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FOREWORD

Tom Cheetham has written a remarkable book that has the power of shifting
our way of imagining the world. This power stems from his insight into a core
longing fdt within the heart of human beings, a longing for wholeness that
feds asif it were a memory. We imagine that there was a time, long ago, when
human beings lived reverently in relation to the earth and the cosmos. We felt,
so the story says whole, in our place, with God at the center and the periph-
ery. Then the Great Digunction happened. Matter and Spirit were split into
two isolated realms. God was removed from the world and placed in His heaven
and the earth, gradualy at firgt, and then more and more rgpidly, became the
great supplier of commodities, mere material substance. Different thinkers
locate this digunction at different times and due to different factors, but it is
adways depicted as occurring sometime in actud history, and the story says we
have been on a downward course ever since. This way of imagining the unfold-
ing of evolution aways looks to the past as the better time, and al our efforts
need to be focused on retrieving the sensibility of the past. The more sophisti-
cated tellers of this story do not imagine we can return to the past, but they do
fed we can return to the vaues of the past, or find ways of living those past
values, primarily by living in reative isolation from the present world dynam-
ics, encompassed in a shidd of fear.

Cheetham's first creative contribution lies in pointing out the obvious, but
it is obvious only to one who has a living inner life. The longing for wholeness
is an archetypal longing. It belongs to the essence of the soul to fed such long-
ing. It will dways be there. This longing motivates us to search for the ultimate
inner meaning of our existence and to at least find ways to assure we do not go
off on callective tangents that depart from world destiny. When we understand
that the longing originates in the soul, new ways of imagining the world have
to be sought, and these new ways have to be conscious soul ways. Here lies the
second and truly great contribution of this book. Cheetham recognizes that a
longing of the soul has to be responded to in kind. That is, only soul can respond
to soul. Only soul understands soul. If we are to ever get anywhere with this
archetypa longing, we have to approach it on its own terms. A metaphysics that
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excludes imagination, the halmark of soul, as a world force, is faed to painful
longing without the dightest posshbility of resolution. Metaphysics that has no
place for the category of imaginal being splits spirit from matter with no way
for them to ever be linked. Longing becomes replaced by abstract thought that
turns into sysems of science and technology. Materialism characterizes the other
dde of the split. Materidism is the outlook that says that everything in the uni-
verse can be understood in terms of the arrangement and action of purely phys-
icd forces. And, more subversively materialism offers the notion that al longings
can be quieted through material means of every sort.

Cheetham develops a method of proceeding from longing to questions of
metaphysics. His method conssts of making us fed deeply dl that we have lost
with the way redlity has been split up; the loss of the imagination, the loss of
living speech, words as angels, the loss of reading that spesks from within real-
ity rather than about it, and most of dl, the loss of the sense of place. He throws
us into the depth of loss, the depth of despair, redly. We cannot recover what
we cannot fed. Cheetham’'s method involves a descent into hell, a necessary
descent, but one that distinguishes the hell we live—the literal, surface-bound,
consuming, manic world, with the fructifying descent into the darkness where
we await the voices and visions of the archetypal worlds.

Cheetham progresses in his method by seeing through the split of spirit
and matter, seeking to establish what a metaphysics with imagination as the
forming force of the world would mean. As long as we think only in terms of
spirit and matter, and its two primary manifestations in the ‘world, religion and
science, we contribute to the loss of the subtle, participative sense. An arche-
typa metaphysics views creation as happening every moment. All is aive. And
soul is not in us; in this metaphysics, we are in soul. The implications of such a
view are enormous. However, it takes more than the idea of such a metaphysics
to begin discovering the ways to live such a proposed redity. And here is the
third great contribution of this book. Such a metaphysics exists. The outlines of
it can be found by interpreting the work of C. G.Jung in a radical way, and the
further outlines of it are found in the work of Henry Corbin, the primary
emphasis of this book.

Cheetham makes a long and fruitful excursion into the work of C. G.
Jung as a preparation for introducing the reader into imaginal metaphysics. We
have come to think of Jung as the phenomenologist of the soul. When we
come to Jung's ‘work on alchemy, however, we find that the alchemists ‘were
seeking to make spirit conscious. They were working out an imagina meta-
physics of transformation in their theorizing-visioning, and they demonstrated
the practicality of this metaphysics in the practice of achemy. Jung did not
quite see them this way, but, in truth, the alchemists were attempting to free
spirit from matter and were not just projecting their fantases onto matter.
Alchemy was simultaneoudly a transformation of sdf and of world into com-
pleteness. Jung reads this completeness, this wholeness, as involving the incor-
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poration of contradictories, the light and the shadow of soul redlity.
Cheetham's understanding of Jung's project and the limitations of that project
is brilliant. Once those limitations are clear, he is able to establish an dl impor-
tant bridge from Jung to the astounding work of Henry Corbin, from depth
psychology that never quite made the metaphysical leap, to Idamic mygticiam's
fully developed imagina metaphysics.

Central to the movement from Jung to Corbin's cregtive interpretation of
Idamic mydticiam is the difference between the darkness of the Shadow in Jung
and the luminous darkness of the divine Night. In Jung there exigts a throwing
together of soul experience and spirit experience without redly seeing that
there is a decided difference. Jung's adamant commitment to soul made it
impossible for him to conceive of anything outside of soul, or to plead igno-
rance when it came to saying what was behind archetypes. Even spirit, for Jung,
is the soul's perception of spirit. One result of this limitation of Jung, a limita-
tion that ill exigts in present depth psychology and even in Archetypa Psy-
chology as put forth by James Hillman, is that spirit experiences are not recog-
nized as such. For example, there is no recognition that there are these two
darknesses—the Shadow and the luminous darkness of the divine Night. The
former is a soul experience, to be integrated into consciousness for complete-
ness, the latter a spirit experience necessary to wholeness, not only of experi-
ence, but of the world. And without that recognition, it is redlly not possible to
tell when one is conscious in soul and when one is conscious in spirit, and cer-
tainly, it is not possible to have any sense of the relation between the two. Hill-
man solves this dilemma by taking an adamant stance againgt spirit, as if that
opposition would cancel the redlity. At the same time, Hillman acknowledges a
debt to Corbin for bringing forth the notion of the Mundus Imaginalis. Hillman
interprets this as the imagina world of the soul, saving depth psychology from
sophisticated subjectivity. However, in Corbin, and even more importantly, in
the Idamic sources of this term, the Mundus Imaginalisis the imagina world of
the spirit. The confusion wrought by interpreting spirit phenomena as soul
phenomena has meant that depth psychology tends to honor the darkness of
the descent into hell as if it were the ream of the holy. Depth psychology is
unable to distinguish the realm of the unconscious and the realm of the super-
conscious. Hillman'sinterpretation of the Mundus Imaginalisis amisinterpreta-
tion. Cheetham's teasing out of al the exact quotations from Corbin that estab-
lish the clear difference between Shadow and Luminous Darkness constitutes
one of the scholarly ddlights of this book that frees us enough from Jung to be
appreciative of his efforts while reorienting the search that archetypal longing
pulls us into.

While the soul realm is perceived through soul, it is more appropriate, sys
Cheetham, to sy that the superconscious realm is perceived through the
"supersensory senses.” While soul is certainly an imaginal realm, the luminous
darkness takes us into the imaginal world. These supersensory senses have to
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be prepared for through meditative disciplines that gradualy bring about an
alteration of our physiology, one of the effects of the meditation practices in
the Idamic mystica tradition. The difference between soul sensing and super-
sensory sensing distinguishes the darkness of the lower soul from the Black
Light, which is the Light that itself cannot be seen but which makes every-
thing dse visible. What is firgt visible upon entry to the imaginal world are col-
ors, but colors without matter. These colors are the mark of entering into the
realm of the Mundus Imaginalis. They dso mark entering into the non-know-
ing of the heart, the perceptual organ for sensing the spiritual worlds. One of
the most beautiful sections of this book describes the seven prophetic colors
and their functions.

In this imaginal metaphysics, dl beings and things and places are mirrors
of the spiritual worlds, illuminated by the Light that makes everything ese vis-
ibleWe are, in effect, then, composed of the artistic play of spiritual beings. The
imagind metaphysics of 1bn 'Arabi, as interpreted by Corbin, is a fruitful gno-
gs that accounts for the divine worlds and for the earthly world, but does not
confuse them, nor does it separate them the way we do in the Western tradi-
tion. It is a fruitful gnosticism. | say fruitful in contrast to Jung's gnosticism
which confusedly mixes soul and spirit and never resolves the intense arche-
typa longing.

The gnosis outlined by Corbin is in opposition to any kind of incarna-
tional Christianity. For the metaphysics of Ibn 'Arabi and other Idamic mys-
tics, the incarnation of Christ is an impossibility, for it historicizes God.
Cheetham indicates that in this cosmology, to say that Christ is God incarnate,
is equivalent to saying that God is dead. The entry of God materialy, wholly,
and substantidly into historical, material, and public time and space is the
archetypal act of secularization. In the gnosis of Idamic mysticism Christ is an
ever-present redlity of the soul. And, Christ did live, but, in this gnostic imag-
ination, he did not die on the cross. One of the most interesting sentences in
this book describes an intriguing imagination of what happened to Christ.
Indeed, the chapter comparing Corbin's view of Christ with the view of
Chrigtianity is a pivotal chapter in this book. Corbin spesks of Christ as a man,
but dso as a figure of Light—both. Christ is dso the Soul of the World. This
theological chapter gives a bads for approaching the world as spiritual image,
populated with Presences.

The doctrine of the Incarnation in the exoteric version of Christianity
collgpses any sengbility of the angelic hierarchies. The angelic relms no longer
have the power they once did, and that can ill be found in esoteric Chris-
tianity, which is far more compatible with the view put forth by Corbin. We
find this collapse evident in religion these days, which no longer has a concep-
tion of the creating power of the angelic realms. So, there is an imagina theol-
ogy accompanying, even preceding, imaginal metaphysics. This theology is
founded on Beauty rather than on Salvation. Cheetham puts his finger on the
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key element for responding rightly to archetypa longing, and his uncovering
of the senses of Beauty in the work of Corbin is stunning.

Beauty is the strength of imaginal theology, and its hope—that which
holds the possibility of guiding our longing to its destination. And Beauty is the
core imagination for any culture seeking this destination. Beauty is not some-
thing given but strived for through purification of soul. Beauty here is com-
pletely objective, "subjectively objective." By this term | mean that in imagina
metaphysics dl dudism is resolved so that there is no longer a subject-object
distinction; rather, subject and object are one. Further, Beauty is not an abstract
concept but rather the theophany of Sophia. And, while Beauty is a sort of des-
tination, She is a destination that takes us dways farther into the unknowing.

The path of Beauty is epistemologically complex because it is based in
non-dualism of knowing. In imaginal knowing, you know only through the
aspect of the known within you. But, it must dso follow that an object
known, knows when it is known. Beauty is understood completely interiorly
but not subjectively.

The difference between a world based in Beauty and one based in a the-
ology of Savation is more than an interesting comparison of two cosmologies.
Cheetham shows how destructive technology is tied to Christian theology of
Sdvation. Drawing on the philosopher Gianni Vattimo, Cheetham shows that
radical freedom is the degtiny of the Christian tradition, and that such freedom
makes the earth a playground of destruction. There are no longer any bound-
aries. The section of this book concerned with technology is fascinating in that
the view of freedom coming from Vattimo's understanding of Christianity is
based upon the notion that with freedom there is dways the risk that a choice
to make a world in harmony with the spiritual worlds does not seem to be an
option. The difference between freedom and nihilism collgpses. Such a view
commands a great dedl of reflection, for powerful elements of this view can cer-
tainly be seen in the present world in which we find wars being fought pitting
these two—freedom and nihilism—against each other, ‘which may in fact, then,
be wars of self-destruction. This country's battle cry is freedom and strikes out
a the apparent nihilism of terrorism. But, what if freedom, as presently politi-
cdly understood, is no more than a form of nihilism?

This view of freedom without limits as nihilism is not completely accu-
rate. Freedom is nihilism only when it is not filled, completely, with the con-
tent of love. So, to read technology as the fulfillment of the Christian tradition,
and the Christian tradition as findly nihilistic in its total freedom, leaves some-
thing out. It leaves out the option of the choice of love. The difference, then,
between the Christian tradition and the kind of technological world it ulti-
mately crestes, and Idamic mysticism and the kind of world it imagines, hinges
on the detailed process of metamorphosis and initiation into the source of love,
the Beloved, described in such detail in Idamic mysticism. Exoteric Christian-
ity lacks a necessary angelology as a way of proceeding to the Beloved, and



without such an angelology it almost certainly does lead to nihilistic freedom.
The intricate and careful way Cheetham works out these concerns is truly
wondrous. In particular, his section on the radica work of Archetypal psychol-
ogist Walfgang Giegerich is invaluable.

While James Hillman takes Jung toward the direction of Corbin but never
reaches the autonomy of spirit, Giegerich takes Jung toward the direction of
Jung's alchemica view of spirit freed from matter, which leaves matter, and
indeed the world, open to the kind of nihilism suggested by Vattimo.We have
rid the world of things from their status of being the appearance of the shining
of the gods and the angels, ssys Giegerich. And we are Ieft with only one god,
the one we have created, technology, best exemplified by the bomb. It is not,
however, particular technologies Giegerich is talking about, but rather the
world-creating/destroying idea of technology as how we save ourselves. The
description of the intricacies of this view and how Giegerich arrives at it are
worth the price of admission to this book. Giegerich's view of the incarnation,
however, is based on an incapacity to imagine that God became fully human in
Christ. Fully human. For Geigerich, the incarnation of God is incarnation into
a different kind of flesh than the rest of humans. Flesh from above, is, in
Giegerich's view, not the same as natural flesh. It is, in effect, technological flesh.
The event of this "technological" flesh has ultimately meant that abstract tech-
nology is our god.

Cheetham wants to make the most difficult case possible for valuing the
world and then finding how it is possible to find meaning and avenues of
responding to the longing for wholeness that will not go awvay. It is easy and
rather cheap to begin with an abstract notion of wholeness. That approach,
characteristic of the New Age movement and those captured by nostalgia for
a past that never was, is abstract and begins by turning away from the world as
it is now. Cheetham is one of the most courageous thinkers | have ever read.
He shows the very basis of the now dominant worldview, and he shows how
this bads is indeed nihilistic, and as he is doing so, he dso shows us the way
out, which is by going through the labyrinth, not ascending to thoughts that
ignore our situation of being lost in the labyrinth. The way through the
nihilistic, technological world, is twofold: love, described as an initiatory
process with definite and clear steps of purification and perception, and the re-
sanctification of the world. And this twofold path has, in addition, to be
founded in a priority of the imaginal in order to avoid making a fdse
dichotomy between spirit and matter.

The lagt section of the book concerns the word as the way out of nihilism
and the way to rightly respond to archetypal longing for wholeness. The living,
breathing word, not those collections of words found in the dictionary and
strung together into dead sentences. Cheetham begins a reflection on the word
based upon Ibn 'Arabi's view of language as the unique articulation of the
divine Breath. Our breath, articulated, nonduaitically, belonging both to us
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and to world, spesks human and cosmic redity smultaneoudy. This is poetic,
cregtive speech, speaking without knowing in advance what one is going to .
Speaking that lives in the region of holy Silence. The excursion into spirit must
aways return to soul in order to be connected with sensuous redity, and it is
with speech that this return continually occurs, embodying spirit without col-
lapsing it into matter. We come, then, to a new understanding of soul, soul as
the embodying process of spirit, and as the spiritualizing process of matter.
These intertwining processes live together in word-breath. The world spesks
and the symbols of its speaking are the breath of God. The discipline needed to
hold technological destruction at bay is the capacity to read the world. This dis-
cipline requires, says Cheetham, an imaginal asceticism, an ongoing purification
process that works to keep us from fdling into the fdse desres of the present
worldview and inspires courage to be fully present to what is present.

These few indications of what you will find in this book will, I hope,
entice you to enter into a study of a work that certainly does not belong to the
world of throwaway books. This book requires dow reading, for as you read
these living words you are undergoing a transformation. At the end of reading,
the world will not be the same.

ROBERT SARDELLO
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‘WE ARE NOW IN HEAVEN"

The Mundus Imaginalis and the
Catastrophe of Materialism

It is only the things that we don't understand that have any meaning.

—C.G.Aung

THIS STATEMENT OF Carl Jung'sis a psychological as well as a metaphysical
pronouncement, and | invoke that ambiguity at the outset. It isin this spirit that
| want to think about matter. Because as a culture we don't understand it, our
intuitions about it are confused, and we don't at dl know what to make of it.
Our modern approach to material redlity is limited, constricting, confused, and
dangerous, and the results of this are increasingly invadve and pervasive in our
lives. For these reasons we are in danger of disappearing.

THE MUTABILITY OF EXPERIENCE
AND THE HISTORY OF STUFF

My firg encounter with the idea that there is a history of perception occurred
when, as an undergraduate, | attended the dasses of the historian F. Edward
Cranz.1 He claimed, and it seemed shocking to me at the time, that over the
course of Western European history from the ancient Greeks to the modern
world there have been fundamenta ghifts in our perception of the relations
between oursalves and the world. Thus, the experience of encountering and of
knowing something, and correatively the experience of consciousness and the
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«f arc higtorically variable. And further, there is nothing in particular to guar-
antee privilege to our modes of experience.

One important source for his thess is Aristotle's Peri Psyche; in Latin, de
Anima; in English, On the Soul. Cranz asked that we read the texts as if they
mean what they sy. So, when Aristotle ssys that "the soul is somehow, dl
things,"® and that in knowing something, we are somehow conjoined or united
with it, we must not dismiss this as archaic foolishness. We must not assume that
if Aristotle had read David Hume he would have got it right. But the experi-
ence that Aristotle describes, of some kind of union with the objects of knowl-
edge, is clearly not ours. We know things by having accurate idess of them
somewhere in our heads. The things are, of course, "out there" and we are,
somehow, "in here." Dr. Cranz caled the former kind of knowing conjunctive,
and the kind of sdf that experiences the world this way an extensive sdf. Our
kind of knowing is disjunctive, and we are intensive sdves. In the Meditations
Descartes provided the paradigmatic example of the intensive sdf, sure of noth-
ing but its own thoughts, and relying on God to provide the miraculous con-
nection between the Soul and Matter somewhere deep in the pinea gland.

On Cranz's account, the textual evidence alows a surprisingly clear
chronology for a ghift from texts that suppose an experience of conjunctive
knowing to those that assume the digunctive mode. In Western Europe, the
change occurred around the year 1100. In the twelfth century in any case
Although the subsequent history of this new sense of human being is complex
and not well understood, the long-term consequences of the digunction
include, among other things, the modern experience of subjectivity and objec-
tivity, and the modern conception of language as a system of human meanings.

| can quite clearly recdl being very uneasy about dl of this. | liked it
because it seemed to hold out the promise of a kind of psychic emancipation
which would be very liberating. But | was bothered too by the suggestion that
our sense of objectivity is not normative, or perhaps even very common. Surely
there are things "out there" about which we have "ideas." We need only ook
and there they are. | remember asking anxioudy, "But Doctor Cranz, what
about rocks?" My recollection is that he smiled his wonderful smile and said
that he weas a historian and didn't know about rocks.

