
LETTER VII 
The Chariot, Arcanum of  Mastership  

Le Chariot 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

We live in a culture that rewards, celebrate, and lionizes the winners. We celebrate 
success, from political victory to business triumph to winning national or global 
beauty contests or athletic events. Who is the most decorated Olympic medalist of  all 
time? Even someone with as casual an interest in sports as myself  will be able to 
“Michael Phelps.” But can you name an athlete who competed in the Olympics and 
came home without a single medal? No, I can’t either. 

To a large extent, this is simply human nature. Winning is sexy and glamorous. 
Likewise, it feels better to rally behind someone who is successful than to pity the 
poor loser. Of  course, part of  the genius of  Christianity is that it has turned all this 
on its head: we’ve been invited to recognize the very presence of  God in the broken 
body of  an obscure itinerant preacher who was summarily executed when the local 
authorities got tired of  him and his followers. And if  we accept that Jesus is God, 
then we had better pay attention to his teachings, like “the last shall be first, and the 
first last.” Suddenly, we are invited to re-think that basic impulse to always back the 
winner. 

Now, to muddy the waters even further: what if  spirituality itself  were a “game” with 
winners and losers? Some of  us are naturally gifted, or simply work hard at, mastering 
the “game” of  spirituality and prayer. Others, meanwhile, blow it off, fail to take it 
seriously, or simply put their efforts elsewhere. Even when it comes to “the last shall 
be first,” some of  us are better at being “last” than others! So what do we do now, 
when even the mystical life threatens to sort us out into the “successful” sheep and 
the “loser” goats? 

This is the kind of  thinking that lurks beneath this brilliant but challenging meditation 
on Arcanum VII, The Chariot. On the surface, the Chariot — or, should I say, the 
charioteer — appears to be a bold example of  the “successful” man. Standing alert 
and confident, he is decked out in fine clothes, sporting a crown and scepter as two 
horses pull his chariot forward. Younger than the Emperor (Arcanum IV), he may 
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lack the pure power of  the ruling sovereign, but has plenty of  youthful courage and 
élan to guide him toward even greater success in his oh-so-optimistic future. As the 
words of  the old eighties hit by Timbuk3 put it, “the future’s so bright I gotta wear 
shades.”  

Our author points out in this letter that each Arcanum of  the Tarot represents an 
ideal to aim for — but also warns us of  a potential pitfall. Our brash and daring 
charioteer represents the goal of  triumphing over the three temptations of  the desert 
(the temptation to place trust in our selves rather than in God, to put God to the test, 
to worship that which is not worthy of  our worship), but ironically then represents a 
fourth temptation: the temptation to pride or ego-inflation. It’s as if  the charioteer is 
proclaiming, “Look at me, I triumphed! I defeated the devil and his temptations! I’m a 
winner!” 

g 
The triumph may be holy, but if  it leads to this kind of  egocentricity, it has become a 
hollow victory. 

Drawing from monastic wisdom, our author offers two alternatives to the spiritual 
pride or “mystical megalomania” of  the Chariot. These include the unselfconscious 
virtue of  humility and the Benedictine motto ora et labora — the blessings that arise 
from a commitment to worship and work. What worship, work and humility all share in 
common is an essentially relational orientation: they call us out of  ourselves and into 
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relationship with an other (or others): in worship, we surrender all temptations to be 
the center of  our universe by venerating and adoring God as the center of  all 
universes; by work (which has been defined as “love made visible”) we acknowledge 
that we have limitations and we need and rely on each other to survive and to thrive, 
and humility, properly understood, is the virtue by which we accept ourslves and our 
limitations in order to be more authentically true to ourselves in all our relationships 
with God and with others.  

It’s important to recognize that the author does not see “triumph” as bad, or that the 
charioteer is somehow an unsavory character, just because he’s a “winner.” The 
problem is not that he wins, but that he lets his success go to his head. Paradoxically, 
he needs to surrender his successfulness so that his spiritual life is not based on his 
own merit, but entirely on the grace and love of  God. To quote Jesus again, “For 
those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake 
will find it.” (Matthew 16:25). It is precisely in his surrender — even the surrender of  
his own “success” — that the charioteer “triumphs” over the corrosive qualities of  
pride, inflation, and megalomania.  

