
LETTER VIII 
Justice, Arcanum of  Equilibrium  

La Justice 

Study guide by Carl McColman 

“The seventh Arcanum taught us how inner equilibrium is attained; the teaching of  
the eighth Arcanum is how this equilibrium, once reached, is maintained; and the 
ninth Arcanum shows us the method or way which opens up to he who knows how 
to attain and maintain equilibrium.” With these words our author opens this letter, 
and suggests how Justice relates to both the Chariot and the Hermit. Think of  it this 
way: the Chariot shows us how to attain this goal (spiritual equilibrium, found through 
humility), Justice shows us how to sustain such equilibrium, and the Hermit will invite 
us to reap the blessings that come to us through attaining and sustaining such 
equilibrium. 

So Justice is all about balance, as exemplified by the scales held in her left hand. But her 
right hand wields a sword, so this is a balnce achieved not passively, but actively. The 
sword represents one of  the four suits of  the Tarot (along with coins, cups and 
wands); traditionally it is associated with language, intellect, discernment, and the 
mind. The equilibrium of  justice may be achieved through humility, but it is 
maintained through mindfulness — a mindfulness that embraces the natural give and 
take of  any dynamic attempt to find balance. 

When an airplane flies across the continent, the pilot (or the computer) must 
continually make minute course corrections (“adjustments”) to keep the plane on 
course. If  not, the plane could wind up hundreds of  miles away from its destination. 
The way of  justice, of  balance and equilibrium, has a flexible approach to adjustments 
and small changes that can yield big results over time. 

The author reflects on the startling commandment in the sermon on the mount: 
“Thou shalt not judge” (Matthew 7:1), and reflects that this applies to the judgment 
of  human beings. We can judge someone’s behavior, but not the person themselves 
(the author’s example: “You are acting like a madman” but not “You are mad”). His 
generous spirit comes to play here, and suggests that spiritual wisdom forces us to 
recognize that even those who commit crimes are in some ways victims: “Seeing and 
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knowing that the soul of  the offender is always the first victim of  all sin or crime that 
he could commit, intuition can play no other role than that of  the advocate.” (page 
176). 

What a liberating stance to take: we rightfully evaluate and discern what actions or 
behaviors or good or bad, true or false, and so forth, but we simply choose to meet 
each person from an intuitive place of  advocacy! This aligns not only with Jesus’s 
mandate to refrain from judging, but also his equally challenging command to love 
everyone — even our enemies (Matthew  5:45) 

The author sees justice as the balance point between human freedom and divine 
freedom, and suggests that one way to appreciate this is through the Tree of  Life 
diagram of  the Kabbalah. The Tree of  Life consists of  three columns: on the left, the 
column of  “severity,” on the right, the column of  “grace” or “mercy” and in the 
middle, the column that represents the equilibrium between the two. As Pope Francis 
has pointed out, mercy is not possible without justice — in a world without 
boundaries or limitations to what is good and true and beautiful (i.e., the “freedom of  
God”) there would be no need for grace or mercy (where God’s freedom meets human 
need in forgiveness and compassion). Contemplatives often find themselves much 
more confortable with God’s mercy than God’s “law,” (perhaps because we see how 
legalism gets abused in institutional religion). But both the Kabbalah and our author’s 
meditation on the Arcanum of  Justice remind us how justice/law and mercy/grace 
actually need each other in a creative equipoise. 

Any Christian meditation on justice and grace will sooner or later raise the question 
of  “the four last things” (death, judgment, hell and heaven), and our author looks into 
this theologial puzzle on page 180. Echoing the work of  other 20th century Catholic 
theologians like Hans Urs Von Balthasar, he affirms the doctrine of  hell but suggests 
that God’s grace may in fact result in hell being empty. But following his own principle 
that justice ought to be understood in concrete rather than abstract ways, he offers 
these down-to-earth interpretations of  what heaven and hell truly are: 

For to live without love—this is hell. And to live without love in the region of  eternity
—this is to live in eternal hell… Eternal bliss—“heaven”—is, in contrast, the state of  
soul which is filled with boundless hope. (page 180) 