In language that I've learned since, this is the history of what the French cdl
mentalite, and this hift in the relation between the subject and the object involves
a "withdrawal of participation." Many people have discussed this phenomenon
from a variety of viewpoints. For instance, you can anayze the Neolithic trans-
tion in terms of a kind of digunction between humans and nature: outside the
wadls of the city lies the Wilderness, within them, the Tame. It has been argued
that by a similar process, the immanent, female deities of Earth were severed from
the remote and transcendent masculine gods of the Heavens.® Another disjunc-
tion, another loss of participation, accompanies the transition from ora to liter-
ate society. For European history the crucial transition occurs in Greece roughly

between Homer and Plato. The techniques of aphabetic writing and reading for-
ever changed the relation of humans to language and to the nonhuman world.*
Socrates was very concerned about this new technology, and was drad that it Sg-
naed the death of red thinking, and that education would affer irreparably. In
fact the great sweep of Western history as a whole has been read as a story of
withdrawa and the progressive "death of nature," and the birth of a mechanistic
cosmology based on abstract materidism.®

It was most interesting to me, with my background in Cranz's work, to
notice that many scholars concerned with this history of our sdves have dso
found the twelfth century to be of particular importance for us. They include
Ivan lllich and Henry Corbin. It is Corbin's version of the story that | want to
discuss here.®

Henry Corbin was a French philosopher, theologian, and scholar of Idamic
thought, particularly Sufian and Iranian Shi‘ism. It was Corbin's contention
that European civilization experienced a "metaphysica catastrophe” as a result
of what we might cdl the Great Digunction. This was signded by the final tri-
umph of the Aristotelianism of Averroes over Platonic and neo-Platonic cos-
mology championed by Avicenna. To the defeat of that cosmology is coupled
the disappearance of the anima mundi, the Soul of the World. The catastrophic
event that gave rise to modernity is the loss of the soul of the world.

The details of this history hinge on the fae of the Aristotelian nous poi-
etikos, which became the Agent or Active Intellect in medieval Western philos-
ophy. This Active Intellect operating through us was sometimes equated in
Idamic thought with the Holy Spirit or Angd of Revelation, the Angd
Gabriel. The realm of being to which this intellection gives access is the place
of vison and symbol, what depth psychology cdls the world of the psyche and
of the imagination. Corbin cdled it the mundus imaginalis, the imaginal world,
to underscore the fact that it is not imaginary or unreal. Through the agency of
the active imagination we have access to an intermediate realm of subtle bod-
ies, of redl presences, situated between the sensble world and the intelligible.
This isthe realm of the anima mundi.

Lacking this tripartite cosmology we are left with a poisonous dudism of
matter and spirit. "Stuff" is severed from Intellect, and both are incomplete and
disoriented because the ground of their contact is gone. On Corbin's view dl
the dualisms of the modern world stem from the loss of the mundus imaginalis:
matter is cut off from spirit, sensation from intellection, subject from object,
inner from outer, myth from history, the individual from the divine.

There are, then, a number of ways of talking about the history of con-
sciousness, and something like a digunction, a withdrawal of participation has
been detected by various people in different modes at various times and places.
One must wonder whether they are dl talking about the same thing, and if so,
why this withdrawal or severance seems to appear in such a variety of guises. |
believe they are dl talking about roughly the same kind of thing, and that the



reason it keeps appearing is because it is an archetypal phenomenon. This with-
drawa is always present as a possibility. We are victims of a continuous with-
drawal. But this implies the ever-present possibility of conjunction, of Return.

DUALISM AND NON-SENSE:
WHAT'S THE MATTER WITH TRANSCENDENCE?

One of the most fundamental and pernicious effects of the polarized cosmol-
ogy we've inherited is our inability to discriminate among various kinds of sub-
tle redities. We think things are smple. Or, we think they are merely complex.
Our senses for the subtle have atrophied. We recognize as fully red a very lim-
ited range of phenomena. We have no fedling for depth, no sense of the posi-
tive redlities of mystery and enigma. Thoughts have no body; bodies have no
animation. We are unable to understand either matter or mind, let alone their
relations. This unknowing ignorance is catastrophic.

For instance, we tend to confuse, conflate, and identify truth, abstraction,
transcendence, and the spirit. The history of mathematical physics illustrates
these confusions. The scientific revolution begins with mathematical physcs
and it inaugurates the "reign of quantity.” It was early established as the para-
digmatic science, and has been for four hundred years the standard against
which would-be "hard sciences' are measured. As the biologist Stephen Gould
has quipped: dl the other sciences have "physics envy." On this view, mathe-
matics is the language in which God has written the universe, and the frame-
work of the material world is laid bare in language that is timeless, abstract, uni-
versd, and forma.” Newton's F = ma, Einstein's E = me?, Schrodinger's wave
equation—all these, understood as true statements about redity, have been, and
dill are, regarded as "Ideas in the Mind of God." Truth, abstraction, forma uni-
vearsdity, and the transcendent God are dl lumped together in one undifferen-
tiated bundle.

The consequences of this are disastrous. To attain to a true vision of the
world we must leave most of it out of account. Understanding requires
absence. The truest ideas are the most abstract. The closest approach to God is
via the timeless and the universal. The marginalized categories include the
timely, the particular, the local, the vernacular, the concrete. These are unin-
telligible in themselves.

You might think that unless you are a mathematical physicist you can
ignore dl of this, but it applies to dl of us because it determines the orienta-
tion of much of modern science and technology. It is a curious fact that the less
subtle, and the more abstract our language becomes, the more literal and
nakedly powerful it is We are deluded into believing that knowledge reveds
and illuminates the clear and distinct ideas of Truth; that it brings power and
control. We persigt in not understanding that the blinding clarity of transcen-

WE ARE NOW IN HEAVEN

dent abgtract idess both requires and produces the light of the fireball over
Hiroshima, and is, as Blake foresaw, the Single Vison of Newton's Sleep. The
limitless energy in matter, conceived in abstraction, confronts us with apoca
lypse as both a bang and a whimper: in the deadly illumination of the fire
ignited at Trinity, and in the dow decisive poison which we try to concea by
naming it Waste, and which we can find nowhere to bury. The earth will not
receive it.

For awhile | tried to escape into biology. Here at least we do find atten-
tion to the particular, the timely, the local. Biologists must confront individual-
ity and historical contingency in a way that physics can seemingly avoid. For
traditional physics, dl the interesting history happened in the first three minutes
after the Big Bang, and it's been thermodynamically downhill ever since. But
biology is less and less Natural History, as nature dwindles to a few isolated pre-
sarves bordered by parking lots and its seemingly intractably complex myster-
ies begin to yield to the very red powers of abstraction.

The magor metaphors of theoretical biology are today derived from sys
tems science. Biological objects are conceived in terms of dynamical sysems
theories which when coupled to Darwinian natural selection provide the
framework for the eventual unification of the science. The order that we see is
explicable as an emergent property, which appears as the crystalization of order
from smple, local rules governing the interaction of sysem elements. The ele-
ments may be molecules, genes, neurons, organisms, species. The search is on
for forma rules that apply across dl scdes and serve to unite dl the various
branches of the biologica sciences. Animas no longer look for food: they
engage in optimal foraging strategies. Cognition is understood as maximally
adaptive neural network processing of sensory input. And o it goes®

Theory in biology has become wholly continuous with the technologies
of power in a way that we take for granted in the physicd sciences. As physcs
is required for engineering, so now genetics is required for bioengineering. We
are perhaps on the verge of technologies that will enable us to control matter
in extraordinary ways, but as before in our higtory, this knowledge is founded
upon an act of abstraction. It is, | think, cruciad that we recognize that the
metaphors that govern our discourse, both public and private, scientific and
personal, are increasingly dependent upon and derived from that most absiract
of dl technologies, digital information processing. Computational language, the
machine language of O and 1, is wholly logical, entirely formal. The embodi-
ment of the language does not matter at al. You could, in theory, build a com-
puter out of paper dips and rubber bands. What matters is the sequence of 1og-
icd relations among the units. Premise: Genes encode information; Brains
process information; Organisms are like computational devices. Premise: Dis-
covering abstract laws is our highest, most god-like activity and we should do
more of it. Conclusion: We should become computers. This may seem absurd.
| hope it does. But it is the clearly stated position of Marvin Minsky at MIT
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and, | think, of a host of others less clear in intent and in their assumptions
about the nature of humanity.' It is the logica outcome of modern material-
ism. We are matter in space. Exceedingly complex without a doubt, but matter
in space nonetheless. And what kind of matter doesn't matter. We should
remake ourselves into something more durable. We can then continue our
inevitable evolutionary ascent toward the summit of Abstract Universdlity. It is
not often that you hear this viewpoint explicitly adopted, but it underlies much
of modern technologica culture.

There is an extreme dudism at play here: Matter is demonized, and a con-
fused hodgepodge of Abstraction-Transcendence-Spirit is enthroned, toward
which we are moraly obligated to progress. The world disappears into ecosys-
tems or fluxes of energy, and persons disgppear into information processors,
cognitive processes, evolutionary processes, or historical-political processes. We
may be materididgts, but it is a funny materialism. We are mute about matter,
about that which makes sense. Matter does not figure in our categories of truth
and meaning. It appears as apocalyptic light, accompanied by the irrepressible
Shadow that we cannot entomb. Or, it disappears into "information." Either
scenario announces the impossibility of the existence of persons.

Dr. Cranz sad thirty-five years ago that the existence of persons required
transcendence, and was incompatible with what he called "public reason." It is
only now that | begin to understand what he meant. But what can we mean
by transcendence, with our long history of the withdrawal of participation,
with the Bomb and with the World Wide Web?

THE ROCK AND THE DREAM

I've tried to suggest some of the ways in which a stark contrast between spirit
and matter produces non-sense and incoherence. We are dumb about matter,
and we are hopelesdy muddled about things spiritual. The realm of Intellect
and Spirit is abstract, distant, bloodless, and vague. Technological metaphors and
technical literalisms are undermining the very possibility of experiencing our-
sves as persons. We rush headlong into the oblivion of Progress.

Let me be explicit about what | intend. First: What we think of as redity
is a restriction, an immense constriction of existence. Second: Scientific mate-
rialism is non-sense, and acceptance of its premises leaves us insensate. We must
be willing to accept the redlity of depth psychology's psyche, of Corbin's mundus
imaginalis, of the Soul of the World. Or, if that seemstoo exotic, recal Blake and
Coleridge and the Romantic claims for the primacy of the imagination.

If we want to make sense of the cosmos, of rocks and persons both, we
must make moves that seem ridiculous to modern, hard-headed materialists.
To recover our senses, our sense of what matters, to breathe once more the
life of the world, we must move not toward Matter as we have come to con-

ceiveit, asits Magters, but, seemingly, avay. Weve been pushing matter around
for a long time now. It pushes back apocaypticaly. We should sense some-
thing wrong. We should do something else. So, let us meditate on matter by
moving for a few minutes into the spaces of psyche. We need to reconsider
the act of Creation.

One of the most damaging illusons of the materialist vision is the sense
that the present moment is merely the necessary connection, occupied
momentarily, between the causd past and the resulting future. For instance:
Genesis—4004 BC for Bishop Usher, or ten hillion years ago if you ae
Stephen Hawking. Both stories are identical in essentids. What follows Cre-
ation is the history of matter in space: furniture rearranging on a cosmic scale,
punctuated for the bishop by the occasiona miracle.

On the mythic view, or the psychic view, shared with many mystics, Cre-
ation is continuous. Jung writes, " The psyche creates redlity every day."* But
this psyche is not localized inside our heads. Rather, we exigt in it. The present
moment is pregnant with creation. The soul of this world we experience
through a sense of inferiority, as the availahility of the world to imagination, as
akind of reciproca imaginative interaction, a sympathy between sdf and world.
We move here in a different space. This is not the universe of matter; it is more
nearly a cosmos of qualities, presences, and harmonies. This present is not tran-
Story. It is not going anywhere. We are close to the origin here, close to the
primordia distinctions. Space itsdlf is substantial, quditative, generative.

In the Timaeus Plato spesks of that out of which dl things are generated:
the nurse, the receptacle "that we may liken to a mother" or a womb, "that
partakes of the intelligible [but] is yet most incomprehensible." Timaeus sys
"[Q]f this receptacle and nurse of dl creation we have only this dream-like
sense, being unable to cast off deep and determine the truth about it." It exigs
only as "an ever-fleeting shadow." Ivan lllich comments: "In these ddightful
lines Plato Hill spesks of the image-pregnant suff of dreams and imagination,
as one who 4ill has the experience of living in precategorical, founded
space"" That is, in the space of the extensive Hf, the pre-Cartesian, pre-New-
tonian space of qualities.

Matter and space are generated together. Plato's phenomenology of cre-
ation dtuates us in the present of myth. As Patricia Berry has written, matter,
so conceived, is both the most concrete and the most lacking.” We uncover
here in mythic space, in psyche, the prima conjunction of the concrete and the
uncertain; the fecundity of the void. It isjust here, at this origin, where mys-
tery and certainty coincide, where the waters and the earth divide, where the
symmetries are broken and the metaphoric and the literal separate, where we
cannot keep our balance—it is here, in the redlm of the inhuman, both divine
and demonic, where meaning isborn. Thisisthe mundusimaginalis.

And we cannot keep our baance. Myth gives way to Reason. Revelation
to Orthodoxy. We must dance or go mad.



And here then is where empiricism must begin. This empiricism demands
an attention and a sensibility for subtleties that we have largely lost. It demands
a sense for qualitative spaces, not quantitative; for presences, not motions; for
forms, not explanations. This participatory empiricism is based on pathos. It
reveds the world of Corbin's Cregtive Imagination, Blake's Jesus the Imagina-
tion, Coleridge's Primary Imagination.

The multiple levels of attention called for are requisites for us to know
where we are and who we are. But such attention is not essy. In our anes-
thetized, rationalized age we tend to assume that knowledgejust lies out there
waiting for someone to "access it." Our democratic ideals tend to become
muddled with notions of knowledge as commodity or as information. But we
are a long way from capitalist or digital metaphors here.

And dso, this empiricism is not particularly "safe.” There are mirages and
illusons and demons here. Henry Corbin has said that the imaginary can be
innocuous, but the imaginal never is. But materialist empiricism is if anything
more dangerous, because it pretends to be sife, controlling. It is the world that
is not safe. In any case, we have come to the end of materialism. We have no
more places in which to dwell, only spaces in which to move.

Ivan Illich cdls the modern space of highways, urban sprawl, and daily life
"indiscrete, homogeneous, commercial space; bulldozed space.” He says "In this
bulldozed space people can be located and given an address, but they cannot
dwell. Their desire to dwdl is a nightmare." He goes on to relate a tale from
Italo Calvino's Invisible Cities:

[Calvino] tels of Marco Polo's vidt to the court of Kublai Khan. Polo tdls his
host about the stuff of the towns through which his imagined travels have led
him. Cavino has Marco Polo describe the sickening helplessness that he
experiences as a man accustomed to traveling in three dimensional space,
when led through dreams of cities, each generated by a different "suff." Polo
reports to the Khan on dreams of space with a pervasive taste of "longing,” on
space made up of eyes, of granular space that jells into "names,” of space that
is made up of "the dead," space that constantly smdls of "exchanges,” or
"innovation." Marco Polo reports on these nightmares for the benefit of the
host and ends with the following entry: "Hell—if there be such a thing—is
not tomorrow. Hell is right here, and today we live in it; together we make it
up. There are only two ways to avoid suffering in this Hell. The first way out
is easy for most people: Let Hell be, live it up, and stop noticing it. The sec-
ond way is risky. It demands constant attentive curiosity to find out who and
what in the midst of this Hell is not part of it, so as to make it last by giving

space to it
[llich concludes: "Only those who recognize the nightmare of non-discrete

Space can regain the certainty of their own intimacy and thereby dwell in the
presence of one another."14

Aristotle accused Plato of confusing space and matter.™® | want to persist in that
confusion, and engage in what Giambattista Vico cdled "imaginative meta-
physics™ In the New Science Vico writes, "As rational metaphysics teaches that
man becomes dl things by understanding them, imaginative metaphysics shows
that man becomes dl things by not understanding them, for when ... he does
not understand he ... becomes them by transforming himself into them."*

Consider the following triad of First Principles: Mythos, Topos, Logos.
Mythos:The function of myth is to open, to reved depth, complexity, mystery,
and enigma, and the connections to the nonhuman. Topos: Place. The pre-
Socratics associated any kind of being with spatid existence—all being has
place. Logos: This is speech, a rational account, a true account, distinguished
from myth.

Myths, or mythic moves, open spaces. Rational accounts limit them. Thisis
necessary. Both are necessary. But we live after the Enlightenment. We live amidst
the wreckage of the split between the Rational and the Irrational. When Reason
is your God, the repressed returns, monstrous, titanic. The wreckage of Reason,
its burned-out skeleton, is the logica device: rubber bands and paper clips.

And education. We go to school to learn about the world. And we do, most
of us. We learn the world we have made. The burgeoning industries based on
virtual reglity merely make explicit, and are the logical extensions of an educa
tion based on technique, on public reason, on orthodoxy. Virtua redities are
redities without the gods, without the transhuman—realities based on illusions
of human power and control. Socrates saw it coming:The rise of literacy would
mean the end of education—people would stop thinking, memoria would fade,
dialogue would wither.

It has been along time since most of us have experienced the world. We
experience instead a constriction, a selection. We step cautiously out, checking
our Hves at firgt, againg What Is Allowed, What IsKnown To Be True. We con-
gantly throw a world out ahead of oursdves and move safdy into it. Heideg-
ger cdls this "enframing.""” We are wesk creatures and we soon forget we are
doing it. The poet Robert Duncan is strong here:

Modern man . . . hes erected an education of senshility, dass spirit or team
Spirit, argument and rationdization, designed to edablish himsdf in a sdf-pro-
tective world of fads and problems gripped of their sympathies in the red
business of making money, sarving and protecting the sysem of private prop-
erty and capitd or public property and capitd, and exploiting the profitable
wade, subgtituting his own person for soul, until the whole bag of svdllen
vulture's wind and meet threstens to consume our lives™

Almost without exception education as we have come to know it makes this
worse. "We know how things are and we will tell you." Knowledge crushes
down, suffocating. To rdieve the suffering and make it easy and fun, we let
machines distract us and dominate the process. This is the world we are educated
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into. We have come to accept education not as initiation into mystery, but as
training and as technique. If we learn this way, if we live this way, our lives have
been lived dready, and as we move we are merely occupying spaces laid out for
us in advance. Merdly rearranging the furniture. And living this way, we think
we ae empiricists, pragmatists, hard-headed redists. When in truth we com-
pletely ignore an enormous range of potential experience, to the point that most
of us are insensate and numb most of the time.

