
LETTER V 
The Pope, Arcanum of  Poverty  

Le Pape 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

In his book Tarot: Talisman or Taboo? the Irish Benedictine monk Mark Patrick 
Hederman, OSB, quotes Cardinal Hans Urs Von Balthasar’s introduction to 
Meditations on the Tarot from the German language edition of  the book (the 
“Afterword” by Von Balthasar in the American editions of  this book is an abridged 
version of  that foreword). Commenting on Meditations, the cardinal writes, 

The exigency of  [the author’s] thought lies less in detail — frequently the 
streams of  thought cross into one another — as in the abiding conviction that 
everything hangs together in the depths, and that each thing points analogically 
to every other thing. Even the most abstruse individual insights are held 
magnetically in thrall to an overarching and unifying power by which they are  
subjugated and placed in their order.  1

In other words, the beauty and power of  Meditations on the Tarot lies not so much in the 
details of  the many allusions and citations that the author sprinkles throughout the 
book, but rather in the overall harmony of  the book’s message: that there exists a 
spiritual unity which can be discerned through the wisdom from many sources — 
including Catholic theology, monastic wisdom, magical practice, and esoteric 
philosophy. What matters are not the details of  the author’s many citations, so much as 
the overall unity of  his message: that everything points toward a single, integral truth. 

This is a helpful principle to keep in mind if  (or when) you find yourself  bumping up 
against the author’s in-depth exploration of  something like ceremonial magic or 
esoteric philosophy — or, for that matter, Catholic mystical theology! I think it is safe 
to say that very few, if  any, readers of  this book will be able to follow along with all 
the allusions, references and citations that our author continually uses to illuminate his 
ideas and construct his arguments. If  you are familiar with some (or many) of  the 
sources he draws from, enjoy the erudition with which the author connects the dots 
between occult wisdom and Christian spirituality. But if  you are not so knowledgeable, 

 Hans Urs von Balthasar, quoted in Mark Patrick Hederman, Tarot: Talisman or Taboo? (Dublin: Currach Press, 2003), p. 102.1
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try to resist the temptation of  feeling like you have to understand or comprehend 
every last detail in order to appreciate this book or make sense of  its teachings. For 
most readers, getting a sense of  the big picture and enjoying the occasional “a-ha” 
moment is more than satisfying enough, especially on the first (or even fourth) 
journey through Meditations. 

So with this in mind, let’s take a look at Letter V, representing one of  the most 
mysterious cards in the Major Arcana: The Pope. When French occultists in the 19th 
century began to make the case that the Tarot had a pre-Christian, Egyptian origin, it 
was suggested that this card should be seen as representing a “hierophant,” from the 
name of  the chief  priest of  the pagan Eleusinian mysteries. Many 20th Century Tarot 
decks, such as the Rider-Waite-Smith and the Crowley-Harris-Thoth decks, rename 
this card “The Hierophant.” Our author, devout Catholic that he was, maintains the 
older symbolism for this card as representing the leader of  the institutional Church 
(ironically, though, he ignores that traditional name for Arcanum II, “The Popess,” 
opting for its more esoteric re-branding as “The High Priestess”). 

Whether you resonate with the imagery of  The Pope or not, I encourage you to keep 
in mind the concept of  the hierophant when meditating on this arcanum. A 
hierophant is not just any religious figure, but one who has a particular vocation to 
lead others into profound spiritual mystery. Indeed, this Greek word hierophant literally 
means “to reveal the holy.” So this arcanum encourages us to reflect on the people, 
communities, institutions or resources that reveal the Holy to us — and how such 
revelation functions in our lives, to invite us to move more deeply into the mystery. 

The Emperor (Letter IV) represents four wounds: four renunciations made in his 
commitment to embody divine authority, the authority of  the crucified one, rather 
than his own will-to-power. The four “wounds” or renunciations are the renunciation 
of  compulsion, of  violence, of  power and freedom (both physical and intellectual). It 
may seem counterintuitive to renounce these things, but for The Emperor these 
“wounds” represent our obedience to the higher calling of  freedom in the divine, in 
Christ. The Pope adds to those four wounds a fifth wound: the wound of  the heart, 
the wound of  organic humility. Just as the four wounds of  The Emperor’s 
renunciations represent the capacity to replace selfish willfulness with divine 
willingness, so too does the fifth wound represent The Pope’s commitment to manifest 
the knowledge and intelligence of  the heart, which is to say, divine love: the love that 
blesses, that receives prayer with hospitality and always responds with benediction. 

