
LETTER II 
The High Priestess, Arcanum of  Gnosis 

La Papesse 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

“For this is the arcanum of  the twofoldness underlying consciousness—spontaneous activity and its 
reflection; it is the arcanum of  the transformation of  the pure act into representation, of  
representation into memory pictures, of  memory pictures into the word, and of  the word into 
written characters or the book.”  

As I read this letter, I am reminded of  the old Three Dog Night song, “One” (yes, I’m showing my 
age here!): 

 One is the loneliest number that you'll ever do 
 Two can be as bad as one 
 It's the loneliest number since the number one 

Those lyrics may have seemed appropriate to the 1960s counterculture, but they really fall flat when 
seen in the light of  Meditations on the Tarot. For while much of  Letter II is an abstract philosophical 
meditation on the number 2 — and on duality, dualism, and unity-in-duality — our anonymous 
author assumes that one is a happy number — the number of  mystical unity; so therefore he might 
go on to say, “Two can be as good as one, it’s the most unified number since the number one.” 

“Anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him,” muses Saint Paul in his first Letter to the 
Corinthians (I Cor. 6:17). This is a bedrock principle of  mysticism: in the words of  St. Teresa of  
Ávila, “It is plain what union is: two distinct things become one.” (from her autobiography, chapter 
18). Here, then, lies the foundational paradox of  mysticism: twoness merges into oneness: God and 
the soul, Creator and creature, bridegroom and bride: the essential duality of  experienced life (“self ” 
and “other”) meld in the ecstatic unity of  Divine Union. In Letter II, our author proclaims clearly 
that the agent for such union is, and can only be, Love. 

But even Divine Union still contains a twoness about it. Mystically speaking, that which exists in 
unity and simplicity is always experienced in terms of  relationality and subject/object awareness. 
Have a mystical experience where the boundaries between yourself  and God fall away, and in the 
midst of  that bliss, something inside of  you will say, “This is amazing, wonderful, fabulous!” Snap! 
You’ve fallen away from unity back into duality; you are the observer again, and God is back to 
being the ultimate mystery, the supreme Other — and no matter how ecstatic your experience may 
have been, and how lyrical and poetic your words may be as you express what you experienced, the 
words are not the experience; the fingers pointing to the moon can never be the moon. 

And yet, how precious those fingers are! Imagine how impoverished our experience of  spirituality 
would be if  we had no access to the “book” of  reflected mysticism (gnosis): no writings of  Julian of  
Norwich or Thomas Merton, no words from Teresa of  Ávila or John of  the Cross, no sermons 
from Meister Eckhart or Howard Thurman, no poetry by Hadewijch or Caryll Houselander. It is 
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such a gift to humanity that the mystics fall back from the heights of  their union, if  for no other 
reason than they proceed to tell the rest of  us about it. The loss of  their ecstasy is a gift for us. 

The first four Letters of  Meditations on the Tarot are structured around the four Hebrew letters in the 
Tetragrammaton, the name of  God: יהוה, YHWH or Yahweh. They are also correlated to the “four 
worlds” of  the philosophy of  the Kabbalah. The four worlds are Atziluth (the archetypal world, 
highest and closest to God), Briah (the world of  pure creativity), Yetzirah (the world where the 
creative energies begin to take form) and Assiah (the manifest world, the world we recognize as 
comprised of  physical reality, matter and energy). The first four Letters, corresponding to the 
Magician, the High Priestess, the Empress and the Emperor, represent the process by which 
mysticism (pure union with God) becomes embodied as gnosis (contemplative knowledge), which in 
turn inspires magic (creative action), culminating in a meaningful philosophy — the philosophy of  
Hermeticism, or western esoteric wisdom. 

Towards the end of  Letter II, the author invites us to climb up this ladder of  four worlds, from 
manifest reality to archetypal union with God: 

“Now, ’olam ha’assiah, the world of  facts, is preceded by ’olam ha yetzirah, the world of  formation or 
the demiurgic world; this is the product of  ’olam ha beriah, the world of  creation or the magical world 
which is, in turn, the realisation of  ’olam ha atziluth, the world of  emanations or the gnostic world, 
inseparate and inseparable from God, who in his true essence is the mystery of  supreme mysticism
—AIN-SOPH, the Unlimited.” 