The world is too much for us. Rationality as we have come to know it
works by ignoring most of experience: laws are arrived a by sdective abstrac-
tion. The optimal number of varigbles must be smdl . . . ignoring friction . . .
ignoring the observer ... under ideal conditions ... Newtonian fluids that don't
exig ... in the absence of perturbation . . . and so on and on.

James Hillman draws our attention to an idea from Jewish mysticism: tsim
tsum, Retreat, Withdrawal. "Since God is everywhere, the existence of the uni-
verse is made possible by a process of shrinking in God.. . . God crowds out al
other kinds of existence. He must pull back for the Creation to come into
being. Only by withdrawa does God alow theworld."19 Our move has been
to take that creation and constrict it till further until it is amost not there at
al. And we cdl that understanding. As Hillman suggests, the proper move for
us might mean letting the creation expand, letting genesis occur by moving out
of the way. Withdrawing our human control and letting the world shine forth.
Creation by retreat.

It is the mythic experience, the mythic imagination that opens, reveds
depth and mystery, which places the human in the context of the nonhuman,
and so, forces retreat, humility, and awe, in the presence of spaces beyond our will.

| want to make a gesture now in the direction of that source in which lies
the origin of the three categories in our imaginative metaphysics. mythos,
topos, logos. Our myths and our spaces with the matter they generate, and our
language, dl are created together. When our connections with mythic, symbolic
imagination are constricted, so are our gpaces festureless, our matter dead, and
our speech empty.

In trying to reimagine, to move toward a connection, a participation in the
world that we have log, being the kind of person | am, | want to talk about Think-
ing. Someone dse might spesk more essly of Dancing, or Loving, or Prayer.

Imagine that thinking, dancing, loving, and praying are primary forms of
life; that each provides access to nonhuman reams by allowing openings to
appear in our virtual redities, by allowing withdrawal, retreat, of the intensive
«f. We conceive of thinking as subjective, internal, in our heads; it depends for
us on human meanings in languages that we make up. It is abstract. And too,
idess are not redly real—everyone knows that intellectuals don't live in the red
world. Idedism versus Realism. And as we have seen, increasingly idess are held
to be "nothing but" neurophysiology, or preferably, in a cleaner world, the log-
icd physiology of the digitd device, for which the matter doesn't maiter.

"WE ARE NOW IN HEAVEN"

Our thought, whatever dse it may be, is dways ds0 defensve. Robert
Duncan again:

Wherever life is true to what mythologicaly we know life to be, it comes full
of ave, awefull.. . . The shamen and the ingpired poet, who teke the universe
to be dive, are brothers germane of the mystic and the paranoiac. We & once
sk a meeningful life and dreed psychosis, "the principle of life"®

We have found our way into a closed world and mistaken it for the infinite uni-
verse. We do not know our place, and we do not know our peril.

What manner of thinking is appropriate to our place? Imagine this: We
don't "have" ideas—we do not make them up. They come to us. And we strug-
gle with language to hold them, to make them keep till—but we manage to
capture only fragments—they are from other places, not here. We are not
attuned to them. We try to "think" them. We don't try to dance them, love
them, befriend them, or move into the worlds they portend. Hillman says that
ideas are gods. | prefer to sy that ideas are openings onto other worlds, tan-
gentia to ours. They demand the attention of the whole person; they demand
attention to subtleties we have aimost wholly forgotten.

Henry Corbin, in his presentation of the doctrine of continuous creation
in Ibn 'Arabi, writes that the divine descent into the forms of crestion never
ceasss, nor does their smultaneous rise. There is a twofold intradivine move-
ment of Epiphany and Return. He writes, "That is why the other world dreedy
exigs in this world; it exists in every moment in relation to every being."*
Corbin recounts a conversation with D.T. Suzuki, the Zen Buddhist: "I can ill
see Suzuki suddenly brandishing a spoon and saying with a smile 'This spoon
now exists in Paradise. . . .We are now in Heaven."?

Jung tells of a conversation he had in 1925 with the chief of the Taos
Pueblo in northern New Mexico. Ochwiay Biano is taking to Jung about the
strange Europeans who have come west into his world. He sys

Seehow crud thewhiteslook. Their lipsarethin, their noses sharp, their faoes
furrowed and digtorted by folds Their eyes have a daring expression; they are
dways seeking something. What are they seeking? The whites dways want
something; they are dways unessy and resless We do not know what they
want. We do not understand them. We think that they are mad.

Jung continues:

| asked him why they thought the whites were dl mad. "They sy thet they
think with their heeds” hereplied. "Why of course. What do you think with?"
| asked him in surprise. "We think here" he sdid, indicating his heart®



TWO

CONSUMING PASSIONS

The Poet, The Fead,
and the Science of the Baance

It seems to me that our three basic needs, for food, security and love, are so
mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one
without the other.

—NM. F. K. Fisher, The Art of Eating

A HALF-OPEN BEING

SOMETIMESWE ARE enveloped by the sudden Dark, and plunge without any
warning, helpless and abandoned in a desolate space. When that dark night
comes, it is dmost impossible to resst walling ourselves off from the threat. But
we have to do just that, because if we erect the wall we lose not only our souls
but the Soul of the World as well. The darknesses of the fal must not be denied;
they have to be passed through and they have to pass through us. The more
adamant and unyielding the resistance, the more implacable and irresigtible is
the Dark. We must not petrify. We have to try to do the most difficult thing:
become transparent and protean, like water. Hear these lines from the Qur'an:

. . . among rocks are those from which rivers flow
and there are dso those which split open and water gushes forth
as well as those that roll down for fear of God.!

If an entire culture hardens into dogma and fundamentalism, and persists
in fending off this Dark, then it risks success: it can see only in a light of itsown



making. If that happens the people lose contact with the mysteries, and live
impoverished, claustrophobic, and fearful in an entirely human world.

Everything human exigts within the realm of the more-than-human. We
are limited and bounded by it necessarily. When we no longer fed the thick-
ness of the dark beyond, when we cannot sense the presence of something
alien, vagt, and Other just beyond our reach, then, just where we fed secure, we
truly are cut doff, lot in a universe of our own making, and the forces of the
Dark take us unaware. We must manage somehow to open to the darkness,
because the substance of the world, the true shape of things, can only be per-
ceived among the shadows. But we are afraid. And yet we know that the merely
human world is far too smdl for us. We yearn for more: more light, more space,
more money, more stuff. . . more life.

We are caught between a rock and a hard place. Gaston Bachelard has sug-
gested an image that captures our predicament, one that is perhaps more use-
ful than Heidegger's intuition that we are "there" in the open. We are, Bachelard
says a half-open being.? We are dways on a threshold; perhaps we even are a
threshold. We are balanced between the open and the closed, the inner and the
outer. Thisiswritten in our every breath, in every beat of the heart, in the stops
and breathings of every word we speak. Each moment we press against immen-
dties that press quietly back. We stand on the margin between the human and
the nonhuman, dways on the edge.

All our openings and closings, dl the beings that we pass through and that
pass through us, are gathered together in a single momentous event that is
rapidly losing its essentia function in our culture. The fundamenta event of
human-being is The Feast. Through it we daly reenact the primordia
encounter of inner and outer, where the sdf meets the other. It is the alchem-
icd event par excellence, in which the substance of things is internalized and
transformed. It constitutes our primary engagement with the world.

THE HEARTH

A feadt requires a place in which dl the elements can unfold. The fire, the foods,
the spices, the smdls and sounds coming from the pots, the conversation, bois-
terous or subdued—all in their unique living intensities. A proper place alows
this; a wrong one reduces it to a vapid "atmosphere." Every true hearth is
unique, often ephemeral, and never reducible to physica location.

We are losing our ability to recognize or participate in the birth of such
living places. Our forms of life are becoming incapable of creating them. The
world is dominated by digital technologies, fantases of frictionless markets,
globa villages, transnational economies: dl the old boundaries are gone, the
new ones demolished as soon as they appear. We are dominated it seems, by
Hermes, god of boundaries and their violation, of communication, of language
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and lies and the flash of inspiration. He is the god of the open road, of jour-
neys, of twisting passages, of motion. He is our disease. He eats on the run, at
Quik-stops everywhere. There is no time for slow cooking, for digestion, and
assimilation. Hermes is aways grinning, aways on a sugar-high.

In contrast is Hestia, goddess of the Hearth. Excerpts from severa
sources gathered in a recent piece by James Hillman will help to fix her in
the imagination:®

She wes the firgt of dl immortals to be honored in libations and proces-
sons. .. . Aswe sy "Cheers!" ... the Romans sad "Vesta" She was the glow-
ing, warmth-emitting hearth. That is her image, her locus, her embodi-
ment. . . . Ovid spesks of Hestia as "nothing but a living flame."*

She represents sustenance, nourishment, and feeding the soul, and she is indis-
pensable for the feast:

[The] "only actua service performed in her honor . . . appears to have been
a family meal." "Without her humans would have no feasts" "She presides
over the famous progress of the raw to the cooked, transforming nature
into food."®

Hestia provides the fixed point where al the forces of life can come into focus:

She is"a potent presence, not a persona individud." " She indicates no move-
ment" and "does not leave her place. We must go to her." "She is dways seated
on circular elements, just as the places where she is worshipped are circular.”
"To her is attributed the invention of domestic architecture."6

But Hestia's realm is not, as we might expect, solitary:

"With Hestia, we are in the collective domain." Sheis"the center of the oikos,
which does mean residence and abode, but at the same time aso means set-
tlement on urban territory and agglomeration. Hestia is represented as sitting
on the omphalos or navel of the city."’

This connection of Hestia with oikos, the etymological root of both "ecol-
ogy" and "economy," locates both of these together in the domain of the inter-
personal.The economy of the hearth connects us to the world through the oth-
ers we encounter there. The common meal is "the primary civilizing act,"® and
Hestia's realm is the communal, the convivial. Hillman writes," "[E]ating out
on the run" may do more to violate Hestia and harm the hearth of soul than
al the other proposed causes of family dysfunction... ."'The architect Christo-
pher Alexander and his colleagues simply sy, "Without communal eating, no
human group can hold together."* They cite Thomas Merton:

The mere act of eating together ... is by its very nature an act of friendship
and of "communion.” . . .To cdl afesgt a"convivium" isto cdl it a "mystery
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of the sharing of life'—a mystery ... in swhich the atmosphere of friendship
and gratitude expands into a sharing of thoughts and sentiments, and ends in
common rejoicing.”

The power of Hestia creates a social place, but it is not apublic space, not
indiscriminately laid bare. The door is only hdf open. In the primordial socid
gathering, conversation is fundamental. One meaning of converse is "living or
being in a place, anong persons."*? The interplay between reveding and con-
cedling that gives life to dialogue is as much a part of the convivium as the
enclosing and welcoming focus of the central fire. The hearth is the enclosure

that shelters and enables both the Feast and the Word, and in so doing, mirrors
the half-open essence of our being.

FOOD

The centerpiece is the med itsdf in dl its sensuous, substantial variety. Philoso-
pher and ecologist Paul Shepard writes that throughout the course of the evo-
[ution of animals "food has been a basic generator of consciousness and qualities
of mind,"*® and that the "alimentary tract [provides] our principal encounter
with the world."** Among the myriad animals of the world, "elaborate systems
[of] teeth, tongues, stomachs ... pecidized food habits, dl become ... united in
an elaborated assimilation of the world."* In bilaterally symmetrical animals like
us, "one's brain [ig near where one's mouth is, and for us speakers, vice versa,
extending the principal of nutrition to a kenning or knowing."*

Our eating of the world, its passage through our half-open bodies, is our
fundamental act, and immerses us in a cycle of consuming and being consumed
that is as archetypal and as subject to the influence of the numinosum as any
other aspect of our being. The act of feasting is sacrifice, transformation, and

encounter dl in one. And this is true from the point of view of the consumed
as well as the consumer. Shepard writes:

[T]he teeth of the predator mey be panless for the prey because of brain-

mede endorphins, so that desth may be euphoric, even akind of epiphany.”

The sensuous richness of food connects us with the dark, unknowable
source of dl things. One of the epithets of Hades, god of the underworld, is
"the hospitable." He too, is present at every feast.™® But Hades is dso Pluto,
whose cornucopia spills over with riches and nourishment.™

The fruits of darkness rising from the earth provide the focus for our con-
nection with the material and the maternal. Eating is a rite of coagulation,
bringing us to earth, grounding and moistening our souls. At the same time
food and dl the rituals associated with it are replete with the powers of the
imaginal, the sparks and flames that st the world in motion and give it life
Christopher Alexander relates the following exquisite anecdote:
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I remember once, sitting in Berkeley, trying to work out a Ste plan on paper,
for our houses in Peru. One of the .. . roads into the Ste was not yet properly
in place ... so | decided to take a wak around the dte in my imagination.

| s in my chair, in Berkeley, 8000 miles from the red dte in Lima,
closed my eyes, and began to take a wak around the market. There were
many narrow lanes, covered with bamboo screens to shade them, with tiny
ddls opening off them, and fruit sdlers selling fruit from carts. | stopped by
one old woman's cart, and bought an orange from her. As | stood there, |
happened to be facing north. And then | bit into the orange. . . . Andjust as
| bit into it, | suddenly stopped and asked mysdf, "Now, where is that road?"
And without thinking, | knew exactly where it was, and what its relation to
the market was—| knew it must be over there towards the right. ... | knew
that to be natural. . . .

It was the vividness of being there, and biting into that orange, that
dlowed me to know, spontaneously, the most natural place for that road to be®

Food is magic and mystery. This should be obvious, but it isn't any longer
for us. This is not the place to describe the multiple disasters of industrial food
production, but we should note that our distance from our food is one mea-

aure of our inability to feest. Wendell Berry, dways eloguent on the spirituaity
of food, writes:

Eating with the fulles pleasure—pleasure, that is, that does not depend on
ignorance—is perhaps the profoundest enactment of our connection with the
world. In this pleasure we experience and celebrate our dependence and our
gratitude, for we are living from mystery, from creatures we did not make and
powers we cannot comprehend. When | think of the meaning of food, |

adways remember these lines by the poet William Carlos Williams, which seem
to me to be merely honest:

There is nothing to eat,
seek it where you will,
but the body of the Lord.
The blessed plants
and the seg, yidld it
to the imagination
intact.

THE SCIENCE OF THE BALANCE
AND THE MYSTIC SUPPER

The world as the body of the Lord yields itself as food to the imagination. That
is how we survive. Hillman says that the anima mundi, the soul of the world, is
the availability of the world of the imagination." We are connected to the
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world in no other way. The literal, the factual, the rock bottom truth—these are
dl themselves modes of the imagination. We are dways in psyche. Henry
Corbin writes: "[T]here is no pure physics, but dways the physics of some def-
inite psychic activity."®

Recognizing this, we can interpret the world as we interpret dreams,
words, images. This is not a step into some New Age paradise. There are
requirements and demands of psyche that must be imagined as literaly as the
laws of physics. There are consequences, there are demons as well as angels.
What we must see is that we cannot reduce the world to the literal; we live
within avadly larger universe. The literal is one necessary form of life, one form
of imagination among others.

If the world yields itsdf to the imagination, then it is through the imagina
tion that we are open to the body of the Lord. The world must be imaginalized,
must be interpreted along with the soul. In mysticd Shi'ite Idam this interpreta-
tion is cdled ta'wil—it is the Science of the Balance that is required to maintain
the equilibrium between the visible and the invisble worlds. There are balances
for dl the kinds of beings in the world. This science is practiced by the alchemists,
the agtrologers, and by the hermeneuts of the Word. If the balance between the
material and the spiritual worlds is not maintained, they get out of joint, and cat-
agtrophe results. For Corbin it was clear that the modern West is the result of such
a catastrophe. We have logt the imaginal, and so the anima mundi and the anima-
tion in our souls. We think that there is a pure physics, and we can no longer see
archetypal figures in the patterns of the gtars. The science of the balance depends
upon what Corbin cdls the "interiorization” of the literal, materia world, trans-
forming astronomy into agtrology, chemistry and metalurgy into achemy, and
the literal text of the Book into the Living Word in the human soul 2

In his great work on Ibn'Arabi, Corbin writes of the cosmic sympathy that
underlies and makes possible these sciences of the Balance, and the interpreta-
tion, the ta'wil, that is their method. The act of creation is not an act of
omnipotence creating by Fiat! a world inferior to and external to the Creator.
Rather, the Sufis cite the divine saying: "I was a Hidden Treasure and | yearned
to be known. Then | created creatures in order to be known by them." "This
divine passion ... is the motive underlying ... an eternal cosmogony."® And at
the very heart of this is a Mystic Supper.

The unrevealed God experiences anguish in his unknownness and
occultation,

And fram the inscrutable depths of the Godhead this sadness cdls for a"Sigh
of Compassion."This Sgh marksthe rdease of the divine Sadness sym-pathiz-
ing with the anguish and seohess of His divine names that have remained
unknown, and in this very act of rdease the Bregth exhdes, arouses to adtive
being, the multitude of individud concrete exigences by and for which these
divine nemes are a lagt adtively menifested™
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There is an eternal bond of sympathy between the creator and the creatures:
the Breath gives actuality to the virtua being of the creatures, raisng them
from the unknown and unknowing hiddenness, and the passionate yearning of
the creatures for their Lord itsdf gives voice to that very Breath. No creature is
alone, abandoned into itsdf. The secret of existence is that at the heart of our-
sves lies our Lord. Our actions in prayer are His passons acting through us:

[T]he active subject is in redlity not you, your autonomy is afiction. In red-
ity, you are the subject of averb in the pesdive (you are the ego of acogitor).*

But, Corbin continues, because these emancipated beings are this compasson
itsdf,

the Compassion does not move only in the direction from the Crestor to the

cresture whom he fesds with his exigentiating Bregth; it dso moves from the
cregiure towardsthe Cregtor. . . .28

The emancipating Breath, which releases beings from their Hidden virtuality,
initiates the convivium of the Eternal Feast because it is the sustenance of their

being, without which they would fdl back into the darkness of the Deus abscon-
ditum from whom they flow. And so

to nourish dl creatures with Divine Being is a the same time to nourish this

[pathetic] God through and with dl the determinations of being, through and
with His own theophenies®

The mydtic task is to "preside over this mystic Supper a which al beings feed
on the pre-eternal sympathy of their being.” It is incumbent on the mydtic to
"feed God or His Angd on His creatures," which is at the same time "to feed
the creatures on God."® This is the true meaning of the episode in Genesis that
Christianity cdls the Philoxeny of Abraham.® The interpretation of Creation
that Corbin offers gives to this story the central importance that it hes had in
the iconography of the Eastern Orthodox Church. Abraham's spontaneous hos-
pitality to the three mysterious angdlic Strangers appearing at his door sgnifies

this communal Supper at which dl creatures must feed together in the pres-
ence of their Lord.®

TURNING INSIDE OUT:
CONSUMING AND BEING CONSUMED

Interiorization turns a catastrophically defaced world inside out in a process
that results in the birth of the soul into its proper home. This difficult passage
turns the world right side out—the soul is no longer trapped in the crypt of

the literal, materia world. The ful immensity of Creation opens out to reved
whet Ibn 'Arabi called the "ocean without a shore”
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To appreciate the meaning of this, we must be quite clear about what inte-
riorization means. We are heirs to a tradition that makes a radical distinction
between the inner and the outer in a way that forces misunderstanding. Some
have traced our modern sense of the isolated ego pitted againgt an aien and
external world to Descartes and his "cogito ergo sum.” Corbin and others prefer
to see the prime moment of digunction in the twelfth century, as we have seen.
In any caxe it is an archetypa break—it happens in al of us sooner or later, to
one degree or another. In our culture it is so much a part of us that we do not
readily see it at all.