How do we receive the five wounds? Our author suggests that our willingness to be 
wounded in this spiritually life-giving way must come through the three evangelical 
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counsels (vows) of  obedience, poverty and chastity. It is in this way that we see the 
relationship between The Pope and the previous arcana of  the Tarot. Letters I-IV 
gave us the foundation of  our author’s understanding of  Christian Hermeticism, as a 
system integrating mysticism, gnosis, magic, and wisdom. Letter IV, with its emphasis 
on divine authority, can also be interpreted as a meditation on the virtue of  spiritual 
obedience, which sets the stage for Letters V and VI (The Pope and the Lover) which 
round out the exploration of  the three vows: obedience, poverty, and chastity. The 
author refers us back to The Emperor as the arcanum of  obedience, which is a 
corollary to The Emperor as an icon of  divine authority. The Pope then represents 
the arcanum of  poverty, while The Lover represents chastity. 

But why poverty? After all, the Pope is the head of  the Vatican, a repository of  some 
of  the greatest art (and wealth) of  the entire planet! Many words can be associated 
with the office of  the papacy, but “poverty” is not one of  them. But our author is 
thinking along the lines of  Matthew 5:3: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of  heaven.” The poverty The Pope represents is more than just the absence 
of  material wealth: in the words of  our author, “The vow of  poverty is the practice of  
inner emptiness, which is established as a consequence of  the silence of  personal 
desires, emotions and imagination so that the soul is capable of  receiving from above 
the revelation of  the word, the life and the light” (page 112). 

Here, once again, we see the essential link between these meditations, as philosophical 
and “heady” as they are, with the core contemplative practices of  inner emptying 
(kenosis) and silence. The vow of  poverty is a commitment to the prayerful 
attentiveness to inner silence, the emptiness that is always there, but not always 
acknowledged or celebrated. Just as someone who is physically poor is bereft of  
money or resources, the person who is “poor in spirit” is bereft of  the arrogance of  
one’s own will and need to control. By choosing inner emptiness over the will-to-
control, the contemplative person creates the space within to offer hospitality to the 
Spirit of  God, who always brings benediction to us in response to our prayer. 

The Pope represents truth — not the truth of  empirical facts so much as the truth of  
moral and mystical aspiration. It may be “true" that we live in a dog-eat-dog world and 
you have to look out for #1 to get ahead, but from the perspective of  spiritual reality, 
including ethical and moral principles, the greater truth is that love and humility may 
make us vulnerable on an earthly level, but enable us to manifest the truth of  the 
divine that ultimately is more true than the temporal power dynamics of  earthly life. 

Our author invites us into this meditation by suggesting that the image of  benediction 
or blessing found on the card reveals an essential relationship between prayer and 
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blessing: we pray, and in return, God blesses. This relationship between petition and 
benediction is compared to the cycle of  respiration: exhalation represents the offering 
of  our prayers, while inhalation signifies the reception of  divine blessing. It’s a 
beautiful and faith-filled approach to prayer: prayer is always linked to blessing, even if  
we do not consciously recognize it or immediately notice it. Trusting that prayer 
begets blessing calls to mind the theology of  Julian of  Norwich, who maintained that 
God will reward every prayer, even prayers that feel like an exercise in frustration 
where God seems far away. This respiratory understanding of  prayer/benediction is 
tied in to the Qabalistic tree of  life, which is structured around two pillars, the pillar 
of  mercy and the pillar of  severity. As the author sees it, “severity” represents the 
kinds of  challenges in life that impel human beings to pray (I am reminded of  the 
apocryphal proverb, “there are no atheists in foxholes”). Mercy, of  course, represents 
the nature of  the blessing(s) that God bestows upon us in response to our prayers. 
Thus, the pillar of  severity represents the flow of  love and energy from humanity to 
God, while the pillar of  mercy represents the flow in the opposite direction: from 
God to humanity. 