Let me confess something: I was not born with a particularly philosophical mind. While I can read 
theology and mysticism almost like a beach novel, I find most philosophy dense to the point of  
impenetrability. If  you are the type of  person who loves philosophy, I bow before you in humility 
and awe. But if  you are like me, and find highly technical and overly abstract writing to be difficult if  
not opaque, perhaps the following summary of  the author’s wisdom can help you to appreciate the 
role of  “the book” (the record of  magic, gnosis and mysticism) in the overall collective human quest 
for God and meaning: 

We seek union with God, but unless every one of  us wants to reinvent the unitive wheel, we seek this as 
apprentices to both contemplative community and mystical tradition. The reflected teachings and insights of  
others not only inspires us, but impels us to act: to take the concrete steps necessary to make our longing for 
God embodied in real ways in our lives. As we turn our spirituality into a practice and not just a desire, we 
in turn gain knowledge and wisdom that we may someday be called to pass on to others. 

That, in a nutshell, is the wisdom of  the first four letters, grossly oversimplified of  course! But if  
you are struggling to make sense of  this material, perhaps that’s a framework on which you can 
orient yourself  as you immerse yourself  into the author’s wisdom. 

While much of  this chapter may seem dense and abstract, the patient reader who approaches the 
book even from a purely contemplative stance will nevertheless find many jewels of  wisdom for 
your own meditation and reflection. For just one example consider this: 

“The intellect that is not fertilised by imagination guided by the heart is sterile. It depends on 
impulses which it receives from the participation of  the heart by means of  the imagination.” 
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Here I see an echo of  a concept central to the Jesus Prayer tradition of  Eastern Orthodoxy: the 
notion of  the mind in the heart. To pray the Jesus Prayer requires more than the mere repetitive 
recitation of  a formula (“Lord Jesus Christ, son of  God, have mercy on me”) — while engaged in 
that kind of  mantric praying, the person in prayer is enjoined to allow their mind to sink into the heart, 
so that the act of  prayer is as much an intuitive/imaginative exercise as it is a rational/cognitive act. 
In other words, mystical prayer, no matter how philosophical it might be, begins and ends in love — 
the realm of  the heart — rather than in mere intellectual discourse. As the author of  The Cloud of  
Unknowing would put it in the fourteenth century, “We can not think our way to God. God can be 
loved but not thought.”  

Imagination is often linked with magic, and so in this quote, like in much of  Letter II, the author is 
beginning to make the case for a Christian understanding of  sacred or divine magic. Far from being 
a kind of  forbidden exercise for the conjuring of  spirits, this kind of  holy magic will be the heart of  
the third letter in Meditations on the Tarot. For now it is enough to say that, as represented by our 
author, magic is to action as gnosis is to contemplation. And the key linking these two essential 
elements of  the mystical life is the imagination. 

Sadly, we must acknowledge that Letter II also introduces us to the author’s unfortunate reliance on 
what we now can see as a heavily patriarchal and therefore toxic understanding of  masculinity and 
femininity. There are some real groaners in this chapter, like “The fact that man is usually more 
intellectual than woman does not signify that the intellect is a masculine principle” (aside from the 
gratuitous chauvinism expressed here, the author seems oblivious to the fact that systemic 
oppression is often the main cause of  individual limitations). Like racist language, sexist language 
must be condemned, but I hope you may read it as a sign of  the author’s ignorance rather than his 
malice. One way to deconstruct the author’s patriarchal  bias is to substitute the Chinese concepts of  
yang and yin for male and female. This allows us to reflect on the author’s way of  seeing things 
without having to accept his problematic understanding of  gender. 

b 
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What to Look for in Letter II: 
As you read through Letter II, here are some points that might be helpful for you as you seek to 
enter deeper into the mysteries and paradoxes of  duality-in-unity. 

1. On page 30, the author presents the High Priestess in relation to the Magician: where Arcanum 
I represents a pure mystical act, Arcanum II embodies the process of  reflecting on that act — 
culminating in the creation of  “the book” (i.e., a narrative, documentation, a written record, a 
linguistic expression of  the pure mysticism exemplified by the first arcanum). 

2. Also on page 30: we require an “inner mirror” in order to be conscious of  the mystical activity 
of  the Spirit in our hearts and lives. Consciousness is thus a “marriage” of  water and spirit, of  
experience and reflection on the experience, of  pure knowing and the language/thought we use 
to understand and communicate that knowing. 

3. Page 32: “Duality therefore signifieds the establishment of  two centers of  contemplation…” 
The author sees the problem of  duality as contributing to the existence of  evil (which exists 
only in opposition to good, therefore is an “illegitimate twofoldness”) but also as the key to the 
heart of  Christian mysticism — which resolves the paradox of  unity and duality through love, 
the divine energy by which “two shall become one.” 