We can digtinguish two kinds of interiorizing: the Devouring and the
Convivid. The former is characteristic of the solitary ego regarding the world
as alien and external. Its approach to the world is confrontational and defen-
dve This ego imagines that its imagination of what constitutes the literal is the
one and only truth. It is monolithic in style because the Other is threatening
and must be denied autonomy. The characteristic approach to the Other is
objective Understanding—whether dogmatically nonrational (religion) or dog-
matically rational (science). In either case the goal is to know, because what |
know is no longer Other, it is part of Me. This drive to know, to dominate and
deny the autonomy of the Other, to Devour the world, is insatiable. And this
for two reasons: it is based on Fear and so can never rest; and, dl this devour-
ing gives no sustenance because there is no sympatheia, no connection to the
source of nourishment, no possbility of feeding the soul from the soul of the
world. The devouring ego drains everything it touches, and, closed in upon
itsdf, it never empties, holding desperately onto its own waste, trying hopeessy
to eat the universe. Its mode of growth is, of course, Inflation.

But there is another kind of interiorizing, and it is this to which Corbin
points. A turn to the imaginal need not be experienced as a retreat inward,
into the interior, to what belongs to me. Psyche is not private. But neither
is it "public" in the sense of impersonal, objective, soulless. Psyche is com-
munal. But true community transcends any boundaries between the inner
and the outer, the public and the private. Community only exists among
persons, and persons can only be perceived, perhaps they can only exist,
when the wadls dividing the inner from the outer begin to crumble. Only
when we begin to hear the voices inside can we begin to listen to the voices
outside. Then the boundary between what is mine and inside, and what is
Other and outside grows ambiguous and unclear. We find ourselves
immersed in the convivium, in community. We meet the Other as Other, in
fear and respect. This experience is open, embodied, and mysterious. We are
in company. In sympathy with the plants and the sea, and with al the per-
sons of the world, both within and without. To receive, we must give. To be
fed, we must feed. To consume we must be consumed. To live, we must die.
To asimilate, we must transform—die, empty, and release letting go of
what we defend, of what we fear, of what we hide. This growth is cyclic, not
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inflationary. The motion of the soul is circular, says Plotinus. Death, decay,
and the filth of our lowest deeds and thoughts—all passed through, and so
transformed. The food of the gods comes only from ground made fertile by
our own dyings.

This community of Others is the communion of the Feest and it requires
the death, again and again and again, of the ever desperate ego, which can never
believe that this is the only way to feed the soul. This is why no human group
can survive without communal eating: only community can prevent the fisson
of that group into atomic, isolated egos.

WITH SYMPATHY FOR THE VOICES

How do we avoid degenerating into a mob of egos consuming, and become a
convivium, Feadting? Is it possble to recreate the primordia union of Food,
Breath, and Word, and experience that Breath that is both sustenance and voice?
One path would begin with the reimagination of the word. We can imag-
ine words as we must our guests: as autonomous presences. Hillman writes:

[W]ords, too, burn and become flesh as we peek. ... A new angdology of
words is needed S0 that we may once again have faith in them. Without the
inherence of the angd in the world—and angd means origindly "emissary,”
"message bearer"—how can we utter anything but persona opinions, things
meade up in our ubjective minds? . . . Words like angds, are powers which
have invisble power over us. ... For words are persons . . . [and as such they]
act upon s as complexes and rdease complexes in us™

This will seem strange, as long as we pretend to believe that the function
of words is to "convey information.” In literate societies words are regarded as
tokens "standing for" that to which they "refer." Thus, we act as if a computer
is no different from an ink pen: each is a tool for the production of Text. By
extension, | suppose that the spoken word is informa Text. An arbitrary token
that can be Cut, Copied, Pasted, Spoken, or Not Spoken, such a marker is hard
to conceive of as a Person, let alone an Angel. On the other hand, perhaps this
tells usjust how we do conceive of Persons and Angels. There is no contem-
porary theory of meaning that can take Hillman's suggestion serioudy at all.
It is merely glly, at best. It is among the poets that you will find supporters of
this view. And among the conscioudy neurotic, and among the psychotic.
These are the persons who are sendtive to the feeling-toned complexes that
are carried by words, who can dill attend to the aura surrounding them. Text
is bodiless; the written trace is an arbitrary sign. Words as persons have sub-
stance and body and presence: they must be breathed, they must be spoken,
they must be heard. Oral cultures are open to this to an extent to which lit-
erae ones are not.
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The world of Corbin's Idamic mydtics is a profoundly oral one, as was the
world of the biblica Jews. The experience of the Word and of the world that
underlies the mystic Supper is wholly unlike that open to a modern reader of
aText. Seyyed Hossein Nasr writes,

The whole experience of the Qur'an for Mudims remains to this day firg of dl
an auditory experience and is only later assodiated with reading in the ordinary
s of theword. . . . [T]he ord dimendon of the Qur'anic redity, combined
with the traditional dgnificance of memory in the transmisson of knowledge,
could not but afedt the whole of the Idamic intdllectud tradition. . . *

In this tradition, the Word and the spiritual knowledge which it imparts are
profoundly personal. Oral transmission from master to student is essentia, and
depends upon a vertica and nonhistorical connection to the metaphysical
source of knowledge. Mere "book learning" cannot supplant the living pres-
ence of theteacher. Corbin writes, " There areliving souls-which, by the energeia
of their love, communicate life to everything that comes to them."® This life
and the knowledge that is its fruit can come only to those who have had a sec-
ond birth. Traditional philosophical knowledge can only be transmitted on
condition of that rebirth; "failing that it would be merely a handing over of
baggage from one dead soul to another."*®

How can we prevent our language from becoming a text that only trans-
fers information among dead souls? By keeping dive everything in our tradi-
tion that links us to the Breath and the sustenance of the Original Convivium.
We must take our stand among the poets. They say:

The only war that matters is the war againg the imagination.—Diane
di Prima
The universe is made of stories, not of atoms.—Muriel Rukeyser
| don't see with my eyes. Words are my eyes—Octavio Paz
What can be seen is a stake—H. D.¥

In this quest to reestablish the primordia connection of word, breath, and body,
it will be ussful to consider the history of words and reading in Western culture.

Our modern kind of reading, silent, internalized and "bookish," was born
along with the subjective sdf sometime during the twelfth century. At leest this
is the view of a number of scholars and historians, Ivan Illich among them. He
explores the birth of this new sense of the sdf and of the text in his study of
Hugh of S. Victor.® Illich says that Hugh stands at the threshold between a iill
largely ora and embodied "monastic" style of reading and the internalized,
more abstract "scholastic" reading that followed.

What wes read, the Text, was of course Scripture. Nothing dse was worth
reading, yet. And "study" itsdf, studium, was based upon sympathy and desire,
and had as its god not learning, but the transformation of the soul. lllich writes,
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"Studies pursued in a twefth century cloister challenged the student's heart and
$enses even more than his stamina and brains."39 What the student was seeking
was the illumination of wisdom: "The light of which Hugh spesks brings man
to a glow."* "Wisdom is above dl in the heart. But it is dso in the object."*
And here the object is the book:

The tranducent sheep- or goatskin was covered with manuscript and brought
to life by miniatures painted with thin brushes. The form of Perfet Wisdom
could shine through these skins, bring letters and symbds to light, and kindle
the eye of the reeder. To face a book was comparaile to the experience one
can rdive egly in the morning in those Gothic churches in which the orig-
ind windows have been presarved

Reading was a spiritual discipline. Illich says, "Reading, as Hugh perceives and
interprets it, is an ontologically remedia technique."* It engaged the entire
person, not just what we have come to experience as "the mind":

Reading is experienced by Hugh as a bodily motor activity.

In atradition of one and a hdf millennia, the sounding peges are echoed by
the resonance of the moving lips and tongue. . . . [T]he sequence of letters
trandates directly into body movements and nerve impulses. . . . By reading,
the pege is literally embodied, incorporated.*

Monastic reading was a carna activity:

[T]he reader undergands the lines by moving to their beat, remembers them
by recapturing their rhythm, and thinks of them in terms of putting them into
his mouth and chewing.®

[llich recounts a number of characteristic ingtances of words experienced as
food, culminating in this marvelous passage:

Spesking about the words of the Cantide of Cantides, [S] Benad . . . s3s
"Enjoying thelr sweetness, | chew them over and over, my internd organs are
replenished, my inddes are fattened up, and dl my bones bresk out in praise™*

Oral reading "reverberated in dl the senses" and taste and smell, which were
not clearly distinguished, "were . . . vividly expressed, to describe emotions fdt
while thinking with affection [sympathy] or during meditative reading."* So
carnal was the experience that "Hellenistic physicians prescribed reading as an
aternative to ball playing or a walk."®

As we descend from an abstract textual experience of the word and the
book into an embodied one, we find the person who spesks, the body that does
the speaking, and do, the breath. David Abram fallows Illich, Parry, Ong, and
others in their andyss of the effects of aphabetic literacy on our experience of
the world and of ourselves. The original Semitic alphabet shared today by both
Arabic and Hebrew, had no written vowels. Only the stops. Not the breathings.
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The absent vowels "are nothing other than sounded breath. And the breath, for
the ancient Semites, was the very mystery of life and awareness, a mystery
inseparable from the invisible ... holy wind or spirit."* To read, aloud of course,
requires the active physicd participation of the reader, putting his breath, his
spirit into the words to bring them to life. The breath of the reader is the breath
of the Lord moving over the face of the deep. Reading in this sense ensures a
cosmic sympathy among the reader, the Lord, and al the animate, windy world.
But more than this is involved:

[T]he reeder of atraditiond Hebrew text had to actively choose the appropri-
ate bresth sounds or vowds, yet different vowes would often vary the mean-
ing of the written consonants. . . .

The traditiond Hebrew text, in other worlds, overtly demanded the
reader’s conscious participation. The text wes never complete in itsdf; it had
to be atively engaged by areader who, by this engagement, gave riseto apar-
ticular reading . . . and there was no Sngle, definitive meaning; the ambiguity
entalled by lack of written vowes ensured that diverse reedings, diverse shedes
of meaning, were dways possble®

Thiskind of reading is hermeneutic in the true sense; passionate, engaged, embod-
ied, and personal. And it is here, in this living interpretation that the life and fun-
damenta plurdity of the Word is guaranteed. It is just this that prevents what
Corbin cdls the sn of metaphysical idolatry, which consists in worshipping a
finite, litera being, a being without transcendence, without Breath, without Life.

In Western culture none of this was to last. We can no longer hear or spesk
words this way. We do not taste them or perceive their complex sensuous auras,
or fed our way among the complexes that they carry. The aphabet coagulated,
fixing the meaning of the literal, canonical text. The passionate, breathing reader
receded, displaced by the rational mind searching for a changeless, impersonal
Truth. Our soul withdrew to reside finally, Descartes tells us, in the pineal
gland, for lack of suitable habitat elsewhere. The Breath of the Lord animating
al things became merely air, and even that Presence withdrew into the dark-
ness beyond the impersonal stars, retreating into the sadness from which it
emerged, retreating from a lifdess universe. The Creative God known in and
through the multiple theophanies of an infinite Creation, became either the lit-
erd God, constrained by the dogmas in the rigid souls of the Faithful, or the
Dead God, the Hidden God, withdrawn beyond dl human contact.

But al of that teeming, archaic, sensuous redlity is still there, awaiting
resurrection.

DESCENT OF THE GODS: STRANGERS AT THE DOOR

Our culture hes been engaged for a long time in chasing dter that receding
Divinity. That is the source of our pathologies of motion, and emotion, our
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restlessness, our drive. We are dways rushing somewhere dse, to some other,
better world. We are uncomfortable here, in this complex, confusing, plura
mess. We want out. Escape. Speed. Distraction. Entertainment. Suicide. Our
desire for escape gets easly confused with spirituality—the desire for Heaven,
the other world. This confusion is itself archetypal: but the path to the other
world must lead through this one. Our struggle is first and foremost in this
world. We cannot escape by ignoring it. Corbin, and many others, say we must
be born again, but | think we must be born in thefirst place into thisworld, that
we may, perhaps, be born again beyond it.

And to be here, we must descend. This echoes the pattern of creation
according to Idamic cosmology: Descent and Return. All beings are continu-
oudy and smultaneoudy ascending towards the One Source and descending
into the pluralities of Creation. We have had our attention focused wrongly on
only the Ascent. To regain our Badance we must descend. And during this
descent the cosmos shatters into a dazzling plurdity as the distance from the
Oneincreases. So in a sense, we become "pagan,” polytheistic, of necessity: it is
required for cosmic harmony and balance. This is a part of what Corbin caled
the "paradox of monotheism": the One God can be known by us only through
the revelation of multiple theophanies, only in part, never as the Whole.

To be truly born to this world, we must stay descended for a long while,
and resist any temptation to rise to a vision of a higher, smpler, purer state. We
may perhaps, some of us, be cdled to that, but we cannot will it so. Viewing the
world thisway is a kind of mirror image of the standard Judeo-Christian habit.
There are other traditions where the connection to this world is conceived
entirely differently. In the tribal cultures of Indonesia, for instance, the function
of the shaman-priest is to maintain the balance between the visble and invisi-
ble worlds by feeding the spirits of the ancestors, and even the gods themselves.
A member of the vaudun religion of Haiti says "The difference between Hait-
ian gods and white man's gods is that Haitian has must eet."* And it is the duty
of humans to feed them. In an essay on black music and the blues in America,
Stephen Diggs sess this influence of "voodoo" religion in a broader context:

Where the Northern soul, from shaman to Chrigtian priest, operates dissocia
tivdy, leaving the body to travd the spirit world, the Africen priest, the
Hoodoo conjuror, and the bluesmen, ak theloato enter bodies and posess
them. It is through this possession that the | oa is known and expressed™

Diggs follows Michael Ventura in his andyss of the significance of blues, jazz,
and soul music in America. Ventura says

The higtory of Americais, s much as anything, the hitory of the American
body as it sought to unite with its spirit, with its consciousness, to hed itsdf
and to stand agang the enormous forces that wark to destroy a Westerner's
relaion to his or her, oamn flesh.53
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In the words of James Cone, the blues, and by extension, black music as whole
is "an artigtic rebellion against the humiliating deadness of western culture."*

It is not quite right then to sy that it is we who must descend. We must
notice, accept, and celebrate the descent of the gods, the angels, themselves. It
is the descent of these spirits that wakens the dead. In Haitian voudun, as in
ealy Chrigtianity, "the high gods enter by the back door and abide in the ser-
vant's lodge."> Jung was fond of quoting the Oracle at Delphi: Invited or not,
the god will be there. But it depends upon us as to whether the Visitors are wel-
comed, or even noticed at al.

And so we come again to the Feagt as that primary act of Welcome upon
which depends our multiple births. First, into this world, and only then per-
haps, beyond it, into others. We could clearly spesk of music of dl sortsasapri-
mary metaphysica factor in our lives, but here | would rather include it with
poetry and the arts under the heading of poiesis. The poetic is, in the words of
George Steiner, what relates "us most directly to that in being which is not
ours"® Steiner contends that there can be no meaning whatever, whether lit-
erd, musical, poetic or religious, without the "axiom of dialogue,” the passion-
ate imagination of connections between ourselves and those "real presences’
that lie beyond the merely human world.>

All poetic acts open onto other worlds. All poetic acts presuppose meta-
physcd redlities. This gets forgotten. Even some of the most radical artists don't
know it. The Surredlist Andre Breton wrote:

The poetic andogy [by which he meant the European surredist andogy] dif-
fers functiondly from the mysticd andogy in that it does not presuppose,
beyond the visble world, an invisble world which is driving to menifet
itsdf. It proceeds in a completely empirical way®

This is scientific empiricism applied to the random assemblages of the surreal-
igs. The African poet, Leopold Senghor, who became president of Senegd,
writes that Europeans did not understand African languages or arts because the
languages are exceedingly concrete. The words are concrete because they "are
dways pregnant with images." These images themselves are inherently open,
and imaginal—they lead beyond: "the African image is not an image by equa-
tion but an image by andogy, a surredlist image. . . .The object does not mean
what it represents, but what it suggests, what it creates." In sharp contrast to
Breton, Senghor writes: " The African surrealist analogy presupposes and man-
ifests the hierarchized universe of life-forces"*

In order to avoid both the Redlist leveling of the cosmos proposed by lit-
erd science or literal religion, and the Surredlist flattening of artistic images, it
is necessay to reclam the concrete by opening to the mystica—only in this
way do the images have anywhere to move, any goaces to open onto.

The function of poiesis, whether musical, poetic, religious, or scientific, is
the creation or revelation of gpaces quditative, complex and complexified, per-
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sonified spaces. But we cannot do this on our own. In our current needy con-
dition, we are required to descend, and to welcome the Descent of the Others
to dlow them to complexify, multiply, and diversfy these concrete, feeling-
laden worlds. We are at great risk of succumbing to the Single Vision that Blake
s0 feared—at the hands of Scientism, Fundamentalism, Capitalism, dl the "-
isms" And our response, our duty, is to right the Balance. This requires the
democratization, the diversfication, and the embodiment of poiesis. So, dl those
politicaly correct "movements' for the various diversities have a cosmologica
meaning, ametaphysical grounding: biodiversity, culturd diversty, racial, ethnic,
economic, linguistic, sexud, artistic diversties—all serve to breathe life into a
world that threatens to choke on Unification.

All our imaginings are necessary. But none of them should be grasped too
tightly, none of them should be taken too literally. We need to keep in mind the
startling words of the wandering Japanese poet Nanao Sakaki:"No need to sur-
vive"® No need to hold anything too tightly! There are multiple forms of life,
a myriad of forms of imagining, dl necessary, and each with its own rules and
structures, many perhaps more exacting and stringent than those we are accus-
tomed to in physical science.