The five wounds are contrasted with the five “gates of  hell” (pages 119-120): “the 
will-to-greatness, the desire to take and to keep, the desire to advance and to hold on 
to at the expense of  others” — but following Jesus’s promise to Peter that “the gates 
of  hell shall not prevail” against his body, the church (see Matthew 16:18). Of  course, 
the “church” understood mystically is the body of  Christ — the crucified body of  the 
five wounds. The emptiness, humility and willingness embodied in the five wounds 
contrasts against the hubris, arrogance, and will-to-power of  the gates of  hell. But it’s 
important to remember: a gate is defensive, not “offensive.” In other words, when Jesus 
says “the gates of  hell will not prevail” against (the body), he is saying that the forces 
of  evil will, in the end, be conquered by the forces of  good: the very gates of  hell 
cannot prevail against the loving, contemplative, power of  love — in the end, good will 
triumph, and the gates will fall! Nothing can keep the compassionate, caring heart of  
God out: not even the very gates of  hell. We live in a universe where love will not only 
triumph, but will triumph universally and omnipresently. The blessing of  The Pope 
shall be spread everywhere, through all time and all space. 

Finally, I must point out: as inspiring as this letter may be, it still has its sour notes: I 
particularly find our author's argument about the “truth” of  the geocentric world-
view, and reincarnation, to be pedantic and sophomoric. (see page 104). Likewise, 
much of  the material concerning the magic of  the pentagram seems abstract to the 
point of  irrelevance. Once again, the beauty of  this book is found not in the details 
but in its overall spirit. 
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e 
What to Look for in Letter V: 

As you read through Letter V, here are some points that might be helpful for you as 
you seek to enter deeper into the wisdom of  the five wounds and the relationship 
between prayer and blessing. 

1. Prayer and benediction are intimately related, and have a cyclic connection to 
each other: prayer represents the ascent of  human expression and desire to God, 
while benediction represents the descent of  divine self-disclosure and blessing to 
humanity. These two are as intimately connected as inhalation and exhalation, and 
the role of  “The Pope” as a vicarious representation of  Christ (and Christ’s Spirit 
of  Love), is to bestow blessings on all. 

2. The author compares the practice of  prayer to the experience of  blood 
circulating in the body: the act of  praying is likened to blood depleted of  oxygen 
being sent to the lungs; benediction therefore represents oxygen-rich blood 
bringing its blessings to the entire body. God receives our prayers and “oxidizes” 
them before returning them to us as benediction. Therefore, the person who 
does not pray in some form runs the risk of  “spiritual asphyxiation”! 
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3. The Beatitudes function as expressions of  this “vertical respiration.” They teach 
us the dynamics of  the life of  prayer (born of  suffering) and benediction 
(bestowing grace). 

4. Horizontal respiration: “love your neighbor as yourself ” which includes love of  
nature, love of  neighbor, and love of  angels and the spiritual hierarchies; vertical 
respiration includes “love for God” which manifests as purification (by divine 
breath), illumination (by divine light) and mystical union (in divine fire). 

5. The Emperor (and I would add, the Empress) represents all of  humanity to God, 
and the Pope represents God to all humanity. 

6. On page 102 the author offers a rather Christian-centric (and frankly chauvinistic) 
interpretation of  Mahayana Buddhism as a kind of  “Gospel” coming to the 
Buddhist world. While I personally find his assumption that Buddhism is less 
than Christianity to be naive and distasteful, I am fascinated by the idea that 
wisdom embodied in one part of  the world can have a beneficial effect in 
cultures and traditions the world over. Perhaps that energy flows in more than 
one way, and sometimes Buddhist wisdom has helped Christianity to evolve! 

7. Page 103: The Pope is the “guardian of  the threshold” between the two pillars of  
day/night, exoteric/esoteric, and prayer/benediction. The Emperor rules the day, 
the Pope rules twilight, and the Hermit (Arcanum IX) rules the night. Our 
unknown author suggests that these correspond to the three offices of  ancient 
Israel of  king, high priest, and prophet (the question, always for us: how do we 
access the “king” and “high priest” and “prophet” within?) 