As I write these words, I am conscious of  the privilege that is embedded in this 
particular spiritual perspective. To be a “winner” in our society typically is more 
available to those who have certain advantages: family and financial support, level of  
education, and the confidence that is socially approved to those who have access to 
the privilege accorded to men, to whites, to straight people, and to Christians. Even 
our spiritual culture is not immune to this problem: attend a Centering Prayer 
conference, and nearly all the people there will be white, affluent, and educated. It’s 
almost as if  “spiritual success” is only available to those who already have attained a 
certain measure of  social or material success! 

The mandate for humility and humble work and worship is particularly meant for 
those who benefit from social advantages or privileges. This is not to say that others 
are simply free to cultivate their own spiritual pride! But I simply wish to acknowledge 
that some people are more susceptible to the pitfall of  The Chariot than others. For 
those who are less likely to experience material and spiritual “success” (and therefore 
less likely to succumb to the temptation to spiritual pride), the warning of  this 
Arcanum may not be nearly as immediately important. Such persons may find that 
they need to savor the blessings they receive, without worrying about “pride.” This is 
the kind of  discernment issue that a qualified spiritual director can assist one with. 

When we recognize humility as the gift of  unselfconsciousness, and work and worship 
as the gift of  embedding our capacity to love in community, then we realize that these 
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gifts are truly meant for all people, regardless of  how much “privilege” we may (or 
may not) have. And again, The Chariot reminds us that success takes many forms, 
some clearly much healthier than others. 

What to Look for in Letter VII: 

As you read through Letter VII, here are some points that might be helpful for you as 
you reflect on the energy and power of  the Chariot and the charioteer’s vocation to 
choose humility rather than self-aggrandizement. 

1. The author begins the chapter by suggesting that successfully renouncing the three 
temptations (which are defeated by the gifts of  faith, hope and love) can leave us 
susceptible to a fourth temptation: the temptation to spiritual pride. This is why 
monks and saints and mystics throughout history have emphasized the 
importance: not to cultivate low self-esteem, but rather as a means of  protection 
against the corrosive temptation to spiritual inflation (“mystical megalomania”). 

2. Page 148: “Reward is therefore the action that one sets in motion above by the 
renunciation of  desire for things below. It is the “yes” from above corresponding 
to the “no” from below.” Although this is clearly problematic (it ties in with Marx’s 
critique of  religion as the opiate of  the people, and also seems to promote a 
Platonic worldview where spirit is good and matter is bad), it’s also reminiscent of  
Benedictine spirituality, where renunciation is seen as a path to freedom (for one 
contemporary example, consider the writings of  Mary Margaret Funk). What may 
be lacking here is a recognition that spiritual renunciation is valuable in its own 
right, and not just as a way of  trigging a heavenly “reward.”  

3. Page 149: “Angels… are entities which move vertically, from above below and from 
below above.” It’s wise not to read this literally, but to see “below” and “above” as 
symbols for time and eternity, or earth and heaven, without the kind of  value 
implications that the “vertical” metaphor implies. The point that may be most 
valuable for us: angels are walker between the worlds, and to encounter an angel is 
to be brought more directly into the presence of  eternity/heaven. This is a helpful 
principle to keep in mind as we encounter angels further in our Tarot journey (for 
example, Arcanum 14, Temperance). 

4. On page 151 the author reflects on why so many Christians abandon the church 
for the wisdom of  the east, and he appears to be dismissing non-Christian 
spirituality, although he does go on to insist he is not “opposed or even hostile” to 
such communities or lineages. But his essential point—that it is a mistake to seek 
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out a spiritual path that caters to one’s own ego, rather than seeking to dissolve it 
through humility and service—is worth considering, and it’s also importat to 
remember that ego-centric spirituality can be found as surely within Christianity as 
beyond its borders. 

