
LETTER VI 
The Lover, Arcanum of  Chastity  

L’Amoureux 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

“Love makes the world go ‘round.”  
— O. Henry 

“Where there is love there is life.”  
— Mahatma Gandhi 

“Life is the flower for which love is the honey.”  
— Victor Hugo 

“Love costs all we are and will ever be. Yet it is only love which sets us free.” 
— Maya Angelou 

“God is love.”                                                                                       
— I John 

There’s plenty more where those came from. Love is the topic of  poetry and popular 
music, the engine that propels most if  not nearly all of  our great novels, songs, stories 
and myths. Because love is so culturally ubiquitous, it might even be challenging to 
attempt to examine or understand the spirituality of  love. I once listened to two 
friends of  mine, a priest and a minister, confess to each other how they were tired of  
talking about “God is love” because they worried that this had become a cliché. 

Cliché or not, the sixth card of  the Tarot Major Arcana brings us face to face with 
love. What’s interesting about Arcanum VI is that older Tarot decks present it as “the 
Lover” (singular) while newer decks often depict this arcanum as “the Lovers” 
(plural). We don’t need to go into the history or reasons behind that change, but it is 
worth nothing. Presumably, in order to be a lover, one must have a beloved — even if  
your beloved is simply yourself. Love, at its heart is relational. To say “I love” is to say 
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“I am in relationship with.” When I say “I love myself ” I am making a statement 
about the value and importance of  the most foundational of  relationships: one’s 
relationship with one’s own self. 

Like many other traditional Tarot decks, the Marseilles Tarot depicts a singular male 
lover surrounded by two others; generally interpreted as an older and younger woman. 
Could this be the Lover’s mother and a potential mate? Or some other pair of  rivals 
for his affection? Because of  this, this card has been linked to making a choice, and to 
discernment. To be the Lover is to be one who has made a choice (the choice to love). 

Our author, however, bringing his uniquely Christian Hermetic perspective, sees this 
card as inviting us into a meditation on chastity. But not chastity in the common 
notion of  simple sexual restraint; rather, chastity as a commitment to all the 
dimensions of  love in its fullness. By this way of  thinking, the reason why sexual 
license becomes equated with unchastity is not because there is anything wrong with 
sex, but because sexual expression when divorced from the fullness of  love becomes a 
diminishment of  both love and eros. 

In the writings of  Saint Paul, a recurring theme involves recognizing the distinction 
between “the old man” and “the new man,” or between Adam (symbolizing 
sinfulness, defiance, and alienation from God) and Christ (symbolizing holiness, 
contemplation, and union with God). Over the centuries the language surrounding 
this distinction has become so encrusted with a kind of  moralistic dualism that, 
unsurprisingly, many Christians today opt for an entirely different metaphor: between 
the “true self ” and “false self.” Such language has roots in psychology, but was 
employed by Thomas Merton as far back as the 1940s and has become quite 
commonplace among contemplative Christians today. 

I myself  chafe against the concept of  the “false self ” because I think even that 
terminology can lead to a dualistic way of  thinking. But since this language is so 
widely used, I think it’s worth examining the Lover and the spirituality of  chastity in 
its light. 

The true self  corresponds to what Merton called le point vierge — the “virgin point” or 
sacred center within each of  us where we are one with God, a place of  deep silence 
and openness (or even emptiness) where our capacity for deception or alienation 
simply cannot reach. It is a place of  complete authenticity, vulnerability, trust, wonder 
and presence. It is characterized by the virtues (especially faith, hope and love) and the 
fruit and gifts of  the spirit. It is present within and available to each person, although 
one can resist, deny or ignore this sacred center, even for their entire life. 
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Contract this with the so-called “false” self: the mask(s) we construct to get by, to get 
ahead, or to negotiate life on our own terms (one of  the reasons why I dislike the 
judgmental label of  the “false self ” is that I think we can make the case that for many 
people, the false self  originates in the efforts they take to survive and protect 
themselves from the suffering, sin and trauma that can be a part of  any and every 
human childhood). We construct our false selves to protect ourselves, mask ourselves, 
and armor ourselves — but then it takes over, and often will metastasize from a 
merely defensive structure to a source for aggression and hostility: toward ourselves, 
toward others, and even toward God. The false self  operates under the assumption 
that life is a zero-sum game: to be a winner, one must defeat one’s rivals and 
competitors (and everyone is a potential competitor or rival); meanwhile, even the 
most intimate of  relationships (such as marriage or family bonds) must be negotiated 
always from the perspective of  protecting one’s self-interests. For the false self, 
separating love from eros makes sense, for love always requires vulnerability, whereas 
sex can simply be a matter of  conquest or transactional exchange. 

