
 
LETTER IX 

The Hermit, Arcanum of  Prudence  
L’Hermite 
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Study guide by Carl McColman 

I was a teenager in the 1970s, and like many middle class white American 
kids that decade, one of my favorite albums was Led Zeppelin IV  — also 
known as the “Runes” album, since cover art featured a removable sticker 
with four glyphs (which, it turned out, were symbols for each of the four 
members in the band). Songs like “Stairway to Heaven,” “Black Dog,” “The 
Battle of Evermore” and “Going to California” were the soundtrack of my 
teen years, and I still occasionally listen to that old album, even though 
nowadays the crass sexism of Robert Plant’s lyrics makes me wince! 

I remember the first time I ever looked at the album cover, for the interior 
(gatefold) image fascinated me. It showed an elderly man, robed and carrying 
a lantern and a staff, standing at the top of high promontory, gazing out 
through a starless sky to a landscape far below. It would be some time later 
that I would discover the source of this image: the Hermit card in the famous 
Rider-Waite-Smith Tarot deck. 

The Hermit, as depicted in the Marseilles Tarot, is very similar to the figure 
drawn by Pamela Colman Smith for the Rider Tarot. The bearded old man can 
easily call to mind archetypal figures from contemporary mythologies, like 
Gandalf or Albus Dumbledore. Even the childish image of God as “the old 
man with a beard” might be evoked by this ninth arcanum in the Tarot. 

When I was a child, like any serious introvert I used to fantasize about being 
a hermit when I grew up. I planned on building my own little hermitage — 
an A-Frame cabin — deep in the woods, where I could go about my business 
without bothering anyone (or anyone bothering me). Eventually puberty 
kicked in and I decided some things mattered more to me than just living in 
solitude! Even so, the house I owned from 1990 to 1993 (when I got married) 
was literally a cabin in the woods, nestled in a hollow on the Cumberland 
Plateau in Tennessee. It wasn’t an A-Frame and I didn’t build it, but to this day 
I have fond memories of the years I lived there, just me and my cats. 
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The hermit remains a powerful archetype, and not just for introverts! Writers 
like Thomas Merton, Matthew Kelty and Sara Maitland have inspired us with 
their beautiful, evocative descriptions of life in solitude. Each of these figures 
are known for their faith as much as their literary prowess, and it seems that 
for many, the point behind the eremitical life must ultimately be to draw 
closer to God. Other so-called hermits, whose solitude seems more anti-
social than God-directed (I’m thinking of figures like the Ted Kaczynski or 
Eric Rudolph), appall us with their misanthropy — and, in the case of the two 
examples I’ve just given, their violence. 

We can safely assume that the Hermit as presented in Meditations on the 
Tarot has more in common with Thomas Merton than Ted Kaczynski! But just 
as the author of our book continually suggests that each arcana represents a 
warning as much as a way of wisdom, we can assume that the “warning” of 
the Hermit seems to be to avoid a hidden darkness that can lead us 
profoundly astray. 

But on the positive side, the Hermit invites us to bring light into darkness — 
whether it is the darkness of our world, our social relations, or even our 
interior life. In rather densely philosophical language (that I, to be perfectly 
candid, find rather tedious), our author suggests that the Hermit brings light 
into the darkness by representing the reconcilation of paradoxes or 
“antinomies” (philosophical opposites). The first two involve competing 
philosophical systems: idealism and realism, and realism and nominalism. In 
both cases, our author suggests that the synthesis of these antinomies has to 
do with a conscious partnering of human and divine ways of knowing. 

The third paradox, between faith and science, is one that I find more directly 
relevant to my own faith, especially in today’s world where it seems that the 
science/faith debate involves more than just the age of the earth or the theory 
of evolution. Today, science impacts how we understand the environment, 
the economy, gender, sexuality, and of course, healthcare. Ironically, it seems 
that many of the most vocal and ardent critics of contemporary science do so 
from a faith-based or spiritually-sourced perspective. How then, can the 
Hermit help us to find a better relationship between these two ways of 
knowing and moving in the world? Our author suggests that the key lies in 
the cross: science represents the horizontal axis of the cross, while faith (or 
religion) corresponds to the vertical axis. The synthesis of these two systems 
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of knowing is not, therefore, any kind of compromise between them, but 
rather a willingness to engage in scientific work from the vantage point of 
eternity. Therefore, science becomes more than just a technology of power; it 
is transformed into a potential means for service. 

