
LETTER XIII 
Death, Arcanum of  Subtraction  

La Mort 

Study guide by Carl McColman 
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The two most notorious cards in the Tarot are Arcana 13 and 15: Death and the 
Devil. People who use the Tarot as a divination tool will sometimes hasten to insist 
that these cards should be read metaphorically: the Death card represents endings and 
transitions, while the Devil card represents addictions and/or other self-defeating 
behaviors.  For our purposes, approaching the cards as a tool for meditation, we can 
see these images as representations of  what Buddhist author Pema Chödrön calls “the 
places that scare you” — even if  those “places” are located within. There is no shame 
in acknowledging that death frightens us. In The Grace in Dying, Kathleen Dowland 
Singh points out that it is the nature of  the human body to fight for survival, and one 
of  the mechanisms it employs for that struggle is a healthy, baked-in fear of  death. If  
you have a close call while driving, your hands will shake — and rightly so. I don’t care 
if  you’ve been meditating for 20 years or experienced enlightenment yesterday (or 
years ago) — I am confident that anyone who is honest, reasonably psychologically 
healthy, and in touch with your body will naturally feel fear at any indication that death 
may be near. Singh sees this as an experience of  chaos, that often will accompany 
getting a serious medical diagnosis, being in an accident, or facing a crisis where the 
threat of  harm is real and imminent. We do not want to die, and our body will fight 
like hell to keep us alive. And even when it’s clear that death is in the cards (pardon 
the pun), it can by emotionally devastating to move into hospice care or make the 
decision to remove life support. Devastating and frightening — but these experiences 
are not the last word in our dance with death. Often times, they are merely the fruits 
of  a first encounter. Death has many more lessons to teach us before we breathe our 
last, and the overall arc of  that curriculum moves from reptilian fear to an almost 
angelic place of  deep serenity and trust. It’s as if  we re-create the entire evolution of  
human consciousness in each of  our individual pilgrimages to meet the reaper. 

Ours is a culture that does not make much room for being vulnerable, and so we have 
a nearly-universal aversion to all that death represents. We try to avoid death, deny 
death, defeat it, or ignore it. We worship glamour and the beauty of  youth, and we are 
quick to sequester those at the end of  their lives in rehabilitation centers and nursing 
homes where too many are forgotten — to our collective shame. But the practical 
upshot of  this is that each generation is woefully underequipped to meet the coming 
of  death with contemplative grace and deeply integrated trust. Death freaks us out. 
And when we freak out, our children and grandchildren freak out, and unfortunately 
the cycle of  dissassociation and denial replicates itself, generation after generation. 

One of  the reasons I grew to respect that Trappists (Cistercians) so much is because 
of  the austere beauty of  their rituals surrounding deaths. Monks and nuns are like 
everyone else: no one wants to die, and for the most part no one wants to get old and 
frail. But for monastics, death is not so much a defeat as a completion. It’s like 
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watching a long-distance runner cross the finish line: there’s a sense of  
accomplishment that mitigates the grief  and scariness of  physical decline and 
mortality. When a monk is dying, other members of  the community will take turn 
keeping vigil with the ailing brother, until the moment of  passing; then, when it is 
time for the funeral, the body will be set on a bier at the foot of  the altar, right where 
people receive the Eucharistic host. As soon as the funeral Mass has ended, the 
monks will take the body to the graveyard, burying it without coffin or vault, simply 
lowering the shrouded corpse into the ground. Natural, simple, unafraid. It’s a ritual 
marked by radically deep acceptance of  the natural course of  things. It has been said 
that we die the way we live; if  that is so, then the simply acceptance of  Cistercian 
funeral rites is the best argument for their way of  life that I know of. 

In Meditations on the Tarot, our unknown author looks at death in terms of  the principle 
of  subtraction — pairing death with two other types of  “subtraction” that our human 
minds can experience: the experience of  forgetting, and the experience of  falling 
asleep. Death has long been equated with sleep, and the liturgical office of  Compline 
beautifully equates the nightly reality of  slumber with our eventual destiny of  
mortality. By comparing death to forgetting and sleeping, the author helps us to see 
how death cannot be understood apart from life — just as sleep can only be 
understood in relation to being awake, and that forgetting memory only makes sense 
in the light of  memory recalled. The spiritual message here seems to be that death is 
not, and never can be, the final word — not even the finality of  bodily death. 

Albert Einstein is said to have remarked, “There are only two ways to live your life. 
One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” 
To find the hand of  God — the sign of  the miraculous — even in death requires 
profound faith and a persistent contemplative awareness. Yet to accept that even 
death is miraculous is truly to open our heart to a universe shimmering with miracles 
— and, therefore, the presence of  God — everywhere. 

What to Look for in Letter XIII: 

As you read through Letter XIII, here are some points that might be helpful for you 
as you seek to enter deeper into the wisdom of  relationship between death and life, 
sleep and wakefulness, or forgetting and remembering. 

1. Page 344: “In meditation—and these Letters are only meditations—it is a matter 
above all of  the question, posed in all honesty to our own conscience and 
answered in all honesty by our own conscience: ‘What do I myself know?’, and not 
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the question: ‘What is generally known?’” Here the author draws a link between 
meditation and the mystical imagination, showing that meditation offers us insight 
into knowledge that is interior and subjective, a different order of  knowledge than 
that provided through external, empirical means. 