It is easy to see how life according to the false self  can easily lead to a violation of  
chastity — even if  there is no sexual license involved. The false self  feels like it cannot 
afford to orient its life toward love in all its fullness — that would be too risky, too 
vulnerable. 

The sixth Letter in Meditations on the Tarot is structured around the “three temptations” 
— an imaginative pairing of  the myth of  Eden, where the serpent tempted the first 
humans leading to their fall, with the three temptations of  Christ in the desert, where 
the devil could not sway Christ from his true identity as the Son of  God. As you 
reflect on these stories and how they compare, I invite you to think of  Eve and Adam 
as metaphors for your “false” self, while Jesus in the wilderness represents your true 
self. This is what the author is hinting at when he suggests that we must descend “into 
the depths of  your own soul” in order to see the essential truth of  this story: a truth 
that is not linked to the events of  the story (the myth of  Adam and Eve) but rather is 
found in the spiritual meaning that this myth illustrates. 

In the Genesis story, the serpent tempts Eve (and by extension, Adam) in three ways: 
by inviting her to listen to his interpretation of  things, then to see the forbidden fruit, 
and finally to take and eat the fruit. These three stages correspond to a breakdown of  
obedience, poverty, and chastity. In listening to the serpent, Adam and Eve are not-
listening (dis-obeying) the voice of  the Divine within them. By gazing upon the fruit, 
they abandon non-attachment and simplicity (“poverty”), opting instead for the 
dualistic mind of  having/not-having — they see that they lack the fruit, and so 
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become filled with desire for it. This represents all kinds of  desire and attachment, 
from the greed for material possessions to gluttony and sexual lust. All these desires 
share in common an emphasis on the possession of  something material (food, money, 
sex, fame, power, etc.) as taking priority over the vulnerability of  being in relationship. 
Finally, by taking and consuming the fruit, the humans of  Eden transform their 
desires into actions, and reject the nondual simplicity of  love for the perceived 
“benefit” of  consuming their object-of-desire (in this story, the forbidden fruit). But 
this choice for acted-upon-desire represents a choice against the fullness of  love. 

From the first bite of  the forbidden fruit, our mythic ancestors have chosen to let the 
false self  direct their lives, guiding them to ignore (“disobey”) the voice of  God, to 
gaze on that which is desired with a sense of  lack or greed or lust, and then to act not 
in the interest of  love, but in a self-protective gesture of  consumption. 

Now, compare this to the story of  Christ in the desert. The three temptations that 
Jesus overcomes represent three corollary “un-doings” of  the Edenic fall. When Jesus 
rejects the invitation to turn stones into bread, he is affirming spiritual “poverty” as 
radical trust in God; when he rejects the temptation to put God to the test, he affirms 
the “chastity” of  embedding that trust in the fullness of  love; finally, by rejecting the 
temptation of  power given in exchange for worshiping the devil, Jesus reaffirms the 
centrality of  obedience, which is to say, listening always and only to the voice of  God 
to direct our lives. 

f 
In 1969, when he and his partner Yoko Ono were reinventing themselves as peace 
activists, John Lennon famously said “We are all Christ and we are all Hitler.” That 
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sounds scandalous, but we often forget what he said right after that: “We are trying to 
make Christ's message contemporary. We want Christ to win.” The Arcanum of  the 
Lover gives us this fundamental choice: between Christ and Hitler, between the angels 
and the devil, between the true self  and the false self. The messy truth of  most of  our 
lives is that we inconsistently choose both. We choose love, but then we choose to 
resist or reject or ignore love. Love, of  course, never gives up on us, and we are given 
opportunities to choose again and again. This arcanum ultimately challenges the deep 
cynicism of  our time, which tempts us to think that our lives — and our choices — 
ultimately do not matter. “What difference does it make?” we mutter to ourselves 
when we make an unloving choice — or a string of  unloving choices that we delude 
ourselves into thinking are “not that important.” The Lover reminds us that our 
choices do matter. They literally create the world we are then invited into. May we, like 
John and Yoko, continually choose out of  our hope and trust for Christ to win. 

Back to my friends the priest and the minister, who worry that talking about God is love 
is problematic since that seems to be a cliché. I see where they are coming from, and I 
can only imagine how challenging it must be to preach week after week and always be 
responsible for saying something fresh and new and innovative and insightful — 
about the many topics of  spirituality that sound so familiar that they seem to have lost 
all meaning. I can see how preaching on “God is Love” could send many a faithful 
churchgoer scurrying to their cellphones before the sermon is even halfway through. 

