
LETTER IV 
The Emperor, Arcanum of  Hermetic Philosophy 

L’Empereur 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

In the Disney movie The Lion King, the young cub Simba sings “I just can’t wait to be king!” It’s an 
ironic sentiment, for much of  the plot of  the story revolves around Simba’s refusal to lead after 
being traumatized by the death of  his father, the old king. But it’s also something that many 
Americans (and others around the world who embrace democracy) might find hard to relate to. 

America was born out of  its rejection of  a king, and a pivotal moment in the early years of  our nation 
came when George Washington and the other founders of  the United States rejected monarchy as a 
system of  governance, opting instead for the office of  the presidency, democratically elected and 
eventually subject to term limits. If  the son (or daughter) of  a US President were caught singing “I 
just can’t wait to be king!” they would be subject to ridicule, if  not contempt. 

All of  this is to say that the world-view which underlies Letter IV, for The Emperor, may be foreign 
to many English-speaking readers in our day. When the author of  Meditations on the Tarot admits to 
preferring a hierarchical order of  things, many of  us might twitch in response. Hierarchy? 
Monarchy? Empire? No thank you. We believe in “of  the people, by the people, for the people.” 

But as Letter IV makes clear, the Arcanum for “The Emperor” does not represent the kind of  abuse 
of  power associated with England’s King George III — or, for that matter, with Vladimir Putin 
today. “The human bearer of  true authority does not replace divine authority but, on the contrary, 
cedes his place to it. He has to renounce something to this end,” remarks the author toward the 
beginning of  this letter (page 78). The letter goes on to stress the importance of  obedience, the 
difference between the human will to power and the divine power as manifested in the Cross — a 
paradoxical power grounded in humility, vulnerability, and obedience. The author remarks in Letter 
VII (The Chariot), “The Emperor warns us of  the will-to-power and teaches us the power of  the 
cross” (page 164), noting that each Arcanum represents both a “warning” and an “aim to be 
attained.” 

It’s easy enough to see what The Emperor warns us against — as history is replete with the sorry 
escapades of  tyrants, despots, and other authoritarian leaders who have abused the trust placed in 
them as heads of  state. That is the “will to power” that The Emperor renounces: and that we all are 
called to renounce in our own way. But what, then, is the “aim to be attained”? How does the 
“power of  the cross” show up in life today? 

The key to answering that question can be found in the central theme of  this Letter: Hermetic 
philosophy. As the Magician represents mysticism, the Priestess gnosis, and the Empress magic, so 
the Emperor signifies philosophy. But just as the mysticism, gnosis and magic of  the previous arcana 
are all understood as sacred rather than profane, to the outlook embodied in The Emperor is a 
“Hermetic” philosophy, which is to say a philosophy grounded in a spiritual wisdom — what we 
today might call a contemplative wisdom — as opposed to the dry or overly academic schools of  
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thought that are more commonly recognized as philosophy (such as utilitarianism, existentialism, 
postmodernism, and so forth). Hermeticism is a long-standing alternative viewpoint in western 
wisdom, with roots in both early Christianity and Greco-Egyptian paganism; but when Hermes (the 
purported originator of  Hermetic wisdom) was widely dismissed by Renaissance scholars as merely 
a mythic figure, this school of  philosophy lost its influence except in the murky worlds of  occultism. 

But clearly this long-debunked lineage of  philosophy caught the imagination of  the author of  
Meditations on the Tarot, inspiring him to devote years of  his life to its study, leading to writing this 
lengthy book. It’s important to note that the author describes his philosophy as Christian Hermeticism. 
While he is friendly to non-Christian practices (magic), systems (astrology) and even beliefs 
(reincarnation), it is clear that his goal in writing this book is not only to revive Hermeticism, but to 
do so in a manner that is clearly grounded in mystical Christianity.  

So what is Christian Hermeticism? Perhaps the best answer to this question consists of  simply 
reading Meditations on the Tarot in its entirety! But for now, we can quote our author, who said 
“Practical Hermeticism is alchemy” (page 96), going on to say “the more one becomes truly human, 
the more one manifests the divine element underlying human nature, which is the ‘image and 
likeness of  God’ … Hermeticism offers to human beings the way to the realisation of  true human 
nature, which is the image and likeness of  God … Just as all base metal can be transformed into 
silver and into gold, so are all the forces of  human nature susceptible to transformation into ‘silver’ 
or ‘gold’, i.e. into what they are when they share in the image and likeness of  God” (ibid.). 