We must descend fully into the real, messy world, and not stop short of the
red individuals who make it up. We get so congtricted! So many are arad to
think about the world because only Scientists can do that. So many are afrad
of their innate cregtivity because that is the realm of Artists. But anyone can
experience the thrill that accompanies the new ways of seeing that lie at the
heart of scientific discovery, anyone can write, or paint, or make music. And yet
we mostly don't. Because, "I'm too busy . . . I'm not smart enough, I'm not
good enough, | can't redly dance, or sing, or write poetry or make pots ... I'd
be too embarrassed." We are haunted by the Canon, by the experts, by the pro-
fessonds We are afrad of our sdves afrad that we won't measure up. When
great thought, art, and literature become an impediment to human life and
action rather than an inspiration, then something is serioudy wrong. The
democratization of imagination is essentiad for the full descent into the world
of dl the virtual beings crying out in their sadness to be reveded.

LIFE ON THE MARGINS, LIFE AMONG THE STARS

The red Hermes, the one that does red work, bresks down barriers dl right,
but not like a bulldozer, leaving behind an empty, conquered landscape. When
this Hermes is a work there is atinge of red fear in the air, because behind the
barriers He dismantles we can see the outlines of the Faces of the Others. Then
we must consider the proffered opportunity: whether to accept them into our
house, or whether to refuse the Feedt.

These Others come to us as persons. mothers, fathers, lovers, strangers; as
angds and demons, is complexes and as gods. They dl embody and exemplify
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styles of consciousness, modes of living, ways of being. And it is only by being
able to perceive the work of the rea Hermes, that we can fed their presences at
al. Without this, our worlds are filled with stereotypes, with typologies, with cat-
egories, with prgudices, and we never see a red person, never meet any Others
at dl. Until they break through in madness and misary, violence and destruction.

Jung knew this. And he knew that we harbor their presences inside us, in
those innermost depths that can turn inside out, and tumble their contents out
headlong into the world. For Jung, as for the alchemigts, the actua structure of
the psyche is plural, even though its ultimate goal may be unity. The multiple
luminosities of those fragments of consciousness that are the archetypes and
their associated complexes were known to the adchemists as the scintillae or
sparks of the world soul, the natura light of the spirit of God in dl things.
Paracelsus says that this natural light in man comes from the astrum or gar in
man, and that Astronomia is the corner stone of dl truth and Mother to dl the
other arts. Man himsdlf is an astrum and dl the Apostles and the saints, and
heaven itsdf is a star.® And this star in man is a source of sustenance for the
soul. Paracelsus writes,

Now as in the dar lieth the whole naturd light, and from it man taketh the
sare like food from the earth into which he is born, so too must he be born
into the tar.62

The light of the gtars is like the food of the earth, and we must be born into
each. Jung comments on these images from the great physician:

It strikes me as sSignificant, particularly in regard to our hypothesis of a multi-
ple constiousness and its phenomena, that the characterigtic dchemicd vision
of spaks sdintillaing in the blackness of the arcane substance should, for
Paracdsus, change into the spectade of the "interior firmament” and its sars
He beholds the darksome psyche as a sar-strewn night sky, whose planets and
fixed congtdlations represent the archetypesin dl their luminosity and numi-
nosty. ... In this vison agrology and dchemy, the two dassicd functionaries
of the psychology of the collective unconscious, join hands."

The luminosity and numinosity of these sparks signd their autonomy and their
power. They are not there to be understood, or mapped, or investigated; they
must first of dl be greeted, and welcomed, and accepted. Only then can we feed
ourselves upon their light, as they feed upon ours. They are not things, they are
images. This does not mean they are not exacting, not real, not substantial. It
means that our approach to them cannot be litera—it must be hermeneutic.
Corbin sys that "[t]he alchemist operates—meditates—on metas as the
hermeneut practices symbolic exegesis, the ta'wil of atext."64 The same applies
to the Astronomia of Paracelsus. The interiorization of astronomy which spiri-
tual hermeneutics requires cannot result in a system of laws telling us how the
patterns of the stars affect our destinies. That isjust another form of genetics,

or sociology, or typology, and results in yet another st of laws applied from out-
side upon our lives. The true interiorization of astronomy opens us to the dl
too unsettling animation of the presences both within and without. For the ego
finds strength in the paradoxica abolition of its own uniqueness, hiding behind
the rigid boundaries of an external and litera Law. But far from giving us
another set of rules devouring and annihilating our uniqueness, the interior-
ization that lies at the heart of the birth of the soul opens us to the unavoid-
able responsihilities that are the burden of our birth into this world. We must
greet the bearers of those strange voices, we must be the host at the Feest, and
welcome the strangers. This is a delicate business. Respect and attention, care
and courtesy are required. Again we require the aid of Hermes, for the ego
wants to wadl itsdf off from the Others. We need Hermes in order to violate
those boundaries. The only way we can establish the Communion that is
required is by moving fredy in the spaces between the stars. We can only know
who we are if we know who we are nat, if we experience our boundaries by
experiencing where they touch those of the Others.

We must learn to live among the stars, againgt a background of the night.
We must descend and welcome the figures that crowd around us. We can move
down and in, and so, out, to find ancient roots branching into the heavens.



THREE

BLACK LIGHT

Hades, Lucifer, and the
Secret of the Secret

The dread and resistance which every natural human being experiences
when it comes to delving too deeply into himself is at bottom, the fear of the
journey to Hades.

—C. G.ung

DARKNESS WITHIN

PERHAPS NO ONE can clam to know dl the ways there are of going to Hell,
or attempt a phenomenology of dl the kinds of Hells there are. But we do
descend, sometimes wracked with sufferings out of dl proportion to any appar-
ent externa cause. We dide dowly into depressions, torn by a host of nameess
demons, or plummet with sudden silent horror into the void.

In these realms everything dissolves, emptied, unmade, withdrawn strug-
gling into the abyss Hillman sys Hades is "the dissolver of the luminous
world."* The realm of the dark "extinguishes the . .. colored world ... dissolves
meaning and the hope for meaning ... [and] breskf[§ down the inner cohesion
of any fixed state."? This unmaking is required for &l psychological change. The
indispensable descent to Hades represents the alchemica Nigredo:

[T]he operaions mugt be dark and are cdled in dchemicd language: morti-
ficatio, putrefactio, cdcingtio, iterdtio, etc. Thet is the modus operandi isdow,
repetitive, difficult, desiccating, severe, adtringent, effortful, coagulating and/or
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pulverizing. All the while the worker enters a nigredo dater depressed, con-
fusd, condricted, anguished, and subjet to pessmidic even paranoid
thoughts of sickness failure, and desth.’

We can distinguish the processes of dissolution from the origin and cause
that is the nothingness of the void itsdlf, destroyer of worlds, annihilator of
souls. For Jung it was represented by the archetype of the Terrible Mother.
Neumann writes:

For the ego and the mde, the femde is synonymous with the unconscious
ness and the non-ego, hence with darkness, nothingness, the void, the bot-
tomless pit. In Jung'swords:". . . it should be remarked that emptinessis the
great feminine secret. It is something absolutdy dien to man; the chaam, the
unplumbed depths, the yin." Mother, womb, the pit and Hell are all identical.

The dud terrors of annihilation and meaninglessness lie at the root of the fear of
turning inward. A physica origin for this fundamental angst has been sought in
the "not good enough mother," in an estrangement from the physica world as
represented by the mother's body. Morris Berman argues that the coupled expe-
riences of the inner void and of the associated deadness of the outer world are
based on a rupture, a "basic fault" between consciousness and the body that is
fundamenta to Western culture.®> On this view it is a fundamental estrangement
from our bodies and from nature that provides the beds for our characterigtic style
of descent into the Hell of a soulless world and the anguish of nihilism.

Hillman has analyzed this as the phenomenon of "deperspnalization,” in
which not only is the individual's sense of sdf gone, but with it, the "sense of
the world." In this pathology the depths of the soul are experienced in one
mode only: as the void and the abyss For Hillman the cause of the resulting
psychic deadness is the loss of anima: both the soul of the person and the soul
of the world.® The inner void and the deadness of the world are symptoms of
the loss of interiority:

The "within" refas to thet atitude given by the anima which percaives psy-
chic life within naturd life Naturd life itsdf becomes the vesd the moment
we recoghize its having an interior sgnificance, the moment we see thet it too
carries psyche. Anima mekes vessds everywhere, anywhere, by going within.”

And, like Berman, Hillman regards this pathology as characteristic of our cul-
ture. "This loss is not merely a psychiatric condition; it is aso a cosmology."®
Work on soul is at the same time work on the anima mundi, and is therefore a
noble, cosmogonic task. In practice, this is a work of "revivifying images"
which "must constellate . . . the sense of the utter redlity of the personified
image’ The point of this psycho-cosmological labor is not to eliminate the
need for the descent, but to reclaim its meaning and its efficacy, in part by
learning the topographies of Hades, by differentiating among styles of descent
and modes of darkness.

x\

Loss of soul comes very readily for us, dominated as we are by the kind of
rationality that we identify with intellect. The method of radica doubt led
Descartes famoudy to assert cogito ergo sum, and so attempt to ground dl knowl-
edge in a rigorous inner certainty. This critical doubt loses us our world, our
bodies, and even our fedings, snce they cannot ddiver logical precision. But
perhaps worse than dl this is what Descartes, as representative of this approach
to the world, has done to the very meaning of subjectivity. By plunging inward
to seek certainty based on universa, timeless, and abstract reason he has rooted
interiority out of its lag stronghold in the subject. The personal, the subjective,
and the "interior" are only of interest insofar as they can be understood objec-
tively. In anchoring public truth in the inner monologue of the solitary thinker
Descartes banished the fragile, dusive anima, making dl the worlds, inner and
outer, entirely exterior, public, and objective. Radical doubt is a thoroughgoing
exteriorization of everything: everything closed must be opened, everything
sedled must be entered, everything secret must be revedled, everything darkened
must be open to the light, every mystery must be exposed. Wherever anima
makes vessds, critica doubt follows behind, destroying them. This is the rape of
the world so ably documented by feminist thinkers.™®

Doubt and suspicion "demythologize" the fabric of the world. Emma
Brunner-Traut writes:

In the ancient pedt the idea of fath in the sense of bdief did not exig; for
them it was a matter of "knowing." For those who "know," the ungpegkable
can be uttered without being misunderstood. But dreedy when the smdlest
digrugt cregps in and hidden meaning mugt be explained, then an integrity
is endangered, expeddly S0 when the secret becomes a dogmetic formula:
tion. It is placed into the light of critical doubt and demand for proof, and
in this light it appears fdse Myth is not definition, nor is it prodf. It is f-
evident. It is endowed with dignity and mgedy, pefect in its inner power
and vdidity. ..."

Because the world replete with personified images requires the dusive
interiority of anima, it cannot survive the cold light of public reason. Henry
Corbin writes of the moments of doubt of even so great a mystic as Ibn 'Arabi:

But then come the hours of weariness and lukewarmness in which the rea
oning intellect, through the diginctions it introduces, through the proofs it
demands, indnuates between the Lord of love and hisfedel e adoubt thet ssams
to shetter their tie.. . ,And snce the spiritud vigtations have ceesed ... might
they [the personifications of Eternd Wisdom] not have perished, returned
forever to non-being??

There is "an Arabic tradition” according to which it wes a doubting
thought in Ahura Mazda the supreme Mazdean deity, that was the source and
origin of Ahriman, the Evil One.™®
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The triumph of public reason is evident in the modern world. The absence
of the fragile world of inferiority, of vessds that contain the water of life, the
inability of so many people to find, or even know how to seek any "inner-
ness'—all this is driving us crazy. It powers the frantic compulsion of the cul-
ture as we try to transform ourselves into prosthetic gods, as Freud saw,14
expanding our outer powers into the technological world of gadgets. In the
technological landscape McLuhan found the meaning of the myth of Narcis-
sus we are victims of a self-imposed narcosis, numbed and fascinated by the
extensions of ourselves with which we are surrounded.™ With these gods, the
mysteries and depths of the soul are increasingly distant and difficult of access,
and the Inward shows only the Face of the Abyss that Nietzsche announced
when he proclaimed the death of God. And in the mirror of the Other we see
only our own reflection.

To excgpe these terrible dternatives, nihilism or an unfettered and
Promethean humanism, we must perhaps turn inward, and as of old, make the
descent to Héll, but in a way that can "constellate the sense of the utter reality
of the personified image." It was Jung's genius to have provided some practical
suggestions as to how this might be done.

C. G. JUNG AND THE CONIUNCTIO

Jung's resurrection and psychological interpretation of alchemy is perhaps his
central achievement. The writings of the achemists record the descent to Hell
and the rebirth that can result from the ordeal. For Jung the Great Mother is
not only the destroyer of worlds, she is dso the womb and the very substance
of their matter. The darknesses of the Mother are tied to the earthly, to the
mortal, and to the unconsciousness of matter and of the human psyche. It is
into her realm that we descend during the dark night of the soul. But &fter this
death there may come a rebirth that Sgnds the redemption of the soul and of
the world.

Jung's account of this process as experienced in the alchemica opus cen-
terson the coincidentia oppositor umand the consequent attai nment of wholeness
in the adept. For Jung, the opus stands as a necessary complement of a male-
dominated, dogmatic Christianity that ignores to its peril the realm of the
Mother. As areligion of Light, of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, it is
dangeroudly one-sided, unable to see its own shadow. The achemist's descent
into matter and encounter with the shadow is an attempt to complete the work
of redemption left unfinished by Christ: a redemption of matter and the anima
mundi. In the end they were failures. Not in the sense that they faled to dis-
cover the lapis, the Philosopher's Stone, the mysterious goa of the Work, but in
that they failed to hed the rifts between matter and spirit, faith and knowledge,
love and power, and so restore unity to the cosmos. Instead, the anima mundi

retrested into the human psyche, from which it can be "projected” onto the
world of inanimate matter, the lifdess world of the chemists, the physicists, and
the a-gnostics of the modern world.

ALCHEMY AND THE AUTONOMOUS PSYCHE

According to Jung, Christianity and achemy both am ultimately at rebirth and
redemption through a resolution of the "conflict between worldliness and spir-
ituaity."" But neither could see the true nature of the struggle because neither
understood the primacy of the psyche. The problem of the union of masculine
and feminine, as the prime symbol of the union of dl opposites, was projected
"into another medium: the one projected it into the spirit, the other into mat-
ter. But neither of them located the problem in the place where it arose—the
soul of man.""/

Thus the Christian projection acts upon the unknown in man. . . .The pagan

projection . . . goes beyond man and acts upon the unknown in the material

world.... Inthe Christian projection the decensus spiritus sancti stopsat theliv-
ing body of the Chosen One . . . whereas in achemy the descent goes right
down into the darkness of inanimate matter. . . %2

All these symboalic projections have lost their foundations since the collapse of
the authority of the Church and the rise of modern science. The great strug-
gle between the opposites has logt its meaning. The symbols involved represent

psychic contents that dropped out of their dogmeatic framework at the time of
the Renaissance and the Great Schism, and since then have continued in a sate
of secularization where they were a the mercy of the "immanentist” princi-
ples of explanation, that is, a naturdistic and persondlistic interpretation.”

For Jung, a psychological interpretation based on the transpersonal nature of
the objective psyche, which is in the end both physica and psychic, provides a
means of restoring the meaning of these symbols.

From the psychologica point of view the prima materia of achemy "rep-
resents the unknown substance that carries the projection of the autonomous
psychic content."® It is the unknown in their own psyche that they are in fact
engaged in observing, projected onto another unknown, matter.

Everything unknown and empty is filled with psychological projection: it is
as if the investigator's own psychic background were mirrored in the darkness.
What he sees in matter, or thinks he can see, is chiefly the data of his own
unconscious which he is projecting into it. In other words, he encounters in
matter, as apparently belonging to it, certain qualities and potential meanings
of whose psychic nature he is entirely unconscious.?

The experiences of the adepts of dchemy must precede any conscious distinc-
tion between matter in itsdf and psyche in itsdf. They require unconsciousness
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of the objective redlity of both the psyche and of matter. In the age of the
alchemists, there was no clear distinction between the material and the spiri-
tual realms,

but there did exist an intermediate realm between mind and matter, i.e., a psy-
chic realm of subtle bodies whose characteristic is to manifest themselves in a
mental as well as amaterial form. . . . Obvioudy, the experience of this inter-
mediate redlm comes to a sudden stop the moment we try to investigate mat-
ter in and for itsdf, apart from dl projection; and it remains non-existent so
long as we believe we know anything conclusive about matter or the psyche.22

The achemical opus must be understood as a phenomenology of the
objective, autonomous psyche enacting its drama of transformation on the stage
provided by the material world, the objective nature of which must remain
unknown in order for the play to continue.

THE OPUS: MATTER, SPIRIT, AND INTEGRATION

The Great Work itself is "an archetypal drama of death and rebirth"?® that
requires al that the adept has to give, for the psyche is the source not only of
consciousness, clarity, and reason. It is a natural phenomenon, and in the
world of nature "the Heraclitean law of everlasting change, panta rei, pre-
vails. . . ."* The psyche is "a raging torrent that flows for al eternity in the
darkness. . . "% The struggle between the light and the dark, the masculine
and the feminine, between the principles of form and matter, is no mere
intellectual problem.

It is the mord task of achemy to bring the feminine, maternal background of
the masculine psyche, seething with passions, into harmony with the princi-
ple of spirit—truly a labor of Hercules!®

The transformative process is a drama of integration by means of increas-
ing consciousness, one that mysteriously redeems not only the spirit in man,
but also the world itself. Jung summarized this in an interview with Mircea Eli-
ade in 1952:

As a matter of fact achemy takes up and carries on the work of Christianity.
In the achemica view Christianity hes saved man but not nature. The
alchemigt's dream was to save the world in its totality: the philosopher's stone
was conceived as the filius macrocosmi, which saves the world, whereas Christ
was thefilius microcosmi, the savior of man aone. . ..

.. .The opus magnum had two aims: the rescue of the human soul and the
salvation of the cosmos. What the alchemidts called "matter" was in redlity the
[unconscious] sAf. The "soul of the world," the anima mundi, which was iden-
tified with the spiritus mercurius, was imprisoned in matter ... it was a ques-
tion of freeing this "matter," of saving it. ...
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... [The] alchemical opus is dangerous. Right at the beginning you meet
the "dragon," the chthonic spirit, the "devil," or as the dchemidts cdled it, the
"blackness," the nigredo, and this encounter produces suffering. "Matter" suf-
fers right up to the fina disappearance of the blackness, in psychologica
terms, the soul finds itsdlf in the throes of melancholy, locked in the struggle
with the "shadow." The mystery of the coniunctio, the centra mystery of
achemy, ams precisely a the synthess of opposites, the assimilation of the
blackness, the integration of the devil. For the "awakened" Christian thisis a
very serious psychic experience, for it is a confrontation with his own
"shadow," with the blackness of the nigredo, which remains separate and can
never be completely integrated with the human personality.