5. Page 152: “the charioteer…is the victor over trials, i.e. the temptations, and if  he is 
master, then it is thanks to himself. He is alone…” While there is an essential 
solitary dimension to mystical spirituality (Jesus entered the desert alone, and 
counseled his disciples to enter their “inner room” where they could pray “in 
secret”), the point here is that self-reliance may result in victory, but it comes with 
its own temptation, as detailed above. As an antidote to mystical megalomania, 
humility is embedded in relationship: we practice humility to fostering healthy and 
down-to-earth relationships with others. So our “solitary” impulse is tempered by 
the need for community. 

6. Pages 153-154 explore Jungian thought in relation to this arcanum, and sees 
individuation as a process of  fostering harmony and integration between all levels 
of  consciousness, especially “conscious and unconscious” dimensions of  the 
psyche. Compare this to Thomas Keating’s teachings on the “unloading of  the 
unconscious” as a healing fruit of  Centering Prayer. We can expect a healthy life in 
the Spirit to nudge us toward the transforming place where we are authentic and 
integrated in terms of  all levels of  consciousness.  

7. Sabbatai Zevi (mentioned on page 156) was a seventeenth century Jewish mystic 
who at the age of  22 proclaimed himself  as the messiah, which led to such 
controversy that he eventually was banished from the Turkish Jewish community. 
An unfortunate example of  how “inflation” or megalomania can undermine the 
message of  a spiritual teacher — and a cautionary tale for those who reject the 
moderating influence of  spiritual community today. 

8. Ora et Labora (page 161) is recognized as the motto of  Benedictine monasticism. It 
lierally means “Work and Pray” although I love our author’s rendition of  it as 
“Worship and work.” The author explicitly links this to the need for protection 
against spiritual self-aggrandizement. “It is necessary to worship what is above us 
and it is necessary to participate in human effort in the domain of  objective facts 
in order to be able to hold in check the ilusions concering what one is and what one is 
capable of.” He goes on to suggest that authentic worship of  God is a shield against 
the temptation of  self-worship, and that work fosters humility by forcing us to 
acknowledge our human limitations (for example, no doctor can heal all patients). 
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9. Page 162: Jacob Boehme (Jakob Böhme, 1575-1624) is often considered one of  
the greatest mystics of  the first century following the Reformation; he was a 
Lutheran and certainly encountered opposition within the Lutheran community. 
Our author approvingly remarks on Boehme’s ordinary labors as a cobbler — 
combined with a spirit of  worship that emerged in him from his visions — as the 
qualities that kept him grounded despite the lofty nature of  his experience. 

10. “I am inclined to see in all the Arcana of  the Tarot simultaneously both warnings 
and aims to be attained” — the author follows this statement (on page 164) with a 
concise summary of  the warnings and aims of  each of  the first seven arcana. This 
can be a helpful principle to keep in mind as you continue your journey through 
the Major Arcana: what warning does each arcanum represent, and what aim does 
it call us to?  

11. Continuing the author’s ongoing project of  drawing insights and correspondences 
between Christian mysticism and esoteric wisdom, on page 165 he suggests that 
successfully renouncing the four temptations makes one “master of  the four 
elements” (fire, air, water, and earth). See below for a chart delineating the author’s 
way of  describing this spiritual mastery. Incidentally, Sankaracharya refers to 
spiritual leaders in the tradition of  Advaita Vedanta (nondual Hinduism); the 
author appears to be suggesting that these four virtues are the qualities of  an 
esteemed Sankaracharya. 

12. On page 166, the author writes “There are three forms of  mystical experience: the 
experience of  union with Nature, that of  union with the transcendent human Self, 
and that of  union with God.” This reminds me of  Ken Wilber’s teaching (found in 
books like A Brief  History of  Everything or Sex, Ecology, Spirituality) that advanced 
human consciousness can encompass four different types of  mystical union: union 
with nature, union with a deity, union with the emptiness beyond deity, and union 
with the nondual all. Obviously, no taxonomy like this can be seen as definitive; so 
it’s interesting to compare their respective perspectives. The author of  Meditations is 
a convinced, theist, so naturally he posits “Union with God” as the highest 
possible mystical experience; whereas Wilber who is much more influenced by 
Buddhist and Vedantic thought would naturally suggest that their “higher” 
mysticisms beyond simply union with God. One way out of  these conflict: to see 
“union with emptiness” and “union with nonduality” as dimensions of  union with 
God. As we mature spiritually, our image of  God likewise evolves; the “old man in 
the sky” that might have fired our childhood imagination of  God naturally yields 
to more abstract concepts and images of  the divine: eventually shading off  into 
pure silence, pure emptiness, and pure nonduality. These may be higher than our 
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image of  God but they cannot be higher than God in God’s own self. 

