with the benediction of divine 
response. 

Breathing out, we pray — offering our God our hopes, desires, confessions, and 
adoration. Breathing in, we receive God’s blessing and benediction, empowering us 
to bring blessing and benediction to others. 

This reminds me of the Tibetan Buddhist practice of Tonglen — which means 
“sending and receiving.” In the words of Pema Chödrön, “With each in-breath, we 
take in others’ pain. With each out-breath, we send them relief.” She writes, 

Tonglen practice, also known as “taking and sending,” reverses our usual 
logic of avoiding suffering and seeking pleasure. In tonglen practice, we 
visualize taking in the pain of others with every in-breath and sending out 
whatever will benefit them on the out-breath. In the process, we become 
liberated from age-old patterns of selfishness. We begin to feel love for both 
ourselves and others; we begin to take care of ourselves and others. 

Tonglen awakens our compassion and introduces us to a far bigger view of 
reality. It introduces us to the unlimited spaciousness of shunyata (emptiness). 
By doing the practice, we begin to connect with the open dimension of our 
being. 

Tonglen can be done for those who are ill, those who are dying or have died, 
or those who are in pain of any kind. It can be done as a formal meditation 
practice or right on the spot at any time. If we are out walking and we see 
someone in pain, we can breathe in that person’s pain and send out relief to 
them.  1

https://www.lionsroar.com/how-to-practice-tonglen/ — accessed March 26, 2022.1
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The respiratory prayer that The Pope represents is similar to Tonglen, only it relies 
on the Holy Spirit to bestow benediction upon us in response to our prayer. We do 
not have to somehow find it in ourselves to return blessing for suffering; instead, we 
offer suffering (or anything we pray for) to God, trusting in God’s compassionate 
action to bring benediction to our lives and the lives of those we love. 

So the exercise associated with Arcanum V is elegant in its simplicity: pray. The 
author reminds us that “spiritual asphyxiation” threatens a person “who does not 
practise some form of prayer” — we are free to choose the method or practice of 
prayer that feels most at home for us, whether spontaneous prayer, or liturgy, or 
repetitive prayer (like the rosary of the Jesus prayer) or even a form of “mental” or 
imaginative prayer. The exercise does not demand that we pray in a certain way, it 
simply asks us to pray — with the understanding that God responds to our prayer 
with benediction in some form — whether we recognize it or not. 

It’s important to remember that the benediction we are promised may not 
necessarily come in the manner or form that we would like it to. We all know the 
concept of a “blessing in disguise” — sometimes benedictions are hidden, or 
subtle, or surprising in how they manifest. Sometimes we cannot see the evidence 
of a benediction until after the fact (maybe years or even decades later). So every 
act of prayer is simultaneously an act of trust: trust that God will respond with a 
blessing that will be precisely what is needed for the circumstance at hand, even if 



it is different than what we might hope for. Just as we have the freedom to bless 
instead of curse, we also have the freedom to trust (rather than to despair).  

So The Pope invites us to the exercise of trust through prayer. We pray, trusting that 
benediction will come in response. We might be able to consciously see or 
recognize this blessing, or we might not. We might notice it right away, or we might 
not see it for days or years or decades. But just as every inhalation is paired with an 
exhalation, we know that every prayer is paired with a benediction. We pray in 
order to trust in this cycle of spiritual respiration. 

My wife keeps a notebook that she calls her “A2P Notebook” — for “answers to 
prayer.” If this appeals to you, I invite you to try a similar way of documenting your 
prayer (and noting when a benediction becomes apparent). While such an exercise 
may not be for everyone, the purpose of such a notebook is to help us see how 
benediction flows, thereby helping us to more fully trust the blessings that may not 
always be apparent; they, too, are gifts given in response to prayer. And because we 
live in a spiritual reality where benedictions are offered so freely to us, we are 
empowered to bring blessings to others: each and every day. 

Pray. Notice the benedictions when they become apparent. Trust those benedictions 
that are not immediately recognizable. Allow this respiratory practice to inspire 
your own capacity to bring blessings to others. Repeat as necessary. 