... Inthe language of the alchemists matter suffers until the nigredo dis-
appears, when the "dawn" (aurora) will be announced by the "peacock’s tail"
(cauda pavonis) and a new day will break, the leucosis or albedo. But in this
state of "whiteness" one does not live in the true sense of the word, it is a
sort of abstract, ided state. In order to make it come dive it must have
"blood," it must have what the alchemists cdl the rubedo, the "redness’ of
life. Only the total experience of being can transform this ideal state of the
albedo into a fully human mode of existence. Blood alone can reanimate a
glorious state of consciousness in which the last trace of blackness is dis-
solved, in which the devil no longer has autonomous existence but rejoins
the profound unity of the psyche. Then the opus magnum is finished: the
human soul is completely integrated.?”

The work begins with the prima materia: "[T]he serpent of Hermes or the
Agathodaimon, the Nous that animates the cold part of nature—that is, the
unconscious—is enclosed in the spherical vessel of diaphanous glass which . ..
represents the world and the soul."? This snake-like "damp-fiery-cold Spirit" is
"the exact opposite of the Christian pneuma" and is the spirit of alchemy

which Christianity regarded as demonic and which therefore found no
acclaim except in the redm of the magica arts and sciences. ... It should not
be identified outright with evil; it merely has the uncomfortable quality of
being beyond good and evil *

[1t is an excellent symbol for the two aspects of the unconscious: its cold and
ruthless instinctuality, and its Sophia quality or natural wisdom which is ...
the maternal wisdom of the divine mother. . . .30

This serpent must be sacrificed, according to certain Christian allegories, or
transformed as in alchemy, and this metamorphosis "must be understood as an
overcoming of unconsciousness and, at the same time, of the attitude of the son
who unconsciously hangs onto his mother."31

Having enclosed the spirit in the vessel of the soul, the container must be
sealed and the contents heated: "During this operation al relations with the
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outside world are broken off. . . .""The requisite fire is produced by the "pas-
sionate emotionality that precedes the recognition of unconscious contents”
and is symbolized by, among many other things, the dragon and the fiery lion.*®
This emotional conflict is the result of the struggle between the opposites,
which both repel and attract each other:

Although the opposites flee from one another they nevertheless strive for bal-
ance, since a state of conflict is too inimicd to life to be endured indefinitely.
They do this by wearing each other out: the one eats the other, like the two
dragons or the other ravenous bessts of alchemical symbolism.*

The spirit in the vessel "corresponds to that part of the psyche which has
not been assimilated to consciousness," and is "the spirit of the chaotic waters
of the beginning.”* This return to chaos is the experience of the prima materia
in the body of the mother, a"return to the dark initial state ... of the ... massa
confusa."36Thisis dangerous because it threatens the stability of consciousness,
and the operations of the artifex "consisted largely of precautions whose equiv-
alents are the rites of the Church."¥’

The transformation thus begun is a process of real-ization. The masculine
spirit must be kept from flying away from the confrontation with the feminine.
The "winged youth"

will become red only if he can unite with . . . the "mother of mortal bod-
ies" If not he is threatened with the fate of the puer aeternus in Faust, who
goes up in smoke three times. The adept must therefore dways take care to
keep the Hermetic vessel well sedled, in order to prevent what is in it from
flying away.®

The unconscious spirit must be controlled, extracted, and separated from
the dissolving prima materia. It must be pulled out of unconsciousness, out of
the darkness of matter and into the light of consciousness. This demands the
attentive participation of the adept—a watchful openness to whatever emerges
into the light. "The attention given to the unconscious has the effect of incu-
bation and brooding over the slow fire needed in the initial stages of the
work."®*® The analysis and interpretation of dreams performs the solutio of
alchemy, since both open the doors of the conscious mind to affects long
buried. "This loosening up of cramped and rigid attitudes corresponds to the
solution and separation of the elements by the aqua permanens which was aways
present in the 'body’ and is lured out by the art."*

Such dissolution counteracts the natural inclinations of the ego to sdf-
defense. "Egocentricity is a necessary attribute of consciousness and is aso its
specific sin." But through the art, "the sdfish hardness of the heart—caused by
original sin—is dissolved: the heart turns to water."** Rigidity and the com-
pulsions that accompany it are not of the mind only, but are deeply buried in
the body:
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Unconscious contents lurk somewhere in the body like so many demons of
sickness, impossible to get hold of, especidly when they give rise to physica
symptoms the organic causes of which cannot be demonstrated.

Once the opposites that were dormant in the unconscious have been activated
"the body and the psychic representatives of the organs gain mastery over the
conscious mind."*® This is the journey into Hell, into the belly of the beast,
when fiery affects dominate—the return to chaos in the womb of the mother.

The task of accomplishing the archetypal incest must occur "outside the
ego” in the realm of symbols in order to effect the transformation.** Chris-
tianity elevated the conflict between matter and spirit into the mystic marriage
of Christ and the Church, thus, on Jung's view, missing the central point of the
struggle and effectively preventing the real-ization that the union can pro-
vide.”® Alchemy tends to the opposite extreme, projecting the problem wholly
into matter.

In this high-tension state of incestuous struggle, the labor of Hercules is at
the same time the labor of the mother giving birth to the redeemed, renewed,
and transformed soul. This requires a "pregnancy diet" on which the trans-
formed and transforming substance is fed.

The underlying idea is that the material to be transformed had to be impreg-
nated and saturated, either by imbibing the tincture, the aqua propria (its"own
water," the soul), or by eating its "feathers' or "wings" (voldtile spirit), or its
own tail (uroboros), or the fruit of the philosophical tree®®

Or, equally, by eating the peacock's flesh or drinking the blood of the green lion.

The wild, instinctual emotionality of the lion is also "the psychic source of
renewal," if it is "eaten,” that is, assimilated into consciousness. The peacock's
flesh alludes to the cauda pavonis, the peacock's tail of many colors that comes
near the end of the opus. The colors represent al the feelings present in the
indiscriminant chaos of the massa confusa, which "were brought back to unity
in the albedo and 'al become one.™

Morally this means that the original state of psychic disunity, the inner chaos
of conflicting part souls which Origen likens to herds of animals, becomes the
"vir unus," the unified man. Eating the peacock’s flesh is therefore equivalent
to integrating the many colors (or, psychologicaly, the contradictory feding
vdues) into a single color, white.

This final unity is the goal of the descent: to bring everything possible into
consciousness and become as complete and whole as it is possible for a finite
being to be.

[T]he aim of the mystical peregrination is to understand dl parts of the world,
to achieve the greatest possible extension of consciousness, as though its guid-
ing principle were the Carpocratic idea that one is ddivered from no sin
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which one hes not committed. Not a turning awvay fram its empirica " so-
ness” but the fullest possble experience of the ego as reflected in the "ten
thousand things'—thet is the god of the peregrineation.48

The achievement of the lapis, the stone, the gold, is a redemptive union of
psyche and matter that produces an "incorruptible body" which arises asa"lib-
eration of the divine soul or pneuma from the chains of the 'flesh."*

The psyche previoudy imprisoned in the dements and the divine spirit hid-
den in the flesh overcome their physicd imperfection and clothe themsdves
in the noblest of dl bodies, the royd gold. Thus the "philosophic gold” isan
embodiment of psyche and pneuma, both of which sgnify "life-spirit." It is
infad ... aliving being with a body, soul, and spirit, and it is esdly personi-
fied asadivine being or a superior person like aking, who in olden times wes
considered to be God incarmate™

Flesh itsdlf "is a synonym for the prima materia and hence for Mercurius,"™*
which is the Agathodaimon, the spirit of the cold part of nature. So Mercurius,
as the arcane substance, "stands at the beginning and the end of the work">
and "was believed to contain the opposites in uncombined form as the prima
materia, and to amagamate them as the lapis philosophorum."" In the crude
form of the prima materia Mercurius is"in very truth the Original Man dis-
seminated through the physical world, and in his sublimated form he is that
reconstituted totdity."54

The uroboric feadting, the self-enclosed feeding of the soul upon itself is
the opus circulatomm which mimics the circling of the sun and the Zodiac in
the heavens, and the cycles of birth, death, and renewal on earth, as well as the
mystery of God in the whirlwind. It @ms at the production of the "Original
Man who was a sphere"™ "The transforming substance is an anaogy of the
revolving universe, of the macrocosm, or a reflection of it, imprinted in the
heart of matter."*

THE LIGHT AND THE DARK OF NATURE

Jung writes "We may safdy cdl the light the central mystery of philosophical
dchemy."™ The fiery sparks, or cintillae, of the light of nature, "of the 'World
Soul' were dready in the chaos, the prima materia, a the beginning of the
world."® 1t is these "tiny spirit-sparks from which the shining figure of thefil-
ius is put together. They correspond to the particles of light imprisoned in the
dark Physis. . . "® They are symbols of consciousness, and their psychological
significance is that they represent the autonomous complexes "which may pos-
s, as splinter psyches, a certain luminosity of their own."®

Of this light in matter Jung says "Almost aways it is personified as the fil-
ius... it isadaimonion pure and simple."" Thisfigure is the Son of the Macro-
cosm and is God and creature both. It has numerous pardlels in the "pagan,"

Chrigian, Jewish, and Arabic traditions. He is as we have seen, the achemical
Mercurius. He is the "man of light" in Zosimos, Adam Kadmon of the Cabala,
homo maximus of Paracelsus, Metatron of the Zohar, and the Persan Gayomart.
He is for Jung the archetypa image of the SAf.

Asthe light of nature this arcane substance "was in the inner man," and was
for the alchemigts

aubiquitous and dl-pervading essence, an anima mundi and "the grestest trea-
aure” the innermost and mogt sacret numinosum of man. There is probably
no more uitable psychologicad conoept for this than the collective uncon-
sious, whose nudeus and ordering principle is the sdf (the "monad” of the
dchemigts and the Gnotice).®

By finding the Sdf in matter, the achemists found God there as well. "The
anima mundi was conceived as that part of God which formed the quintessence
and substance of Physis"® Thus, "the achemists came to project even the high-
et value—God—into matter."®

Mercurius is a hermaphrodite and contains "both the feminine element, Sapi-
entia and matter, and the masculine, the Holy Ghost and the devil."® Here we
encounter that difficult relationship among matter, the feminine, and evil that
continues to haunt our culture. Mercurius "is not only spiritual and physical but
unites in himself the moraly highest and lowest."® On Jung's account, the
achemists sought not only the redemption of the anima mundi who must be
"freed from the shackles of matter" but dso the inclusion of the "prince of this
world," the devil. "He is the metaphysical figure who is excluded from the Trin-
ity, but who, as the counterpart of Christ, is the sine qua non of the drama of
redemption."®’

From the point of view of Jung's psychology, the conjunction of opposites
at which achemy aims requires understanding that good and evil both are pro-
jections. The "moral problem of opposites' is a psychic problem. Christianity
partialy recognizes evil as a human "projection” and achemy was in part suc-
cessful in recognizing the psychic origin of good. For dogmatic Christianity
God is wholly Good. Evil is"laid a man's door."

This idea together with that of origind dn formed the foundation of a mord
constiousness which wes anove development in human higtory: one hf of
the polaity, till then essantidly metaphysicd, was reduced to a psychic fac-
tor, which meant that the devil had logt the game if he could not pick on
ome mord weskness in man. Good however remained a metgphyscd sub-
dance that originated with God and not with man. Origind dn had cor-
rupted a cregture origindly good. As interpreted by dogma therefore, good
is dill whally projected but evil only partly S0, since the passions of men are
its main source. Alchemicd speculaion continued this process of integrating
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metaphysical projections in so far as it began to dawn on the adept that both
opposites were of a psychic nature. . . . This development was extremely
important, because it was an attempt to integrate opposites that were previ-
oudy projected.68

All the darknesses thus tend to gather together. All are projections of the psy-
che: the daemonic spirit of nature, the dark unconsciousness of matter, sin,
woman, and the devil.

ALCHEMY, SCIENCE, AND THE WILL TO POWER

It is our modern consciousness that cannot conceive of the unity of the phys-
icad and the mystical, of the material and the psychic components of the
achemical procedures. Jung quotes Julius Evola

The spiritual constitution of man in the premodern cycles of culture was such
that each physical perception had simultaneoudly a psychic component which
"animated" it, adding a"significance" to the bare image, and at the same time
a specid and potent emotional tone. Thus ancient physics was both a theol -
ogy and a transcendental psychology, by reason of the illuminating flashes
from metaphysical essences which penetrated through the matter of the bod-
ily senses. Natural science was at once a spiritual science, and the many mean-
ings of the symbols united the various aspects of a single knowledge.69

Jung writes, "The process of fisson which separated the physika from the
mystika et in at the end of the sixteenth century... ."We can now see this ani-
mate cosmos as a result of projection, and can regard matter in itself from an
objective standpoint. Jung regards alchemy as the precursor of modern science,
not because it prefigured the empirical methods of chemistry, or inadvertently
discovered certain chemical compounds, but for several, deeper, and interre-
lated reasons.

To begin with, it embodied a certain " questing religious spirit" which came
to animate natural science and Protestantism aike,” and which served to "eman-
cipate natural science from the authority of tradition."’? Yet the equation of
Christ with the lapis "had the effect of channeling the religious numen into
physica nature and ultimately into matter itself... "™ Then, because "the high-
e value was sdfdy embedded in matter, a starting point was given for the devel-
opment of genuine chemistry . . . and . . . the more recent philosophical mate-
ridism. . . "™ Because of the schism between the light of nature embedded in
matter and the light of revelation accessible only through grace, there arose "that
conflict between knowledge and faith which poisoned the spiritual atmosphere
of the nineteenth century in particular."”™ The achemists tended to "put their
art on the levd of divine revelation and regarded it as at least an essentid com-
plement to the work of redemption."” As Christ saved the soul of man, so man
would save the soul of the world. Thus, the alchemigts "were the unwitting insti-
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gators of the schism between faith and knowledge, and it was they who made
the world conscious that the revelation was neither complete nor final."”’
This conflict Jung saw most clearly in Paracelsus, who wrote:

There are ... two kinds of knowledge in this world: an eternal and a tempo-
ral.The eternal springs directly from the light of the Holy Spirit, but the other
directly from the light of Nature.”

The god of alchemy is the unification of the homo totus through the gathering
together of the light in nature that is "the gar in man." Paracelsus, like dl the
achemigs of his time, understood his "art" as complement to his religion. All
were unaware of what Jung regards as an essentid incompatibility, which
amounts even to blasphemy. He writes,

[T]he "star in man" sounds harmless enough. . . .And yet that light or filius
philosophorum was openly named the greatest and most victorious of dl lights
and set alongside Christ as the Savior and Preserver of the world! Whereas in
Christ God himsalf became man, the filius philosophorum was extracted from
matter by human art, and by means of the opus, made into a new light
bringer.. .. [T]he savation or transfiguration of the universe is brought about
by the mind of man—"Deo concedente," as the authors never fal to add. In
the one case man confesses "'l under God," in the other he assarts " God under
me." Man takes the place of the Creator.”

Paracelsus did not see that the Truth of the Church and the Christian stand-
point could never get aong with the thought implicit in dl achemy: "God
under me.""

Not for nothing was Paracelsus the prototype of Faust.... From Faugt the line
leads direct to Nietzsche. . . .What ill maintained the balance in the case of
Paracelsus . . .—"l under God and God under me"'—was logt in the twenti-
eth century, and the scde snks lower and lower under the weight of an ego
that fancies itself more and more god-like®

And so it is that

Medieval alchemy prepared the way for the grestest intervention in the divine
world order that man has ever attempted: alchemy was the dawn of the sci-
entific age, when the daemon of the scientific spirit compelled the forces of
nature to serve man to an extent that had never been known before. It was
from the spirit of dchemy that Goethe wrought the figure of the "superman”
Faugt, and this superman led Nietzsche's Zarathustra to declare that God was
dead and to proclaim the will to give birth to the superman, to "create a god
for yourself out of your seven devils." Here we find the true roots, the preparatory
processesdeep in the psyche, which unleashed theforcesat work intheworld today. Sci-
ence and technology have indeed conquered the world, but whether the psy-
che has gained anything is another matter.%



So Nietzsche and modern science are siblings. Their compulsions and
delusions of grandeur and mastery are born of the schism between Nature and
God, knowledge and revelation, and are the results of the imbalances and fatd
inflations that were inherent in achemy. "The inner driving force behind the
aspirations of alchemy was a presumption whose daemonic grandeur on the
one hand, and psychic danger on the other should not be underestimated."®®
The means of maintaining equilibrium between God and man were lost when
the light of Nature was understood to be autonomous, and man a wholly nat-
ural being. Equilibrium requires the "circular distillation” of the opus. The
psychic contents must be contained in the opposites so that the tension
between them "gradually changes into the bilateral activity of the point in the
center."® "Ascent and descent, above and below, up and down, represent an
emotional redlization of the opposites, and this realization gradually leads, or
should lead, to their equilibrium."85 An autonomous Nature, a natural ego,
with no possibility of balance from above, is doomed to the identifications and
inflations of dementia.

FREEDOM, COMPULSION, AND THE ANTHROPOS

One of the chief psychic benefits that results from attaining some degree of
"wholeness" is freedom from compulsion: "[M]aximum consciousness . . .
amounts to maxima freedom of the will."® And yet this freedom cannot in
itself be the god of the opus. The will "can best be regarded as a dynamism sub-
ordinated to consciousness"® and thus is a function of the ego, which is nec-
essarily subordinate to the wholeness represented by the Original Man. The
god is not liberty for the ego to act as it pleases, but to free it for its conscious
submission to the larger whole that is "the greater man within, the Anthropos."

As with dl things psychic, compulsion has a dual nature. It is an uncon-
scious dynamism and is

the great mystery of human life. It is the thwarting of our conscious will and
of our reason by an inflammable element within us, appearing now as a con-
suming fire and now as life-giving warmth.%

This fiery substance is the sulfur of achemy, which is sulphur duplex, the active
masculine substance of the moon and the sun. Its combustion can be both a
blackening and a whitening; it is the dragon and the lion, Christ and the devil,
and in it "the highest and the lowest are close together."® It is a symbol for l
unconscious dynamism.

Jung sys that there are two origins of this unconscious dynamism that
causes our lack of freedom, and this explains the paradoxical nature of sulfur.
"Compulsion . . . has two sources: the shadow and the Anthropos."*

The shadow is "inconvenient and repellent because it stands for something
that demonstrates quite plainly our secret inferiority."™" This shadow extends
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from the merely embarrassing and inconvenient dl the way down into the truly
evil and "has dfinities with the devil."The compulsions originating here we are
best rid of, and freedom from these would be a worthy god of any great work.
With regard to these causes for our lack of freedom, any gain of consciousness
that denies them autonomy expands the power and scope of reason over dark-
ness and evil. This is the god of the withdrawa of projections.

But what of the other source of compulsion, the Anthropos? The cause of
our lack of freedom is unconscious compulsion. Notice what Jung says

The causa efficiens et finalis of thislack of fresdom liesin the unconscious and
forms that part of the persondity which il hes to be added to the constious
mean in order to make him whole?

Although it is not spelled out dearly, Jung intends to assign only the efficient
cause of our lack of freedom to the shadow—that is the source of our cramps
and rigidities, our egocentricities, and worse. All of these thwart our attempts
to act in accordance with reason and block our ability to see clearly and act
fredy, and limit our abilities to truly relate to other people.