8. Beginning on page 106, the author indulges his interest in esotericism by offering 
thoughts on the “evil” nature of  the number 5, leading to a discussion of  the 
magic of  the pentagram (the 5 pointed star, enclosed in a circle) and the Catholic 
Church as a “magical” institution. Growing up like I did in the Protestant south, 
the material he quotes approvingly about the rosary as a talisman, the Mass as an 
evocation, etc. — this is the kind of  rhetoric that evangelical Christians use to 
attack Catholicism! For me, this all needs to be read as expressions of  the author’s 
contemplative imagination, steeped as it is in the occult and esoteric narratives of  
European ceremonial magic. I personally find this kind of  material the least 
valuable/helpful elements in this book — but other readers, who have more of  
an appreciation for occultism than I have, may find this material stimulating. If  
that is you, I encourage you to enjoy your own study of  this material; but if  like 
me, you find the esoteric material to be overly abstract and even rather rigid in 
what it is saying, then I encourage you to hold this material lightly, perhaps even 
passing over it in favor of  the more engaging content that can be found in each 
chapter (for example, in this chapter the fascinating thoughts about the 
relationship between prayer and blessing, and the function of  the vows of  
obedience, poverty and chastity). 
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9. “One does not command angels” (page 109) — probably the most succinct 
summary of  the difference between sacred and profane magic as explored in this 
chapter—and indeed, throughout this book. 

10. Also page 109: Theurgy is the traditional name for sacred magic. It can be 
contrasted with thaumaturgy. Theurgy is the magic of  seeking to embody and 
manifest the will and presence of  God, while thaumaturgy is magic as the effort 
to “work wonders” such as performing feats of  supernatural power. The heart of  
theurgy is “thy will be done” while the heart of  thaumaturgy is “as I do will, so 
mote it be.” 

11. Page 110: the five wounds are openings in our heart/soul by which the energies 
of  the divine (of  God, of  the Holy Spirit) may enter into us and transform us 
through the divine purity. By the five wounds, we offer hospitality to the presence 
of  God within us. 

12. Pages 112-114: the key to manifesting the five wounds is the free embracing of  
poverty, chastity and obedience. In obedience, we proclaim “thy will be done” 
(fiat voluntas tua). In poverty, we practice inner emptiness through the silence of  
personal desires; and in chastity (to be explored in greater detail in Letter VI), we 
choose love instead of  its counterfeits, all of  which sooner or later lead to some 
type of  intoxication. 

13. Page 114: we should not fret over whether or not we have attained the virtues 
that are represented by poverty, chastity and humility; rather, we should simply 
seek to practice our intention and desire to manifest these qualities. In other words, 
God does not seek perfection from us, but looks for our willingness to be on the 
path. 

14. “By virtue of  his stigmata… Jesus Christ prior to his resurrection led souls out of  
limbo and conducted them to paradise” (page 115). The author suggests that the 
concepts of  limbo, purgatory and paradise ought to be understood imaginatively 
and metaphorically: limbo represents natural life, purgatory represents human 
life, and paradise represents divine life. Our task, as creatures borne of  a loving 
God: to grow from the good but limited values of  nature to the dignified nobility 
of  our humanity, and from the humble dignity of  being human to the radical 
freedom of  union with the Divine. 

15. Oswald Wirth writes, “The individual will is powerful only in the measure to 
which it is in harmony with a more general power” (page 117). In other words, if  
you seek to embody and manifest true power, seek to align your will 
harmoniously with the greater power of  the Spirit: the power of  Love. 

16. Page 119: “The mission of  the post of  Pope is to take care that spiritual 
obedience, poverty and chastity—free and holy—do not disappear from the 
world and that there are always people in the world who embrace them and 
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represent them.” May you and I embrace and represent those free and holy 
values! 

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

1. On page 101, the author offers three dimensions of  “horizontal respiration” 
(earthly love, love of  neighbor) and three dimensions of  “vertical 
respiration” (love of  God). Reflect on these dimensions of  love. Which ones 
come most easily for you? Which ones do you wish to cultivate more fully in 
your life? What prayer can you offer to seek to grow in love? 

2. Page 108: “A magical act presupposes an effect surpassing the normal 
power of  the operator.” Are you comfortable with the idea of  God directing 
a power through you that surpasses your “normal” power? Reflect on John 
14:12: “Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the 
works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these, because I am 
going to the Father.” Recognizing that we are not called to be messiahs, 
nevertheless, what “greater works” do you feel like you are called to? 

3. Page 114: “For good does not fight evil; it does not struggle against it. The 
good is only present, or it is not. Its victory consists in that it results in 
being present…” What implications does this idea have for anyone called to 
resist evil (oppression, privilege, etc.) in our world today? How can we 
resist evil, without giving in to the temptation to aggressively “fight” it?
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