13. The author also suggests (page 167) that union with the divine naturally involves a 
synthesis of  the “lower” mysticisms of  union-with-nature and union-with-the-
higher-self. This tracks with Wilber’s assertion that evolution naturally transcends 
but also includes the stages of  development (consciousness) that precede it. Thus 
there has long been an appreciation in the Christian tradition that we can “find 
God in nature” — the Celtic tradition, and mystics like Hildegard of  Bingen, 
Francis of  Assisi, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and Thomas Berry has especially 
embodied this principle. It’s important not to assume that nature mysticism is 
somehow inferior to or “lower than” deity mysticism: it’s a natural stepping-stone 
to union with God, to at first lose oneself  in the splendor of  nature. But what the 
deity-mystics insist: ecstatic union with nature is not the end of  our search, but 
merely the beginning! 

14. The chapter concludes with a fascinating insight: “one can say that the ‘triumpher’ 
is a ‘convalescent’, i.e. that the ‘triumpher’ has triumphed over sickness or 
imbalance — spiritual, psychic and physical…” (page 169). This seems to be a final 
call to (and affirmation of) the virtue of  humility. When we triumph, it is helpful 
to see our triumph as necessitated by our own woundedness, imperfection and 
incompleteness. It is the very fact that we lack, that impels us to grow, to see, to 
attain, and to triumph. There is no sin in triumphing, it can indeed by simply a 
blessing. We lose our way when we forget about the grace that made all of  our 
triumphs possible. 

Mastery of  the Four Elements 
Element Fire Air Water Earth

Thought Creativity Clarity Fluidity Precision

Emotion Warmth Magnanimity Sensitivity Faithfulness

Will Ardour Fullness Flexibility Stability

Intensity Scope Adabtability Firmness

Catholic Virtues Prudence Strength Temperance Justice

Platonic Virtues Wisdom Courage Temperance Justice

The Four Qualities 
of Sankaracharya

Discernment Serenity Just Conduct Desire for 
deliverance
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Questions for personal reflection (and, if  you wish, communal discussion on 
our Course Forum): 

1. On page 149 the author poetically describes how angels came to minister to 
Jesus in the desert, after he resisted the temptations from the spirit of  evil. 
Do you have a sense of  angels present in your life in this way? If  you don’t 
have a sense of  angels in your life, are you open to at least imagining them? 
Imagine what freedom and possibilities become available to you if  you 
could rely on the support of  the angels. What do you think contemplatives 
could do to foster a greater capacity for trusting in the presence of  angels? 

2. On page 160 the author makes a bold statement: that politicians who 
promote hatred and hostility are worse than any so-called “black 
magician.” He was writing at a time when the horrors of  fascism and 
Nazism were still far too fresh in peoples’ minds. But even today it seems 
like we have too many politicians who are willing to scapegoat or even 
demonize their opponents. How can we fight the tendency in politics to 
indulge in hatred? What can we do, as individual citizens, to begin to heal 
the suspicions and divisions that infect our shared public life 

3. The Chariot marks the completion of  almost one-third of  the way through 
our journey with the Major Arcana, and almost to summarize the journey 
this far, the author gives us a summary of  the first seven arcana on page 
164. Review this overview of  both the “ideals” and the “warnings” of  the 
first seven arcanum. What common themes seem to emerge? What insights 
are you gleaning from this summary, not only about Tarot, but about your 
spiritual journey? Does this summary change your perception of  the 
material we’ve covered thus far? 
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