But Jung assignsacausafindisaswell. A fina causeisateos, an end and agod.
Our lack of freedom points toward something. This can only be the Anthropos:

[T]hereisin the unconscious an dreedy exiding wholeness, the "homo totus'
of the "westerh and the Chen-yen (true man) of Chinese dchemy, the round
primordid being who represents the grester men within, the Anthropos, who
is akin to God.®

There is in us a compulsion, an inner dynamism, propelling us toward
divine wholeness. It must remain unconscious, and s0, compelling, "because
consciousness is only part of aman, and cannot comprehend the whole"** With
regard to this cause of our lack of freedom, increasing consciousness, incressing
wholeness, would not reduce the autonomy of this divine totdity, but rather
serve to humble the ego that can only exist as a shadow in the face of this greater
light. This compulsion may take the form of a need for a secret.® Paradoxically
perhaps, this find wholeness necessarily remains unconscious, dark and hidden.

But what, one might well ask, prevents Jung's conception of the Sdlf from being
nothing other than that wholly Natural perversion of the homo totus that is the
Superman? Are Jung's critics right in accusing him of psychologizing God and
50, of making gods of us, as Jung accuses the dchemigts of doing? If good and
evil are both projections, as he has sad quite clearly a times that they are, then
why isn't the Sdf merely autonomous Natural Man, Master of the Ten Thou-
sand Things, seeker after knowledge and ever-increasing consciousness? Jung
weas personally motivated by an imperious compulsion for knowledge. He was
driven to a frenzy by "not understanding," and the whole of his life work is an
attempt to understand the psyche. Barbara Hannah writes,
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This undergtanding "why" wes dways the most important tiling to Jung. |
have often heard him sy that the only unbearable torture is the torture of
not understanding. [At the university] ... he learned that understanding fol-
lows only if you dways face this "unbearable torture" and never turn your
back onit."

Surely this explains some of his insistence on the autonomy and comprehen-
siveness of the psyche, which so often characterizes his writings.

But the question about the nature of the Sdf cannot be answered by ana-
lyzing Jung. The question centers on the meaning of projection. Jung is amost
never consistently clear about the nature and meaning of projection, and the
natural scientist in him was dways a Kantian, after the thing-in-itself, trying to
strip away dl that is coming "from us," to reved what is "redly there." In the
end, therapeutically speaking, our projections must be withdrawn; at least
those that cloud our view of the worlds of man and nature and of God. And
yet there are "projections,” psychic contents, which we cannot withdraw
because they are the very substance of the world. They are our connections to
the world. Jung has no very clear metaphysics, no overarching theory to help
him differentiate these psychic or psychoid contents, and he vecillates among
various accounts.

One of the best (if not the clearest) of his statements of his ultimate intu-
itive position on the transcendence of the archetypes and of the figure of the
Anthropos comes at the end of "The Spirit Mercurius."" Christ and Mer-
curius as archetypal images are beyond our control and "were never invented
but experienced." They cannot be withdrawn as projections. Christ is the
archetype of consciousness, Mercurius of the unconscious. Mercurius, for dl
his connections with darkness and the underworld, "is by no means the Chris-
tian devil." The latter is rather a "diabolization" of him. Mercurius is Lucifer,
"an adumbration of the primordial light bringer, who is never himsdf the
light, but a phosphoros who brings the light of nature, the light of the moon
and of the stars. . . "®

Jung then offers an interpretation of passages in Augustine concerning
the morning knowledge, the cognitio matutina, and the evening knowledge,
cognitio vespertina. His account isthis: The morning knowledge of the first day
of Creation is knowledge of the sdf, and is the Scientia Creatoris, the light of
God, of the Creation, of the coming of consciousness out of the darkness of
the unconscious.

Then, fallowing the order of the days of Creation in Genes's, comes knowl-
edge of the firmament, of the earth, the seq the plants, the dars, the animds
of the water and air, and findly, on the Sxth day, knowledge of the land ani-
masand of ... man himsdlf. ... As Augudtine destribesit, the cognitio matutina
gradudly grows dld as it loses itsdf in the "ten thousand things' and findly
comesto man. .. .99
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The knowledge of the first day of creation "findly and inevitably becomes the
scientia hominis, the knowledge of man, who asks himself:'Who isit that knows
and understands everything? Why, it is mysdf.’ That marks the coming of dark-
ness. . . ."100 But this need not be the end. It was the end for Nietzsche. It isthe
end for a secular, literalist humanity, for whom dl projections must be with-
drawn, leaving the impersonal universe of matter in-itsalf. But out of the dark-
ness arises the seventh day: "The Sabbath is therefore the day on which man
returns to God and receives anew the light of the cognitio matutina." The dark-
ness of greatest intensity is Good Friday. On Saturn's day Mercurius is senex,
but heralds the light to come: "And this day has no evening."
Jung ends with this warning against a knowledge that is only human:

It seams to me that Augudtine goprenended a great truth, namdy that every
spiritud truth gradudly turns into something materia, becoming no more
than atoal in the hand of man. In consaquence, man can hardly avoid seaing
himsdf as a knower, yes even a crestor, with boundless opportunities a his
command. . . . The dchemig could sill pray: "Purge the horrible darknesses
of our mind," but modern men is dreedy so darkened that nothing beyond
the light of his own intellect illumines the world ™

HENRY CORBIN AND THE ORIENT OF LIGHT

There is considerable obscurity in Jung's writings on dchemy. Much of this is
inescgpable and derives from the alchemica texts and the workings of the psy-
che that they reflect. Alchemy is a raiondist's nightmare. It is dso to some
extent the result of Jung's falings as a writer, his emotiona identification with
the adepts, and his intuitive, associational approach to alchemica symbolism.

But there may be other reasons. Henry Corbin,Jung's friend and colleague
at Eranos, would have argued, | think, that much of the trouble stems from
philosophical confusions that are themselves the result of a culturd and meta-
physica calamity that hes profoundly affected Jung, many of the achemists he
studied, and indeed dl of Western Christendom and the modern world that is
its outcome.

The schism between faith and knowledge, between the mystika and the
physika that Jung associates with the alchemists of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, Corbin places much earlier, as we have seen It is a result of the loss
of the individua's direct connection with the transcendent world of symbols and
symbolic knowledge that is gnosis. This bond, explained in Idamic doctrines by
the hierarchical Neoplatonic cosmology of Avicenna, was ruptured in the West
by the triumph of the doctrines of Averroes and the Aristotelians. For them, the
principle of individuation was matter, not Gabriel, the Angel of Revelation.’®

It is this prior rupture that makes possible the Paracdsan distinction
between the Light of Nature and the Light of Revelation. But more is involved.



The central doctrine of dogmatic Christianity, the Incarnation, is deeply flawed
on Corbin's view, and expresses in symbolic form a disastrous misperception of
the relations among Spirit, Matter, and Soul, which has resulted in dl the var-
ious dualisms that have split the consciousness of Western man. Partly as a con-
sequence of this failure the Christian tradition lost contact with its roots in gno-
sis as an effective spiritua practice. The path for us is not well trodden, and
where tradition is lacking there is grest room for error, with disastrous results
for the individua and for the culture as a whole.

| want to focus on two closely related aspects of Corbin's critique of Jung
and the Western tradition. The first is Jung's falure to differentiate clearly
between leves of being in the "unconscious." The second is the falure in the
West to distinguish the darkness of the ayss from the luminous Black Light at
the approach to the Pole.

A COSMOLOGY FOR THE SOUL

In order to make sense of Corbin's work it is necessary to sketch briefly some
relevant characteristics of the cosmology that his writings presume. The mys-
tics of Idam whom he takes as his guides dl share certain fundamental assump-
tions about the nature of redity that have long since been discarded in the
Western world.

Idamic thought does not distinguish between "things that belong to God"
and "things that belong to Caesar." Cosmology and theology are inseparable.
Natural science is the study of Nature as the Primordial Revelation, as a Book
written by God. The world of material objects lies on an unbroken continuum,
a Great Chain of Being, with a much greater realm that extends forever into
the heavens: an "ocean without a shore." In this hierarchical cosmos, dl beings
are in perpetua descent from God as aspects of Revelation, and simultaneously
al beings are in perpetua ascent toward God, in longing and love, aiming at
their find resurrection in the Absolute.

Only God is the True redity, and there is an infinite hierarchy of degrees
of being leading up to Him. For the human soul this means that different
modes of knowledge correspond to different degrees of redity. Spiritual
transformation requires attaining higher modes of being, states that are closer
to God. The focus of spiritua life is dways to change one's being by means
of Ascent.

This ascension does involve increasing wholeness, since one does become
more complete, more redl, closer to God. To attain the full possbilities of
human perfection human beings have to experience to some degree dl the
attributes of God."® But thejourney toward the Divine consists in overcoming
that which is lower, not in integrating it to become whole. The lower is the less
real; one includes it only by surpassing it. The wholeness to be attained is a
wholeness of perfection, not a wholeness of inclusion. The Carpocratic ided
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could not be farther from the ideal of the Sufi. The method of alchemy is to
extract "the organism of light from beneath the mountains under which it lies
imprisoned,"'® but this involves freeing it from the lower soul. Both the col-
lective shadow and the individual shadow must be overcome.’® Humans are
potential demons and angels both, not prospective unions of the two. The goal
is not a totality of the less real and the more redl; it is ascent toward the truly
Real. Where Jung and the alchemists are ambivalent and speak both of whole-
ness and of freeing the spirit in matter, there is little such ambiguity in the
forms of Islamic mysticism that Corbin represents.

In a sense, Idam combines the God of the Old Testament with that of the
New. Heis both Vengeful and Loving, and so isin fact, a coincidentia oppositorum.
The relationship of God to the cosmos is expressed in two radically different
ways. Sachiko Murata writes,

In one respect, God is infinitely beyond the cosmos. Here, the theological
term is tanzih, which means "to declare God incomparable" with everything
that exigs. From this point of view, God is completely inaccessble to His
creatures and beyond their understanding. . . . "Nothing is like Him" (Qur'an
42:11). In this respect, God is an impersona redity fa beyond human con-
cerns. He is the God of a certain form of negative theology.'”

This is the God of the dogmatic and legalistic aspect of Islam. "God's incom-
parability calls to mind such names as Mighty, Inaccessible, Great, Mgjestic,
Compeller, Creator, Proud, High, King, Wrathful, Avenger, Sayer, Depriver and
Harmer.108 These are the names of Mgjesty (Jalal). And yet the Qur'an is equally
clear about the other aspect of Divinity:

Popular 1dam, the philosophica tradition, and the spiritud tradition repre-
sented by the great SUfis stressed or at least found room for a second point of
view. . . . God's love for creation brings about love for God in the creatures.
This God of compassion and love can be grasped and understood. To use the
theological term, He must be "declared similar" (tashbih) in some fashion to
His creation-This is the point of view of God's immanence in dl things
"We are nearer to the human being than the jugular vein (50:16)." In this
respect God is a persona God. . . .

God's similarity cdls to mind such names as Bealtiful, Near, Merciful,
Compassionate, Loving, Gentle, Forgiving, Pardoner, Life-giver, Enricher, and
Bestower. These are known asthe names of beauty (jamal). . . .109

The contrasts between the names of Majesty and the names of Beauty may
be conceived as expressing a dualism that is characteristic of abstract rationality
and the "legalistic" side of Islam. But they may aso be seen as expressing not
duality but polarity, and this is characteristic of the spiritual, gnostic teachings of
Islam represented by Corbin. Roger Ames describes the difference between
these senses of opposition:
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The sparateness implicit in dudistic explanations of relationships conduces
to an essentididtic interpretation of the world, a world of "things" character-
ized by discreteness, findity, closedness, determinateness, independence, a
world in which one thing is related to the "other" extrinsicaly. By contrast, a
polar explanation of relationships gives rise to a holographic interpretation of
the world, aworld of "foci" characterized by interconnectedness, interdepen-
dence, openness, mutuality, indeterminateness, complementarity, correlativity
coextensiveness, a world in which continuous foci are intrinsically related to
each other.™®

The world of the alchemists is characterized by polar relationships. The world
of the empirical science that replaced it was aworld of dualisms.111 Jung's own
work shows the tension between these two perspectives, and he did not bene-
fit from a philosophical position that clearly demarcated them.

In comparing this casmology with Jung's understanding of achemy it is cru-
cid to see that none of the names of Mgesty suggest that God is in any way evil.
We surdy may not understand Him*2—he is the Inaccessible—but God is never
the source of evil. God has no shadow. He cannot be a coincidentia oppositorum
where the opposites are Good and Evil. Corbin comments: "[C]omplementary
elements can be integrated, but not contradictory ones"*™ Jung suggests as much:
theunconsciousis compensatory. But because Jung'sfocusiswholeness, and because
the empiricist in him wants to find the source of everything psychic in the soul of
man, he tends to see wholeness as including everything, even contradictories.

In the Idamic view, sn and evil are dways a result of a falling away from
God. This God is not the smple, kind and loving God of an insipid Good News
New Testament. He is dso Terrible, asJung well knew. But not Evil.

A few words about the cosmological status of matter will help darify
Corbin's position. The materia "sublunary" world isthat part of Creation that is
most distant from God. But it remains the result of the Breath of the Compas-
sionate, Who said according to tradition, "1 was a Hidden Treasure and | desired
to be known, and so | created the world." Matter is in itself not sinful, and there
isin Idam no doctrine of Original Sin. The common Christian identification of
flesh, sx, woman, and Sn is largely absent in those traditions of 1damic thought
represented by Corbin."* Mohammad, as a fully human being, abeit the best of
men, is a figure wholly unlike the androgynous and celibate Christ. When
Corbin asked about the doctrines of the Fal and of original sn in Idamic
thought, Shaykh Mohammad Hossayn Tabatabal said: " The fdl is neither alack,
nor a defect, even lessa ain; if it had not been for the forbidden fruit of the tree,
the inexhaustible possibilities of Being would never have been manifested."**

Matter itsdf, the "clay” from which God made Adam, is neutral. Murata
and Chittick write:

Thereisnothing evil about day. It is agood substance for making pots (if you
are a potter) or bodily thingsin generd (if you are a god). Clay hes its draw-
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backs. It is dark and dense, so when you pour liquid light into the pot, the
light is hidden, and some people might imagine the pot is empty. But with-
out pots you would have no containers for the light. Clay is not devious and
deceptive, itissmply dull.116

Jung tends to share the conflation of matter, evil, and the Feminine that char-
acterizes much Christian theology. Corbin represents, for the most part, a the-
ology that does not commit this error.117 Matter can be separated from the prin-
ciple of evil, writes Schuon,

if one distinguishes in the Cosmos two poles, the one existential, blind and
passve and the other intellectual, therefore conscious and active: matter is
[the extreme limit in the process of manifestation] in relation to the existen-
tia pole only, while the intellectual pole gives rise, at the extreme limit of
the flight from God, to the "personifiable force" or that perverted con-
sciousness, who is Satan or Mara. In other words, Matter is the existence most
remote from pure Being, and the Devil is the consciousness most remote
from pure Intelligence.™®

Satan (the Iblis of the Qur'an, Ahriman of the Zoroastrians) can never be
integrated into the perfected soul, but his association with matter is acciden-
tal, not essential.

ORIENTATION AND THE MAN OF LIGHT

Corbin's spiritual itinerary is a"quest for the Orient” that determines the ori-
entation of man in the world. This quest is to find the vertical dimension
symbolized by the Pole Star, which makes possible the ascent of the soul
toward the threshold of the worlds beyond. This is a cosmology in which
alchemy, astrology, and a geocentric cosmos Hill have sense. If we try to dis-
cover how we in the West lost the cosmological bass for the irreducible real-
ity of the individual,

[t]hen it may happen, just as we have learned to understand alchemy as signi-
fying something quite different from a chapter in the history or prehistory of
our sciences, that a geocentric cosmology will dso be reveded in its true
sense, having likewise no connection with the history of our sciences. Con-
sidering the perception of the world and the feding of the universe on which
it is based, it may be that geocentrism should be meditated upon and evau-
ated essentidly after the manner of the construction of a mandala.

It is this mandala upon which we should meditate in order to find again
the northern dimension with its symbolic power, capable of opening the
threshold of thebeyond.119

This North, the centralizing power of the universe, was lost with the Coperni-
can revolution which was



a revolution of the human presence, a revolution of the mode of presence in
the world [by which] the Earth was "lost in the heavens." "To lose sight of the
North" means no longer to be able to distinguish between heaven and hell,
angel and devil, light and shadow, unconsciousness and transconsciousness.'®

The quest for the Orient

is the asoent out of cartogrephicd dimendons, the discovery of the inner
world which secretes its own light, which is the world of light; it is an inner-
ness of light as opposad to the spatidity of the outer world which, by con-
tract, will appear as Darkness™

This inward turn is no "narcissism.” It is just the opposite of such Hf-
absorption. It can seem like a withdrawal into solipsism and subjectivity only
to those whose capacities for suprasensory perception have been so
neglected or disparaged that they no longer function at all. This is because
each individual person as such, irrespective of anything collective, virtually
has a transcendent dimension at his disposal. Its growth is concomitant with
a visionary apperception, giving shape to the supersensory perceptions and
constituting that totality of ways of knowing that can be grouped under the
term hierognosis.**

Now, to make our way in this, for us, uncharted territory, we need to know
more than merely that plunging "inward" will lead us North to the Light. It is
not so simple. There are dangers. To free oneself from the "unconsciousness of
ignorance" the soul

must pass through the Darkness; this is a terrifying and painful experience, for
it ruins and dedtroys dl the patencies and norms on which the natural man
lived and depended—a true "descent into hell," the hell of the unconscious.'®

Only a true Orientation, an understanding of the structure of the worlds of
hierognosis, can guard the soul during the descent to the depths. There are
three dimensions in this psychospiritual realm,

which the ordinary two-dimensional view cannot account for, since it is
restricted to contrasting consciousness and unconsciousness. To put it morepre-
cisdy, it has to do with two Darknesses: there is one Darkness which is only
Darkness; it can intercept light, conced it, and hold it captive. When the light
excapes from it ... this darkness is Ieft to itsdf, fdls back upon itsdf; it does
not become light. But there is another Darkness, caled by our mystics the
Night of light, luminous Blackness, black Light.

