
LETTER IV 
The Emperor, Arcanum of Hermetic Philosophy 
Spiritual Exercise: Obeying Your Inner Authority 

Hermetic philosophy is not composed of the Cabbala, astrology, magic and 
alchemy. These four branches sprouting from the trunk do not make the trunk, 
rather they live from the trunk. The trunk is the manifested unity of mysticism, 
gnosis and sacred magic. There are no theories; there is only experience, including 
here the intellectual experience of arcana and symbols. Mystical experience is the 
root, the gnostic experience of revelation is its sap and the experience or practice of 
sacred magic is its wood. For this reason its teaching—or the “body” of its tradition
—consists of spiritual exercises and all its arcana (including the Arcana of the Tarot) 
are practical spiritual exercises, whose aim is to awaken from sleep ever-deeper 
layers of consciousness. (page 91) 

An arcanum practised as a spiritual exercise for a sufficient length of time becomes 
an aptitude. It does not give the pupil knowledge of new facts, but makes him 
suited to acquire such knowledge when he has need of it. (page 93) 

On the surface, reading Meditations on the Tarot can seem like an exercise in frustration: 
the author continually proclaims that the arcana of the Tarot are “spiritual exercises,” but 
never spells out exactly what those exercises consist of — certainly not in the sense of 
exercises as practical spiritual activities, such as can be found in the teachings of Ignatius 
of Loyola, Gertrude the Great or, closer to our time, Anthony de Mello. 

The author does drop a tantalizing clue as to how he understands the arcana as exercises 
in the middle of Letter IV. The spiritual exercises of the Tarot arcana do not give us “new 
facts” but rather form us “to acquire such knowledge” when needed. This reminds me of 
the old proverb, “Give someone a fish and you feed them for a day, but teach them to fish 
and you have fed them for life.” The spiritual exercises of the Tarot arcana are steps we can 
take to learn how to “fish.” 

Letter IV, based on the arcanum The Emperor, invites us into Hermetic philosophy as the 
culmination of mystical experience, gnostic reflection, and sacred magical activity. Even 
though the archetype of an emperor represents a person with vast social and political 
power, this arcanum views The Emperor less as one who wields power, than as one who 
reflects divine power, through the contraction of the Emperor’s own will. The key word 
here is renunciation. By renouncing his own claim to personal or self-aggrandizing power, 
The Emperor becomes available to wield the true power of God: a power based, 
paradoxically, on humility, listening, vulnerability, and receptivity. 



The exercise of this arcanum, therefore is the practice of “establish(ing) in oneself a state of 
consciousness which is suited to receive revelations” (page 91). “The aim of spiritual 
exercises is depth. It is necessary to become deep in order to be able to attain experience 
and knowledge of profound things” (page 91-92). One more clue to this arcanum’s 
exercise can be found in Letter XIX, The Sun (see page 534): “the amplification of 
immediate data from the manifestation of the unconscious by means of alchemy, myths, 
and mysteries belonging to mankind’s historical past” — in other words, the depth to 
which we are called will give us secrets from the collective past of humankind — secrets 
not for the purpose of amassing knowledge, but rather for learning how to know — in a 
more truly spiritual way, which is the path of vulnerability rather than power, of humility, 
rather than self-aggrandizement. 

This begs the question: how to do this? Remember, the arcana all build on each other, so 
the spiritual exercise of The Emperor is a natural outgrowth of the previous exercises 
(relaxed concentration, reflective silence, and creative imagination). Here, since the focus 
on the exercise is diving deep into the unconscious, the activity is more truly 
contemplative in nature: a gesture of letting go and allowing. In other words, this exercise 
is more apophatic than kataphatic in nature: at least in terms of what we “do.” 

The word obedience is related to listening and so to truly embody the obedient authority 
of The Emperor, we must continue to learn to listen deeply within. Practitioners of silent 
methods of prayer such as Centering Prayer or Christian Meditation are familiar with this, 
for such practices are profoundly “obedient” in the sense of: a) listening for silence within; 
b) noticing but not reacting to random thoughts as they arise, and c) obeying the 
instructions of the prayer practice (usually by reciting a sacred word) to recalibrate one’s 
attention back to the silence. 
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On the surface, the spiritual exercise for The Emperor seems to be simply a matter of 
persevering in silent prayer. But the practice now includes the intention of going deeper so 
that the wisdom hidden (by the Holy Spirit) deep within may be accessed, whether 
consciously or unconsciously. Remember, this wisdom is accessed not for personal gain, 
but in order to serve — the authority sought is not personal authority, but the authority of 
God, which is to say, the authority of Love, flowing through us in ever-giving acts of 
compassion, service, mercy and care. 

Thomas Keating referred to a common experience of Centering Prayer as “the unloading of 
the unconscious” — meaning that persevering in a regular practice of Centering Prayer 
will result in long forgotten or even repressed memories and feelings coming to light. The 
spiritual exercise of The Emperor is similar to this, in that it involves a graced accessing of 
hidden wisdom, always under the leading of the Holy Spirit. Like the unloading of the 
unconscious, the spiritual exercise of The Emperor is not something we can engineer or 
control, we simply accept and allow. Meanwhile, this exercise is somewhat different from 
the unloading of the unconscious in two significant ways: first, the depth that is accessed 
may not necessarily result in our conscious awareness of it: it may remain “mystical” 
(hidden) below the threshold of waking awareness. Second, the depth that is sought is 
even deeper than the normal “inner landscape” of forgotten or repressed personal 
memories: in this exercise, we seek to be obedient (to listen) to the presence of the Spirit 
deep within us. 

To practice this exercise, simply persevere in making time in your life for daily prayerful 
silence. But do so with the intention of going ever deeper, and making yourself fully 
available to the wisdom of the Spirit within you. 

To faciliate this intention, you may wish to commence this exercise each day with a brief 
prayer like this: 

O God, make me a channel of your wisdom. Give me access to your Spirit deep within 
me. Teach me to listen to the loving voice of your Spirit, and to renounce those competing 
voices within me that seek only personal power and gratification at the expense of truly 
following you. Help me to find your love within me, and to know the freedom and joy that 
your love truly brings. Amen. 

Consider keeping a journal about your experience in silence, but again, do not measure 
this exercise by “results.”  Spiritual obedience, that is to say, deep contemplative listening, 
is its own reward. 