The author uses a rather unfortunate metaphor of  “Jews,” “Greeks” and “Christians” 
to describe people who relate to God primarily as a source of  wisdom (“Greeks”) or 
of  power (“Jews”) or of  love (“Christians”). He himself  acknowledges the weakness 
of  this metaphor, for even within Christianity it is easy to find those who relate to 
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God primarily in terms of  powers, others who relate primarily in terms of  philosophy, 
and others who relate primarily in terms of  love. So I encourage you to drop the 
metaphor, but retain the ideas beneath it: although love naturally encompasses truth 
(wisdom) and goodness (power), the path of  Christ (and Christian mysticism) always 
is centered on love. Incidentally, the spirituality of  love is the spirituality of  beauty, so 
the Platonic eternals of  truth, goodness and beauty are encompassed in the 
spiritualities of  love, wisdom and action/power. The sword of  Justice, after all, is the 
sword of  holy power, but it is always subservient to the higher demands of  wisdom/
discernment, which is in turn reliant on the the vision of  love, grace, and mercy. All 
these elements together are necessary for a spirituality that is truly just. 

Expanding on the question of  wisdom, the author reflects on philosophy, suggesting 
that the quest for wisdom is driven by three factors: basic human curiosity, the desire 
for knowledge that is useful, and finally the longing for holiness, which is to say, the 
glory of  God — “Thus, there is knowledge for the sake of  knowledge, knowledge for 
the sake of  better serving one’s neighbour, and knowledge in order to better love 
God” (page 186). The author cautions that knowledge for its own sake can be 
narcissistic, sought for human glory rather than as an act worship, and subtly 
reinforcing the narcissism of  the serpent in Eden: “You shall be as gods.” This brings 
us back to the lesson of  The Chariot: a knowledge bereft of  humility is a knowledge 
that can endanger us. It is the knowledge of  Auschwitz and nuclear weapons. 

Since this book is primarily a survey of  “Christian Hermeticism,” the author tries to 
apply his critique of  wisdom and power to the Hermetic tradition. I do not find his 
arguments particularly convincing; perhaps you are more generous than I am. But I do 
think it is helpful to refrain from simply writing off  Hermeticism altogether (like the 
author’s complaint of  the Church and the academy respond to Hermeticism) and 
instead see Hermeticism, even when it is fixated on knowledge or power, as an 
expression of  human desire for supernatural reality: a desire which can be most fully 
realized in the way of  humble, serving love. 

His suggestion that Hermeticists need the Church (see page 188: “The church bells 
once reduced to silence, all human voices desiring to serve the glory of  God will also 
be reduced to silence. We live and we die with the Church. Because in order to live, we 
need air to breathe; we need the atmosphere of  piety, sacrifice, and appreciation of  
the invisible as a higher reality”). As I read these words, I wondered how someone 
who identifies as “spiritual but not religious” might respond to them. Is institutional 
Christianity a necessary element of  society, since it safeguards the values of  heaven? 
Or, given how corrupt the Church itself  often is, can we really trust a post-Christian 
world to be something other than “a world of  factories, clubs, sports, political 
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meetings, utilitarian universities, utilitarian arts or recreations—in which you would 
hear not a single word of  praise for the Holy Trinity or of  benediction in its name.” 

Those of  us who have been hurt by the institution might not be as fearful of  this 
vision as our author seems to be. Still, I think a question that all of  us need to reflect 
on: how do we safeguard against a world where the demands of  the marketplace — or 
a severity devoid of  grace — becomes dominant? If  institutional religion no longer 
provides that safeguard, where can we turn for refuge? 

The author compares acedemia and religion by suggesting that both require a kind of  
“asceticism” — a self-denial in the interest of  a higher good. The academy requires an 
“obedience to the authority of  facts” while religion requires a similar obedience to the 
moral precepts encoded in the vows of  poverty, chastity and obedience. Indeed, the 
author’s fascinating parallel between religious poverty, chastity, and obedience, and the 
requirements of  “objectivity, sobriety and diligence” as foundational to the pursuit of  
knowledge is particularly insightful (page 190). It would be too easy to dismiss both 
of  these, as knowledgeable as we are of  clergy abuse, toxic religion, as well as 
academic bias, “alternative facts” and other real or perceived problems with academia. 
But the author reminds us that you do not judge an organization by its worst 
members, but by its best. The Church is to evaluated on the actions of  saints, not 
sinners; likewise, the academy must be judged on the merits of  its most objective, 
diligent and sober scholars. 