You and I cannot solve this problem easily or quickly. But I do think the only thing 
worse than indulging in clichés when we talk about the Love of  God would be to not 
talk about it all. If  we truly believe in love — perhaps I should say “Love with a 
capital L” — then we must trust, somehow, that this Love can never be exhausted or 
reduced to tired clichés or mind-numbing stereotypes. We have two challenges: one is 
to learn how to hear “the same old truth” in new ways, even when it is expressed in 
the same old way. In other words, we need to be like monks, who recognize that 
repetition is their friend. In repetition we are invited to learn new things from old 
words. The other challenge is to refuse to be limited by the “same old same old.”  

We all — not just preachers and teachers, but all of  us — need to find new ways of  
expressing love. We need to try to make Christ’s message contemporary. John and 
Yoko tried to do it with their performance art and peace activism. The author of  
Meditations on the Tarot tried to do it by taking Christian wisdom and refracting it 
through the surprising lens of  Hermetic philosophy. Thomas Merton did it by 
exploring Christianity with Buddhism, Bede Griffiths with Hinduism, and Teilhard de 
Chardin with science. You and I may not be called to make the kind of  grand 
theological statements that these figures gave to the world, but even in our own 
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ordinary lives and relationships, we, like the Lover, always have a choice. How do we 
choose Love? And how do we share that choice with others? 

What to Look for in Letter VI: 

As you read through Letter VI, here are some points that might be helpful for you as 
you reflect on the Lover’s choice and how that plays out in your own life. 

1. On page 124, our author writes, “The practical teaching of  the Arcanum ‘The 
Lover’ has to do with the three vows and the three corresponding temptations.” 
Christians sometimes think of  vows in a negative light because Jesus criticized the 
making of  religious vows (Matthew 5:35-37). But if  we see a vow as a choice or 
commitment made to renounce a temptation, perhaps we can see it in a new light. 

2. “Now, to feel something as real in the measure of  its full reality is to love. It is love 
which awakens us to the reality of  ourselves, to the reality of  others, to the reality 
of  the world and to the reality of  God” (page 126) — love is real, and the more 
we choose love, the more we are choosing reality. 

3. Also on page 126: “in order to be able to love everyone one has to love or to have 
loved someone. This someone is one’s ‘neighbour.’” It’s interesting to compare this 
to the wisdom of  Saint Bernard of  Clairvaux, who suggested that we can learn 
how to love God by beginning with self-love. Perhaps even self-love can be the key 
to learning to love both neighbor and God? 

4. “In the psychic domain, nothing dies and that the whole past lives present in the 
diverse layers of  the depths of  consciousness—the ‘unconscious’ or sub-
consciousness—of  the soul” (page 129). In other words, we may forget 
something, but even under the cloud of  forgetting, our entire existence remains 
real and a part of  us. The immortality of  the soul is embedded in the fact that we 
are all alive in the depths of  God’s consciousness, and will remain so forever. 

5. On page 130, the author’s distinction between ecstasy and enstasy bears careful 
reflection. Through ecstasy, the heavenly spheres are consciously revealed; through 
enstasy, our innermost depths are likewise made known. Compare this to the 
principle of  Hermetic philosophy: “As above, so below.” Our author suggests that 
initiation — awareness of  our beginnings — gives us access to both ecstatic and 
enstatic consciousness. “Ecstasy to the heights beyond oneself  and enstasy into 
the depths within oneself  lead to knowledge of  the same fundamental truth.” 
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6. “Christian initiation is the conscious experience of  the heart of  the world and the 
solar nature of  man” (page 131) — remember, the “solar law” invites us into the 
middle path between covetousness and indifference (see page 113). In other words, our 
solar nature loves without attachment, simultaneously non-attached without being 
unloving. To be initiated into the sacred mystery means to meet the love found 
deep in creation (‘the heart of  the world’) without either attachment or alienation. 

7. Also page 131: “‘Paradise’ is therefore at one and the same time the fundamental 
layer of  our soul and a cosmic sphere. One finds it just as well through enstasy as 
by ecstasy. It is the realm of  beginning, and therefore of  principles.” Again: as 
above, so below. God is in heaven, and heaven is in our hearts.  