4. Love, as the essence of  God, is higher than power, or wisdom, or even being itself  (pages 33-4). 

5. The author’s philosophical meditation on the rivalry between being and love is an extension of  
this: he proclaims that love — or perhaps we should say Love (with a capital L) — is the only 
path to Divine Union, which is the heart and goal of  all Christian mysticism (pages 35-6) 

6. While I disagree with the author’s dismissive attitude toward eastern mysticism, I do agree that a 
mark or characteristic of  the mysticism of  Love is the “gift of  tears” — the recognition that 
Love invites us into relationship, relationship begets tenderness, and a tender soul is one that 
more easily cries, whether tears of  remorse, grief, happiness or joy. 

7. Page 37: the vision of  God is characterized by encounter (the loving encounter between Creator 
and creature, the Lover and the beloved, brought into unity in love). 

8. Love is greater than psychology, philosophy or science. Those disciplines, important as they are, 
ultimately only carry eternal truth and meaning to the extent that they lead us to love (p. 39). 

9. This Letter introduces us to one of  the book’s major weaknesses: clearly sexist ways of  thinking 
about gender. Perhaps when we substitute abstract principles (like that Taoist concepts of  Yin 
and Yang) for “female” and “male,” we can avoid some of  the embedded sexism in his ideas and 
consider how the principles he describes, freed from sexist categories, might still prove useful. 

10. “Gnosis signifies that that which takes place in mysticism has become higher knowledge” (41). The 
author invites us to consider that spirituality (and spiritual experience) have implications for 
theology, philosophy, and political and social values. What we learn in the nonverbal immediacy 
of  mystical silence has the potential to shape all our thought, values, and relationships. 
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11. The four Hebrew letters of  the Divine Name (יהוה, YHWH or Yahweh) symbolize the 
essential unity between mysticism (love), gnosis (knowledge or contemplation), magic (action) 
and Hermeticism (wisdom). The author also correlates these four letters to the four-level “map” 
of  reality as understood in the Kabbalah, the Jewish tradition of  mysticism. 

12. On page 44 the author equates gnosis with contemplation. This is important, and can be helpful for 
anyone whose knowledge of  early church history makes them squeamish about the heresy of  
Gnosticism. But in general, it’s helpful to remember that the author is not referring to 
gnosticism as a heretical movement, but using the word in its earlier sense of  “knowledge gained 
through experience” — as opposed to abstract knowledge derived secondhand through study. 

13. The author invites us to consider that the ordinary human faculty of  memory has both a 
“vertical” and a “horizontal” dimension: horizontal memory is the capacity to recall events from 
the past (along the horizon of  time), while vertical memory is our too-often-neglected capacity 
to reflect spiritual truth from above in our embodied lives, here and now: what great mystics 
have referred to as “finding God in all things” or “the practice of  the presence of  God.” 

14. This letter ends with a reflection on the spirituality of  magic, including the bold assertion that 
God creating all things out of  nothingness (creation ex nihilo) is the highest possible expression 
of  magic (“divine and cosmic magic,” p. 47). This is a “sneak peek” at where Letter III, The 
Empress, will take us. 

Questions for personal reflection (and, if  you wish, 
communal discussion on our Course Forum): 

1. The author describes the High Priestess representing the “twofoldness underlying 
consciousness.” What do you think are ways we can understand life in terms of  two 
elements that go together and/or need each other? Two examples might be body & soul, 
or yin & yang. What other examples of  our “twofoldness” can you think of ? 

2. This Letter is about knowledge reflected from mystical experience, and not surprisingly, 
much of  the material covered in this Letter is densely philosophical. Do you find you 
enjoy this kind of  abstract writing— or does it leave you cold? If  it’s not your natural cup 
of  tea, what steps  can you take to find useful ideas or information in this kind of  
writing, to support your spiritual practice? 

3. The author describes two types of  memory: horizontal memory (recalling the past) and 
vertical memory (intuiting truth from above, i.e. spiritual truth). Have you ever 
experienced “vertical memory” in your life? What was it like, and what did you “recall”? 

4. Practice the spiritual exercise of  “the mirror of  silence” — a way of  framing Centering 
Prayer (or any other practice of  intentional silence) to sense that the thoughts that arise 
during contemplative practice is not so much a distraction as a reflection of  the silence 
that lives in your heart. How does this exercise deepen or illuminate your sense of  how 
God works in your life through your practice of  intentional silence?
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