The Emperor manifests the authority of  the divine by renouncing the will to power, the impulse to 
dominate and control which seems endemic to the human ego. By seeking instead to align himself  
to the power of  the cross, he seeks to empty himself  (kenosis) of  his egocentric will-to-power, 
trusting instead in the wisdom that arises from mystical experience, gnostic reflection, and sacred 
magical action. This is the wisdom that seeks to restore in us the image and likeness of  God — the 
God who is Love. In that restoration, we are like the alchemical base metal, transformed into gold. 
This, therefore, is the shape of  a truly “Hermetical” wisdom—a philosophy that seeks mystical 
union rather than self-aggrandizement. 

As you read this chapter, you may find yourself  arguing with the author’s many idiosyncrasies, from 
his undefended endorsement of  hierarchy, to his surprising belief  in reincarnation. Notice where 
you disagree with the author, but try to avoid the temptation of  reading this book with the mind of  
a debater. Instead, pay attention to the overall message: the call to interior depth, the moral 
affirmation of  the renunciation of  power as the key to true authority, and the beautiful recognition 
that freedom is an essential characteristic of  the spiritual life. Remember the author’s initial promise: 
that reading these meditations means to be immersed in the current of  Christian Hermeticism, the 
wisdom tradition of  alchemical transformation into the image and likeness of  God. Let that be your 
guiding star as you reflect on this material. By doing so, you will find the “little details” of  the 
author’s idiosyncratic vision to be far less important than the overall invitation of  the book: inviting 
us to enter into a mystical apprehension of  God’s ongoing work in the world today. 
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d 
What to Look for in Letter IV: 
As you read through Letter IV, here are some points that might be helpful for you as you seek to 
enter deeper into the wisdom of  Hermetic Philosophy as an invitation to deep listening (obedience). 

1. The author equates “true authority” with a willingness to “renounce something” in order to 
replace his/her/their own “will to power” with the power of  the divine (“power of  the cross”). 
Notice what renunciations The Emperor represents. Is it realistic for us to expect leaders today to 
make those kinds of  renunciations? Has this “authority of  renunciation” ever really existed? Is it 
naive to expect our leaders to lead in this way? With or without renunciation, what would a truly 
sacred leadership look like today?  

2. On page 79, the author suggests that “the Spirit has a horror of  fullness” which seems to be an 
allusion to Philippians 2, where Christ is described as “emptying himself ” (in Greek, kenosis). How 
does this “fourfold emptiness” inform the spiritual life and contemplative practice of  we who are 
not necessarily “emperors”? 

3. Pages 80-82 discuss what the author describes as “the idolatry of  power” — which he sees as 
endemic not only in our political institutions but in religious communities as well. How does this 
analysis of  power shed light on your political convictions? Religious beliefs? Contemplative practice? 

4. On pages 83-84 the topic shifts from power to freedom. The author suggests that freedom is an 
inalienable characteristic of  creatures (human as well as angelic). “Freedom once having been given, 
God does not take it back.” Freedom is related to both God’s sovereignty and Christ’s crucifixion. 
With the crucifixion, God freely surrenders all claims to power and relates to the world through 
love. How is this different from your existing understanding of  freedom? 
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5. Tsimtsum (pages 84-85), also spelled tzimtzum, is a Kabbalistic concept found in Jewish spirituality: 
the idea that God, in God’s fullness, contracted Godself  in order to manifest the room (space) for 
creation. Our author relates this concept to the crucifixion, which in turn suggests it is akin to 
kenosis. Once again, all this is presented as “sacred” authority, as opposed to the profane authority of  
the naked will-to-power so prevalent in our world. 

6. The author tries to make the case that a sacred hierarchy depends on the role of  an emperor, a 
supreme leader. Do you accept this way of  seeing things? Why or why not? (To the author’s credit, 
he dismisses Napoleon and Hitler as examples of  unhealthy attempts to establish hierarchy, thus 
drawing a distinction between his idealistic hierarchy and the profane hierarchies of  domination). 

7. On page 87 the author begins to link authority to wisdom, thereby setting the stage for his idea 
that this card represents philosophy — specifically a “Christian Hermetic” philosophy. 