8. Page 133: “Doubt is twofold inspiration. Faith is a single inspiration.” In our  
postmodern age, we may feel sometimes doubt is necessary (it would have been 
good to doubt Hitler, for example), but this is not the kind of  doubt our author is 
speaking of. The doubt that doubts evil for the sake of  the good is actually a 
dimension of  faith. The doubt of  “twofold inspiration” is a corrosive, cynical type 
of  doubt, that doubts not for the sake of  a higher good, but only for its own sake. 
It is a closed circle rather than an open circle; a doubt born of  an unwillingness to 
choose love. Love is fundamentally nondual (“the two become one”); therefore, 
doubt — the corrosive doubt of  “twofold inspiration” — always fosters dualistic 
thinking and perception. It is the doubt that judges but only for the sake of  
judgment, that condemns as a means of  self-protection; it is the favored modus 
operandi of  the false self.  

9. The author reflects on grace, and on page 134 says “Initiation is an act of  grace 
from above. It cannot be achieved or produced by any technical outer or inner 
procedures. One does not initiate oneself; one becomes initiated.” This is not always 
easy for those of  us who subtly want to manage and control our own lives, rather 
than consenting to the radical trust of  God that is the natural stance of  the true 
self. Learning to trust how we have absolutely no control over grace — or over 
our initiation into the divine mysteries — is an essential requirement of  the 
spiritual life. This is where spiritual practices like Centering Prayer prove so 
helpful. We are called to surrender the grasping control of  the “false self ” so that 
the trusting receptivity of  the true self  might direct our lives. 

10. On page 138, the author describes a magical concept, egregore (a “group mind” or 
thought-form created by the common purpose or intentionality of  a group, 
especially a group engaged in psychic or magical work). He offers an intriguing 
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thesis that the antichrist is merely an egregore, created by the common 
intentionality of  those who insist on a purely materialistic understanding of  reality. 
We could see antichrist as the egregore created by the collective “false selves” of  
humanity. Therefore, antichrist is not anything created by God and is ultimately 
profoundly powerless in the face of  God’s love and grace. 

11. The author departs from the idea found among some occultists, that all angels, 
demons, etc. are nothing but egregores. “No, there are superhuman spiritual 
entities which are not artificially engendered,” insists our author (page 139). His 
view of  the cosmos is richly multi-layered: we can encounter “supernatural beings” 
that are in fact merely the creation of  the collective human unconscious, but we 
should not take this to imply that there are no real supernatural beings (angels and 
demons). The world is simultaneously more comprehensible and more mysterious 
than we can imagine! And of  course, the ultimate example of  a true supernatural 
entity is the Body of  Christ — uncreated and one with God. 

12. Back to the antichrist, which the author defines on page 139-40: “this is the 
phantom of  the whole of  mankind, the… ‘superman’ who haunts the consciousness of  
all those who seek to elevate themselves through their own effort, without grace.” 
This definition of  antichrist presents it not as something evil so much as something 
futile. It is the projection of  the “false self ” onto eternity. As a “phantom,” it has 
no reality. For those who choose the way of  grace, of  trust, of  the three vows, it 
simply has no power over us. 

13. The Letter closes with a fascinating discussion of  the temptations of  Christ in the 
desert (pages 140-144), ending on a hopeful note: “But what is the immediate 
consequence of  resisting temptation? The Gospel account gives the answer here, 
as follows: Then the devil left him, and behold, Angels came and ministered to him” 
(page 144). The theme of  this entire Arcanum is choice, and here we are promised: 
to choose the path of  the vows rather than the path of  the temptations is to make 
ourselves available for the ministrations of  the angels. Choose love, and beings of  
Love will be drawn to you. As we shall say, angels will appear again and again as we  
continue our journey through the Arcana. 

 

Page  of  8 9



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

1. On page 126, the author offers a compelling definition of  love: “to feel 
something as real in the measure of  its full reality is to love.” What can we 
do to more fully receive “the measure of  full reality” in God? In other 
human beings, or other sentient beings (from angels to animals)? How can 
we discover “the measure of  full reality” in ourselves? 

2. How do the concepts of  ecstasy and enstasy relate to your spiritual life? Do 
you feel like you have experiences of  ecstasy and enstasy? If  not, what do 
you imagine they could be like? Recognizing that we cannot control grace, 
what could we do to cultivate more ecstasy and enstasy in our lives? 

3. On pages 136-137 (Kindle locations 2795-2804) the author provides a lengthy 
quotation from St. Bonaventura, describing the “work” of  the nine choirs 
of  angels. Consider using this passage as a text for lectio divina. What 
insights does this offer you for your spiritual journey? How does the God-
who-is-Love meet you through the inspiration and activity of  the Angels, 
Archangels, and all the company of  heaven?

Page  of  9 9