2. The author describes four different types of  memory, beginning on page 345: 
“mechanical or automatic memory, logical memory, moral memory and vertical or 
revelatory memory.” The “remembering” of  vertical memory is not about 
recalling the temporal past, but rather recalling or origin in the heart of  God, 
transcending the limitations of  the physical space/time universe. 

3. Page 348: the story of  the raising of  Lazarus as a type of  vertical memory. Does 
this imply that when God “remembers” us, we will be raised from the dead? 

4. On page 349, our author writes “there is no freedom outside of  the miraculous and that 
man is man only in so far as he lives from the miracle, through the miracle and 
for the miracle.” If  we eschew belief  in miracles, we are submitting to a type of  
interior bondage. We are also reducing all memory to merely mechanical memory. 

5. “The three stages on the way towards the soul’s union with God—those of  
purification, illumination and union—are simply the history of  a single growing 
effort of  concentration of  the entire soul upon God” (page 351). When we 
“forget” all but union with God, remembering only our birthright as partakers in 
the divine nature, we have achieved the goalless goal of  the mystical life. 

6. Our author declares that “forgetting is the means of  transition from one state of  
consciousness to another” (page 352). This is important: it is dualistic to view 
forgetting as “bad” while remembering is “good.” Forgetting, like sleep and even 
death, have their appropriate part to play in the life lived in response to God. 

7. On page 354, the author suggests that birth/awakening/recall and death/sleep/
forgetting have complementary roles to play in the construction of  reality. We 
need both. 

8. If  you are interested in ghosts, reflect on page 358, where the author offers his 
theory on what ghosts are and why it is plausible to believe in their existence. 

9. In the midst of  the author’s philosophical reflection on the relationship between 
crystallization and radiation, he offers some thoughts on why the church refuses 
to endorse belief  in reincarnation. I think his argument is specious, and is an 
attempt to reconcile his own belief  in reincarnation with the traditional Christian 
unwillingness to affirm it. But you might have a different perspective! 

10. On page 362, the author writes, “Complete crystallisation is therefore complete death 
from the divine point of  view, whilst complete life is the state of  “radiating as the 
sun”, i.e. that of  complete de-crystallisation.” Compare this to Thomas Merton’s 
epiphany on the street corner in Louisville, where Merton remarks, “There is no 
way of  telling people they are all walking around shining like the sun.” Perhaps 
Merton could see everyone’s potential “de-crystallisation”? 
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11. At the bottom of  page 364, a beautiful statement of  hopeful faith: “I would have 
to alter the foundation of  my very being, or to annihilate myself, if  I were to say 
that God does not exist, that I am not free, and that I am not immortal. The very 
structure of  my being is such that it postulates categorically the existence of  God or 
infinite perfectibility, freedom or morality as such, and the immortality of  the soul or 
the possibility of  infinite perfectioning.” This beautiful linking-together of  faith in 
God, trust in humanity, and optimism over the human capacity to improve — all 
the way to perfection — stands in such stark contrast to the cynically fashionable 
despair that characterizes so much of  modern secular society. 

12. “There is in the first place the traditional mystical way of  purification, 
illumination and union, which is the voluntary and conscious experience of  the 
three stages of  the way of  the human soul after death—through purgatory to 
heaven, and from heaven to God” (page 366) — here the author echoes Kathleen 
Dowland Singh, who in her book The Grace in Dying suggests that the closest 
parallel to the experience of  dying is the radical letting-go experience of  deep 
contemplative or silent prayer. Later on the same page: “Just as the practice of  
concentration is the “art of  forgetting” and the practice of  profound communion, 
or meditation, is the mastering of  the “art of  sleeping”, so does the contemplation of  
authentic initiation signify the mastering of  the “art of  dying.” Even more 
explicitly connecting the dots between the “dying to self ” of  authentic spiritual 
practice and the radical letting go of  physical death — which initiates us into the 
world eternity, symbolized by “purgatory” and “heaven.” 

13. The author writes beautifully of  God’s perfections on page 368: “We do not 
worship God because he is able to do more than us, or because he knows more 
than us, but rather because he has more faith, more hope and more love than us. 
Our God is infinitely noble and generous, and not only all-powerful and all-
informed!” Faith not as an impulse to fearfully obey God in a desire to escape 
divine wrath, but as a confident expression of  the beauty found in God’s 
personality: the embodiment of  supreme faith, hope, and (most of  all) love. 

14. Page 369: “… everything that takes place in subjective intimacy will one day 
become objective reality.” All things will be illuminated by the light of  divine 
truth, all things will be healed through divine goodness, and all love will be made 
manifest through divine beauty.” This is the hope of  the mystical life. 

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

Page  of  5 6



1. What does the author mean when he suggests that “forgetting is the means 
of  transition from one state of  consciousness to another”? Can you think of  
examples of  how this might work? (The author uses sleep and waking; can 
you think of  other examples?) 

2. Can you think of  examples of  crystallisation and radiation as dynamics in 
your life or the life of  someone you know?  

3. Do you accept the author’s reasoning about why Christianity as a religion 
could not endorse belief  in reincarnation? Why or why not?
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