8. Page 88 draws from the Emerald Tablet (see pages 22-23) to link Hermetic Philosophy as the 
“most true” expression of  mysticism (“true”), reflected through gnosis (“without falsehood”) and 
magic (“certain”) — thus declaring mysticism/gnosis/magic/Hermetic philosophy as “true it is, 
without falsehood, certain and most true” (the first assertion of  the Emerald Tablet). In the words 
of  the author (bottom of  page 88): “That which is absolutely subjective (pure mystical experience) 
must objectivise itself  in consciousness and be accepted there as true (gnostic revelation), then prove 
to be certain by its objective fruits (sacred magic) and, lastly, prove to be absolutely true in the light of  
pure thought based on pure subjective and objective experience (Hermetic philosophy).” 

9. The author provides a definition of  dogma on page 89 that is divergent from the commonly 
understood meaning of  the word. In the Catechism of  the Catholic Church, dogma is defined as “The 
revealed teachings of  Christ which are proclaimed by the fullest extent of  the exercise of  the 
authority of  the Church's Magisterium. The faithful are obliged to believe the truths or dogmas 
contained in divine Revelation and defined by the Magisterium” — in other words, the institutional 
church understands dogma as a teaching enforced by the authority of  its magisterium, whereas 
Meditations on the Tarot presents dogma as “certainty based on the  concordance of  divine revelation, 
divine-human operation, and human understanding” (page 89) — in other words, true dogma 
according to MOTT arises from experience, rather than being imposed by an institutional authority. 

10. The author considers the relationship between Hermetic philosophy and the “branches” of  
occult sciences (Kabbalah, astrology, magic, and alchemy) on pages 90-91. Historically, scholars who 
have studied Hermeticism have sometimes drawn a distinction between Hermetic philosophy and 
the esoteric practices that are based on Hermeticism. Here the author is taking a different approach: 
he does not disavow the occult systems associated with Hermeticism, but describes them as 
“branches” and not the “trunk” of  the Hermetic tree. It’s interesting that he does not include Tarot 
in his list of  esoteric sciences; presumably because the author dismisses using the Tarot as a 
divination tool, instead focusing on the symbolism of  the Major Arcana as illustrating the principles 
of  Hermetic philosophy. 

11. On page 92, the author returns to the topic of  spiritual exercises. Even though he does not 
provide step-by-step instructions for any of  his spiritual exercises, he continually maintains that each 
Arcanum represents an exercise that makes the practitioner “suited to acquire such knowledge when 
he has need of  it” (page 93). 
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12. Also on page 93 the author offers his first discussion of  the topic of  reincarnation. Many 
theologically conservative Catholics love Meditations on the Tarot but they struggle with the author’s 
acceptance of  reincarnation. But is this so surprising? Considering that reincarnation is accepted in 
Kabbalah, most esoteric and occult traditions, and virtually all eastern spiritualities, the author is 
hardly alone in his perspective. Indeed, some early Christians (like Origen) accepted reincarnation 
but the church officially rejected it in the sixth century. 

13. On pages 94-95 the author links The Emperor to “the fourth spiritual sense,” following his 
earlier ideas that the Magician represents the mystical sense of  spiritual touch, The High Priestess 
the gnostic sense of  spiritual hearing, and The Empress the magical sense of  spiritual touch. The 
fourth spiritual sense, by contrast, is an embodied intuitive knowing. 

14. Finally the author equates Hermetic philosophy with alchemy. This is significant because of  the 
longstanding understanding within Christian mystical theology that the purpose of  spirituality is to 
restore the defaced likeness of  God within the soul. This the author equates with the transmutation 
of  base metals into gold. 

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

1. “God governs the world by authority, and not by force” (page 80). For those of  us who 
seek a closer union with God, what implications does this idea have for our lives? How 
can we manifest divine authority in our lives and our relationships? 

2. Do you believe freedom and existence are “synonymous”? Why or why not? (see page 
83) 

3. The author sees philosophy as the “summary” of  mysticism, gnosis, and magic. In our 
day, philosophy is often seen as an erudite academic discipline, more suited to 
university professors than to the ordinary spiritual seekers. What do you think a 
“Hermetic” (spiritual) philosophy would look like, in your life? Do you think of  yourself  
as a philosopher? Why or why not? 

4. The author says “the ideal of  Hermeticism is essentially and fundamentally the 
alchemical ideal” (page 96) — in other words, the quest to transform base metals into 
gold. How does this principle apply to the spiritual life? How are we called to be 
“alchemists of  the soul”? What does (or would) that look like?
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