It’s instructive to keep in mind that this meditation was written 20 years or 
less following the horrors of World War II: from the industrial genocide of the 
death camps to the unimaginable devastation of the atom bombs dropped on 
Japan. Our author was keenly aware that science, by itself, is fundamentally 
amoral: and so his plea, using the image of the Hermit bringing light into the 
darkness, is for us to find a creative way of integrating faith and doubt. 

This extended reflection on how science and faith can (or ought to) be 
integrated, brings to main the work of American integral theorist, Ken Wilber. 
In books like A Brief History of Everything and The Marriage of Sense and 
Spirit, Wilber suggests that science and spirituality need each other, not 
because they are necessarily incomplete without one another, but because 
they represent two fundamentally different ways of knowing, ways of 
discovering, processing and applying truth. The empirical truth of science and 
the deeply interior/subjective truth of spirituality are meant to complement 
one another, not compete or cancel each other out. 

The author’s contention that science is grounded in doubt just as religion is 
grounded in faith is particularly insightful. Also worth reflecting on: his notion 
that there is something essentially destructive about our technology: we 
harness energy by burning fuel or splitting atoms, we gain our knowledge of 
scientific truth by orienting our ways of knowing toward quantity rather than 
quality. As the author pointed out on page 214: “Thus the prismatic colours—
red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet—lose for science their 
quality of redness, orangeness, etc., and become quantities, i.e. numbers 
expressing different frequencies or wavelengths of the vibration that one calls 
‘light.’ Light, also, is reduced to quantity. It is only a formula expressing 
quantitative factors of the vibration of something derived of all quantiy.” 

Wisely, the author does draw the conclusion that his criticism of science 
makes it unacceptable to the person of faith, but he does try to make the case 
that a science alienated from faith is a science in danger of being in service to 
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“the serpent” — to death, rather than to life. Again, Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
leap to mind. 

Our author has this to say about the Hermit: “he creates light, he creates 
silence and he creates certainty.” (page 201) He sees these three creative acts 
as consistent with three kinds of Hermetic knowledge, quoting the Emerald 
Tablet to suggest that earthly knowledge can be accessed through intelligence 
(the lamp), analogy, (the mantle) and experience (the staff). This is reminiscent 
of the theological principle that Christians can access truth through scripture, 
tradition, and reason (or experience). So perhaps the Hermit’s lamp could 
also represent the Word, the mantle the ways in which we intepret or find 
meaning in the Word, and the staff in how we put that wisdom into action in 
our lives. 

I don’t know that I agree with him that the Hermit creates light, silence, and 
certainty: I see these as gifts of grace, not products of human creativity. But 
edit the author’s words slightly to say “the Hermit consents to the light, to 
silence, and in his consenting finds certainty” and this would ring true to me. 

The author repeats his central assertion that “the Arcana of the Tarot, I must 
stress, are spiritual exercises” (page 217). So the author admits that his 
examples of the “synthesis of antinomies” might not please all readers, but he 
suggests that it is the synthesizing process that represents the spiritual 
exercise of the Hermit. To illustrated this, he suggests that the Hermit moves 
in what he calls “the gift of black perfection” (or “perfect night”). The image 
from the Led Zeppelin album immediately leaps to mind, for there the Hermit 
is standing in a sky devoid of all stars — and yet the land beneath him 
remains visible. Because the Hermit is not afraid of the darkness, he is able to 
meet it with his God-given light (this also evokes two of the riches images of 
the Christian mystical tradition: the cloud of unknowing and the dark night of 
the soul).  

Our author equates “the endeavour to draw light from darkness” with “an 
effort aiming at knowledge which appears to you to be not only unknown but 
also unknowable.” Again, he insists that the hermit must create light from the 
darkness, and goes on to suggest that there are “two kinds of darkness in the 
domain of consciousness.” The first kind of darkness is plain ignorance, 
whereas the second kind is “the darkness of higher knowledge” — again, 
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comparisons to various voices within the apophatic mystical tradition come 
to mind: not only St. John of the Cross and The Cloud of Unknowing, but also 
St. Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, Meister Eckhart, 
Nicholas of Cusa… the history of Christian mysticism is replete with voices of 
those who taught that the aim of mysticism is to transcend the limits of 
human knowledge, reason and experience, to place our limited human 
knowing under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, whose light appears to us a 
“luminous darkness” because it transcends our capacity for conscious 
cognition. 