The author suggests that, at its best, Hermeticism (Christian or otherwise) represents 
a coming-together of  both academic knowledge and spiritual wisdom — yet another 
equilibrium celebrated in this Letter. “The true Hermeticist is therefore one who 
applies to himself  a double discipline—that of  the Church and that of  Academia. He 
prays and he thinks. And he does so with the fervour and sincerity of  a son of  the 
Church, concerning his praying, and with the discipline and diligence of  an academic, 
concerning his thinking” (page 191f). He then holds up the Benedictine motto: ora et 
labora as perhaps the most succinct expression of  the equilibrium of  Justice: work and 
prayer, laboratory and oratory. Monks often intepret labora in a very earthy way: 
manual labor, the necessity of  mopping the floors and washing the laundry and 
working the fields. Our author widens the lens, and suggests that all spiritually-
inspired “action” — labor, activism, working for justice — matter in this finely 
balanced equilibrium. 

The author offers some interesting insights into his understanding of  what Christian 
Hermeticism is: he describes this kind of  philosophy as “the synthesis of  
intellectuality and spirituality, of  the cosmic Logos and the Logos made flesh” (page 
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194). Theologians sometimes argue that knowledge, at least within Christianity, must 
be a synthesis of  scripture, tradition, and reason (and some will add a fourth source, 
experience, although I think experience is, or ought to be, a dimension of  reason). 
Perhaps the intellectual knowledge of  the Hermeticist is simply a source of  the reason 
(rationality, intellectuality) that theologians rely on when making sense of  their 
understanding of  Christian doctrine. 
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The scales of  Justice are typically binary: there are two sides to the scale, held in a 
simple balance between the two. But perhaps the equipoise of  Justice is not just about 
balancing two dimensions of  life only? Perhaps the balance between power, wisdom, 
and love — or between scripture, tradition, and reason — or between truth, beauty 
and goodness, all are matters for the appropriate application of  Justice? The 
equilibrium we are called to manifest is a balance that transcends duality and calls us 
to hold, literally, all things in proper balance? 

Finally, I think we need to consider how this letter, written well over half  a century 
ago, does not necessarily address the important questions of  justice in our time: justice 
for people of  color, for LGBTQ persons and others who have experienced 
marginalization or exclusion in our society; justice for women, for the poor, for ethnic 
and religious minorities, for the very earth itself ? In this brief  study guide I cannot 
begin to give these vital questions the attention they deserve, so I will leave you with 
this consideration: justice is more than just a card in the Tarot: it is a cardinal virtue, as 
recognized by both classical philosophy and Christian theology. To live a life that is 
good, true, and beautiful, one must be committed to the demands of  Justice, on both 
a personal and a social/collective level. The “laboratory” of  our labors must be more 
than just the theoretical research of  pure science: the entire world must be our 
laboratory, where we labor (work) for Justice in all that we do, balancing it of  course 
with a committed and sustained life of  prayer. 

Questions for Reflection: 

1. “Rather, let us seek practical spiritual experience of  reality and the truth by 
means of  concrete images as well as abstract ideas.” What are some ways in 
which we can make justice real in our lives — not just an abstract principle, 
but a concrete fact? (Hint, this is an easier question to answer when we, or 
someone we love, experience injustice). 

2. The Benedictine motto, ora et labora (“pray and work”) is one of  the 
equilibriums the author presents as embodying the spirit of  Justice. He sees 
this equilibrium as the “door” between the oratory and the laboratory — the 
place where we pray and the place where we work. How do you envision that 
doorway in your life? Where do you find balance between your spiritual 
practice and the work you are called to do? How does that balance contributed 
to the fostering of  justice in our world?
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