Pages 218-220 explain this “perfect night” or “black perfection” in greater 
detail, explaining his ideas by using as an analogy the relationship between 
white, black, and the colors of the prism. This material really forms the heart 
of this particular meditation. The author then goes on to associate the Hermit 
with the virtue of prudence. He writes, “prudence is constant awareness of 
being between two darknesses — the darkness of the ‘white point’ of 
absolute synthesis above, which is dazzling and which demands a slow and 
gradual spiritual preparation in order to be able to bear its light without being 
blinded, and the darkness of the black point, that of the subconscious below. 
Prudence is at the same time ‘mobile concentration’ proceeding from one 
particular colour to another in the ‘equatorial’ region between the two 
opposite poles.” A bit more abstract than the generally understood idea of 
prudence as “the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern our true 
good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it” 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church). In other words, prudence is the capacity 
for reasonable discernment, especially in situations that are risky or morally 
complex. As the catechism definition makes clear, prudence is related to 
action — a secular definition of prudence as “cautiousness” really missed the 
point of prudence as spiritual virtue; spiritually speaking, prudence is not so 
much about cautiousness as about discernment that helps us to know when 
to be cautious — and when to act. With this in mind, our author sees the 
Hermit as guiding us in recognition the distinction between knowledge and 
will, or between action and contemplation. Furthermore, prudence is a virtue 
that manifests itself in action — like discernment, prudence has to be 
exercised in a process (the process of understanding all that is going on, and 
carefullly and reasonably choosing the best course of action). The 
“understanding” element of prudence corresponds with contemplation, while 
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the choosing and acting elements correspond with action that arises from 
contemplation.  

This Letter closes with a fascinating invitation: to meditate on your chakras 
using a series of seven “I am” statements taken from Jesus’s words in the 
Gospel of John. I’ve expanded on this to create the Spiritual Exercise for this 
letter, so please refer to that spiritual exercise for more insight. It’s an exercise 
designed to facilitate the movement of energy within the human body, so like 
the Hermit in general, the chakras (when operating properly) are “on the 
move.” Our author suggests that meditating on Jesus’s “I am” statements while 
meditating on the chakras is a way of Christianising the body’s energy centers. 
Mystically speaking, the goal of human life is to more fully and beautifully 
manifest the image and likeness of God (Christ) in our embodied life. Perhaps 
this exercise, as a way of inviting Christ into your body’s natural energy 
centers, is a Hermit-like process of bringing light into “darkness” (not that the 
body lacks light! But Christ brings a greater light into places where such light 
is wanting). The light, of course, meets the silence that already exists within 
us. Between the silence that blesses us from within, and the Christianizing 
light of Christ that we invite into our chakra system, we are also given the 
eremitical gift of certainty — not a brittle certainly that seems to be 
associated with a refusal to doubt, but a centered-on-Christ certainty that 
allows both doubt and faith to flow within, knowing that in Christ all such 
antinomies are made one. 
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Questions for Reflection: 

1. Would you agree with the author, that the task of the Hermit is to create 
light, silence, and certainty from within? Or are you more comfortable 
with the idea that these qualities are gifts given to us through grace 
(with the Hermit representing our capacity to receive such gifts)? 

2. Review the “scientific creed” found on page 212. Is this an accurate 
depiction of your understanding of what scientists might believe? Do 
you think this “statement of faith” (or of doubt) is compatible with the 
creed of Christianity? Why or why not? 

3. What ways do you experiencing bringing light into darkness? Can you 
think of any paradoxes or “antinomies” in your life where you are 
capable of holding the opposites together (with the help of God’s 
grace)? What is that like for you? 

4. Experiment with the chakra/“I am” meditation as described in the 
Spiritual Exercise for Letter IX. What is this exercise like for you? How 
do you think Christ brings light into our souls and bodies?
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