.. . That is why orientation reguires here a threefold arrangement of
planes: the day of consciousness is on a plane intermediate between the lumi-
nous Night of superconsciousness and the dark Night of unconsciousness. . .. Ori-
entation by the Pole, the cosmic north, determines what is below and what is
above; to confuse one with the other would merely indicate disorientation.®

The divine and the satanic remain ambiguous S0 long as CoNsCioUsNEss is
unable to distinguish between what is its Day and what is its Night. . . . The
ending of this ambiguity is the harbinger of the "midnight sun" with its hori-
zons upon horizons: it may be the divine Night of superconsciousness irradi-
ating the field of light of consciousness, and it may be the light of conscious-
ness overcoming the Darkness of the subconscious, of the unconsciousness
which was hemming it in®

We are not alone on this journey. There is a Figure, a Guide, who leads the soul
onward out of the well of darkness. This heavenly partner is

the Figure of light, the Image and the mirror in which the mystic contem-
plates—and without which he could not contemplate—the theophany . . . in
the form corresponding to his being.126

The mystic transformation consists in the growth and development of the res-
urrection body of the man of light that is hidden in the physical body. The sci-
ence of mysticism, of alchemy, of astrology, is the science of the physiology of
the man of light. This is the same figure we have encountered before: Her-
mes/Mercurius, Adam Kadmon, the Anthropos, and homo lotus.

With this scheme in place, Corbin engages in a farly explicit critique of
Jung's conception of the shadow. Jung's refusa to engage in "metaphysics" and
his attempted insistence on "empiricism" is what, on Corbin's view, prevents
him from seeing clearly the true nature of things. For Jung, unconscious con-
tents are indistinguished; every content is contaminated with every other, in
what must seem to Corbin a spurious wholeness.”* Corbin writes:

Is not the sense of dl myths of reintegration henceforth affected by this orienta-
tion? For the totality of man's being, the transcendent personal dimension he
discerns in the northern light, in the "midnight sun,” is not merely the sum
total of orient and Occident, of left and right, of conscious and unconscious.
The man of light's ascent causes the shades of the well where he was held cap-
tive to fdl back into themselves. Hermes does not carry his shadow with
him. . . . And it is difficult, we must confess, to read with equanimity certain
interpretations of the coincidentia oppositorumwhere complementariesand con-
tradictories are apparently indiscriminately lumped together under the head of
opposita. To deplore that Christianity is centered on a figure of goodness and
light and entirely overlooks the dark sde of the soul would be no less valid an
evauation if applied to Zoroastrianism. But how could reintegration condst in
acomplicity between, a"totalization" of Christ and Satan, Ohrmazd and Ahri-
man? Even to suggest such a possihility is to overlook the fact that even under
the reign of a figure of light the satanic forces remain in operation. . . .And it
is exactly for this reason that one hes to &ffirm that the relationship of Christ
to Satan, Ohrmazd to Ahriman, is not complementary but contradictory.
Complementary elements can be integrated, but not contradictory ones™®



At the beginning of the journey, there will indeed be darkness, but it is the
darkness of Ahriman: "[T]he Black figure sometimes visualized by the Spiritual
at the beginning of his mystical journey, is not the celestial Guide, the Witness
in Heaven. The blackness, or darkness, is precisely the absence of the Witness of
light," and is the "active negativity which prevents him from being seen.""® At
the beginning there is shadow, but it is cast by the opacity of the soul trapped
in both the dullness of matter distant from the light and the negativity of the
satanic, and is a measure of the soul's own being. As dways for Corbin, the
mode of knowledge reflects the mode of being of the knower. Here he writes:
"Your contemplation is worth whatever your being is worth; your God is the
God you deserve; He bears witness to your being of light or to your dark-
ness"® In the beginning it is your own shadow that you see.

This initial darkness can only be distinguished from the Luminous Night
if one acknowledges the triadic diagram of the soul. Corbin asks

[Clan the phenomenon of shedow and light . . . redlly be trandated Smply by
gpesking of constiousness as the region of light and the unconscious as the
region of shedow? The soul-constiousness is placed between the two:
between the lower soul and the higher soul. . . . How could one possbly sy
thet the "two souls' between which the soul-consciousness is placed both
belong equdly to the same region of decon?131

Without this cosmology of the soul it will be impossible to understand the
moral situation and the cosmic orientation of man. Man is not a summation,
but an intermediary:

[Aln anthropogony in which antithetic foroes (murderer and victim, for exam-
ple) objectively represent one divine primordid redlity is one thing; an anthro-
pogony Stuating man between two worlds is quite a different thing. Man
according to Ismadian gnodis is an intermediary—potentiad angd or demon;
his complete exchatologicd redlity is not the sum of these two antithetica vir-
tudities Man in Ibn ‘Arabi's anthropogony is likewise intermediate: Stuated
between being and non-being, between Light and Darkness, a the same time
respongble and respondent to both sdes; he is repongible for the Darkness to
the extent that he intercepts Light, but he is respongible for the Light to the
extent thet he prevents the Darkness from invading and governing it.132

It is of central importance for Corbin that the orientation provided by this
cosmology dso avoids what he sees as the failure of Jung's scheme to accom-
modate his own notion of individuation. Supraconsciousness is essentidly indi-
vidual, and it is the very existence of the Pole that guarantees the ontological
individuality of the Sdf. An undifferentiated unconscious of the sort that Jung
suggests, mugt, from Corbin's point of view, be "collective," and so incapable of
freeing the soul from the domination of the laws of history, mass society, and
the impersonal laws of the natural world.**
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LUMINOUS NIGHT

The approach to the realm of supraconsciousness is sgnaled by the Black Light.
This higher consciousnessis srr in Arabic, and can dso be trandated as secret, as
Corbin doesin his book on Ibn 'Arabi, or as mystery or inmost corsdouess134 It
isaworld of the suprasensory and the interior, but isin no way subjective. It can
only be approached if we abandon our habit of confounding the subjective and
the interior. In this cosmology, the most red is the inner. From Corbin's point
of view it is to Jung's credit that he understood the redity of the inner world,
but he did not understand the structure of the world he opened up.

The Black Light of supraconsciousness is not an absence of light. It is a
luminous, dazzling darkness that "marks the most perilous initiatic Sep, the stage
immediately preceding the ultimate theophany, which is heraded by the green
light."® 1t signdls the presence of the Hidden Treasure which is the source and
origin of dl being, yet which is itsdf unknown and unknowable—that sde of
divinity which makes one see and yet cannot itsdf be seen, that which makes dl
things be and yet cannot itsaf be an object—it is the Deus absconditus. In the
works of Najm Razi (d. 1256), a Sufi master from Central Asa™ the Black Light
refers to the Names of Mgedty, and the lights of dl the worlds refer to the
Names of Beauty. Corbin writes: "[WI]ithout the blossoming of Beauty as theo-
phany man could not approach the sublimity of the Deus asoondtus"137 The
Black Light "brings about vision, but is itsdf invisble™® All the colors of the
worlds are thus mixtures of light with this existentiating darkness and musgt be
"understood as the relation of the act of light with the infinite potentiaity
which aspires to reved itsdf (I was a Hidden Treasure, | wanted to be known'),
that is, as the epiphanic act in the night of the Absconiitum.”139

All the lights and colors of the worlds, insofar as they are darkened by mat-
ter, are held captive, and it is the struggle of the mystic to develop the capacity
to perceive these lights in their higher sates where the pure colors are the acts
of light which preexist and make possble the appearances of objects in the
"sublunary world." The agetheric, subtle matter in which these lights are actual-
ized is more red than the matter that science knows, and which is clouded by
the obscurity of its distance from God. All of the characteristics of this world
derive from above: "[M]aterial bodies are never the sufficient reasons for the
properties they manifest."™ The darkness of this materia world "is not what
makes the light manifest; it releases it when forced to do 0.

The subtle matter that causes the suprasensory phenomena of colored
lights represents the act of light itsdf, not the darkness that is its antagonist.
"The Divine Night (Deus absconditus), as the source and origin of dl light
(Deus revelatus), is not a compound of the demonic and the divine"** During
the mydtic journey through the world of lights this Divine Night must be dis-
tinguished from the shadow that obscures it. The demonic shadow of the
lower soul
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is not the light, itsdf invisible, which causes seeing, but it is the Darkness that
prevents seeing, as the darkness of the subconscious prevents seeing. The black
light, on the other hand, is that which cannot itself be seen, because it is the
cause of seeing, since it is Absolute Subject. It dazzles, as the light of supra-
consciousness dazzles

Light without matter

is the incandescence of the mundus imaginalis—To see things [there] ... isto
se them in that state which can only be perceived by the "supersensory
senses” This perception is not a passvely received impression of a natura
object, but the activity of the subject, that is, conditioned by the physiology
of the man of light**

To perceive these lights of Beauty one must approach the Black Light of the
Pole wherein lies the Absolute Subject that is precisely what "makes one see"
and is itsdf invisible. This recdls Jung's intuition that "our consciousness issues
from a dark body, the ego"** but the metaphysical scheme is totally different.

As intermediary beings, we are flanked by dangers both below and above.
Satanic demons below threaten to turn us away from our true end, our essen-
tia sdf. And the darkness above too is dangerous:

The "black light" is that of the attribute of Mgesty which sts the mystic's
being onfire; it is not contemplated; it attacks, invades, annihilates, then anni-
hilates annihilation. It shatters the "supreme theurgy," that is, the apparatus of
the human organism. . .

It is therefore not for everyone to attempt this encounter. Corbin's account
centers in large part on the mystica philosophy of the great thirteenth-century
Iranian Sufi Alaoddawleh Semnani.

The black light is the light of the pure Essence in its ipsaity, in its abscondity;
the ability to percave it depends upon a spiritud Sate described as "resb-
sorption in God ... the dae in which Semnani perceives the danger of a
apremeorded. .. ¥

At the heart of the experience lies the redization of the mystical poverty of dl
of creation, which is"the very secret of being, it can only be, as made-to-be'.' Mir
Damad™® perceived this as the "great occult clamour of beings, the 'silent clam-
our of their metaphysical distress."**® What the Absconditum does for dl beings
is to turn them to water—it is the origin of the solutio of alchemy, of the mer-
curial fluidity and endless mysteriousness of anima. It is the source of that open-
ness which Rilke longs for in the Eighth Elegy:

.. .the beast is free
and heas its death dways behind it and God before it,
and when it walks it goes toward eternity,
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assprings flow. Never, not for a single day
do we have pure space before us in which the flowers
are dways unfolding. . .

This digtress at their essentia insufficiency, a the impossibility of autonomy, is
indigpensable for the transcendence of dl beings—humans, animals, even flow-
ers. Corbin writes, "[T]he flowers of earth form a train behind the Angel who
is the leader of the 'divine series to which they belong."**

The luminous night is the night of supraconsciousness that is an"unknow-
ingness which, as such, is knowing." To attain this luminous night is to have
attained the mygtical poverty of the "Dervish," (darwish) or "poor in spirit."The
supreme test for the human soul lies in the confrontation with the Deus abscon-
ditus—to face not the Shadow of Ahrimanian darkness, but the Black Face of
inaccessible Mgjesty within which is the Water of Life™

This "fana fi'llah, the test of reabsorption into God,"

comprising an experience of death and annihilation, is for man aone to
attempt, and marks his hour of greatest peril. Either he will be swalowed up
in dementia or he will rise again from it, initiated in the meaning of theo-
phanies and revelations. ... By passing thus through the annihilation of anni-
hilation . . . the recognition of the Guide is authenticated, of the "witness in
Heaven," the reddening sun againgt the background of divine Darkness. For
this recognition implies recognition of the Unknowable, which is to sy meta-
physica renunciation and mystical poverty.”®

Shamsoddin Lahiji*™ writes:

The perfection of contingent being is to regress to its basic negativity, and to
come to know through its own unknowingness. It means to know with the
certainty of experience that the summum of knowledge is unknowingness, for
here there is infinite disproportion. The mystical stetion is that of bedazzle-
ment, of immersion of the object in the subject. . . .155

To be non-being through one's own effortsisthe very sameasto bethrough God.>*

This mydtic station "is indeed Night . . . the night of unknowingness and of
unknowableness, and yet luminous night, since it is at the same time the theo-
phany of the absconditum in the infinite multitude of its theophanic forms"*’

After having attained to the supreme poverty and made the crossing
beyond the black light, which is "perilous in the extreme," "comes the resur-
gence from the danger of dementia, from metaphysicad and moral nihilism, and
from collective imprisonment in ready-made forms"™®

A FAILED INITIATION

In the metaphysical anthropology and physiology of Semnani there is described
a"series of subtle organs ... each of which ... isthe typification of a prophet...
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whose role and action it assumes.... [EJach of these ... is marked by a colored
light ... [which] informs the mystic as to his spiritual state."159 The penultimate
sage of ascent through these "seven prophets of your being” is Jesus. His color
is luminous black. In the Qur'an "it is said that Jesus, as the prophet before the
lest of the prophets of our cycle, was the herald of the last prophet, i.e., of the
advent of the Paraclete" Jesus thus presages the "stage of the divine center
(Mohammad) which is brilliant green!' This is the emerald splendor of the
complete fulfillment of personal initiation.

For Semnani, the Jesus of your being marks "exactly the perilous distract-
ing stage whereat Christians in general and certain Sufis in Idam have been
mided.""? Corbin says of Semnani's critique that "everything takes place as
though this Sufi Master's aim were to perfect the Christian ta'wil [hermeneu-
tic], that is, to 'lead it back,' to open the way at last to its ultimate truth.""*

Corbin now draws together dl the threads of his mystical, metaphysical,
and psychological themes to declare a pivot point for the mystical seeker, and
for the history of the Western world. In order to avoid the catastrophes of
dementia, nihilism, idolatry, and the annihilation of the person in socia and
collective anonymity, the soul must achieve the "mystical poverty, mystica
nakedness' that completely eliminates "intoxication,” or, in Jung's terminology,
the dangers of inflation. One must overcome the lower modes of perception—
the allurements of the lower dtates of the soul must be overcome and tran-
scended. A profound misunderstanding of the true situation is common to dog-
matic Christianity, to certain Sufis, and to Nietzsche, who dands as the
representative of nihilistic modern man. Corbin writes:

By a striking comparison, Semnani establishes a connection between the
trap into which the Christian dogma of the Incarnation fdls by proclaim-
ing homoousia™ and by affirming that 'lsa ibn Maryam [Jesus, son of Mary]
is God, and the mystical intoxication in which such as Hallg cry out: "I am
God.""® These dangers are symmetrical. On the one hand the Sufi, on expe-
riencing the fana fi'llah, mistakes it for the actual and material resorption of
human redlity in the godhead; on the other, the Christian sees a fana of God
into human redlity. This is why Semnani perceives on the one side and other
the same imminent threat of an irregularity in the development of con-
sciousness. The Sufi would need an experienced shaykh to help him avoid
the abyss and to lead him to the degree that is in truth the divine center of
his being . . . where his higher, spiritual Ego opens. If not, the spiritual
energy being wholly concentrated on this opening, it can happen that the
lower ego is left a prey to extravagant thoughts and delirium. The "scales’
are then completely unbalanced; in a fatd moment of looking back, the
newborn higher Ego succumbs to what had been overcome and perishes in
the moment of triumph. And this isjust as true in the moral domain as in
respect to the metaphysical perception of the divine and of being. It is a pre-

mature rupture in the process of growth, a "failed initiation." One could sy
that the mortal danger described by Semnani on both sdes is the very same
situation with which the West came face to face when Nietzsche cried out:
"God is dead.""®

Corbin sums up Semnani's conclusion:

If in the course of spiritual growth "intoxication" has not been eliminated,
that is, the subconscious alurements [of the lower levels which are the seets
of the drives and the passiong], then a lower mode of perception continues to
function. . . . This is why the mystery of the theophany, the manifestation of
the Holy Ghost in the visble form of the Angd Gabriel appearing in
Maryam, his"breathing into" Maryam by which Jesusis made Ruh Allah (Spir-
itus Dei)—all of this—was not perceived by the Christians in their dogma of
the Incarnation on the level of the arcanum. . . .Their dogma would have the
birth of the one God take place materialy "on earth,” whereas "the Jesus of
your being" is the mystery of spiritual birth.*

Thus, they cannot see the theophanic nature of beings: that al beings are mir-
rors, places of theophany. "If one thinks in terms of theophany . . . not in
terms of hypostatic union, one is speaking only of a corporeal receptacle . . .
which fills the role and function of a mirror."168 The Christian dogma of the
Incarnation on the other hand proposes "the fana of the divine into human
reality."This amounts to a"historicization, secularization, sociaization” of the
divine."® It is this fall of the divine into the historical, material world, which provides
the necessary condition for the projection of God into matter in which Jung found the
seeds of modern science. It is the dogma of the Incarnation that underlies the
alchemigt's inabilities to distinguish spiritual birth and material transforma-
tion. The identification of God with man, of the divine with the material,
confounds the levels of being, and causes the disappearance of that interme-
diate realm that stretches forever between creatures and their Creator. This
identification led to the eventual deification of the human, and the demythol-
ogization of the divine. The ream of the anima, of the elusive, symbolic soul
is eliminated.

Hallg and Nietzsche both err because of a faled initiation: in Jungian
terms, they both identify with the archetype of the Sdf, and perish in demen-
tiaThey fal to make that perilousjourney beyond the ego and so the true Sdf
escapes them—they discover "an ego with the godhead as predicate” rather
than understanding and experiencing it as the organ and place of a theophany.
They fal to see what Corbin elsewhere refers to assirr sirr, the "secret of the
secret.” And the secret condigts in this: "your autonomy is a fiction. In redlity
you are the subject of a verb in the passive (you are the ego of a cogitor)."*This
is what prevents the inward turn from collapsing into narcisssm. At the heart
of the innermost consciousness is the Anthropos, Hermes, guide of souls, who



for 1dam is Gabriel the Angd of Revelation appearing to each individual in
a form which is secret, absolutely unique, and Objective in the true sense.
This secret was inaccessible to Descartes whose doubt decimated the inner
world and left it ravaged, impersonal, and empty, a mere abstract scheme
whose logical entities represent, as Corbin is fond of saying, "only the dead
bodies of Angels.”

The result of dl of these failures is the same: idolatry. Idols on either side:
the worship of a God who is an Object, or of an autonomous Self who is
such a God. The experience of Western man is for Corbin defined by two
symmetrical events. On the one hand, by the annihilation of God into mat-
ter, and so into history, and in the end into the realm of natural science, and
of objects which cannot then be symbols, theophanies, revelations. And on
the other hand, by the birth of Faustian man, represented most purely by
Nietzsche, whose failure to attain the mystical poverty required in order to
prevent the demonic inflation of the Superman defines our own present
predicament. The problem is, in one sense, rooted in a failure of masculinity
to come to terms with the femininity of matter at severd levels. The Puer
and the Narcissst both fail to relate to the potentialities for the experience
of otherness and of transcendence inherent in the material world. The Puer
refuses to be born, and tries to engage in a premature escape from the world.
The Narcissist can see only his own face—this is the vision characteristic of
modern humanity.

Corbin's account of the turn inward toward the Darkness within reveds a
dua challenge which can only be met if we are oriented initially in such a way
that we cannot confuse the blackness of the abyss of evil and Ahrimanian Dark-
ness with the terrors of annihilation stemming from the encounter with the
Hidden God. Without such orientation, without guidance, without an ade-
quate psycho-cosmology and the help of a Guide, the individual seeker faces
long odds indeed.

In the modern world we are heirs to a materialistic agnosticism for which
the very category of the person has nearly disappeared in favor of biological
and historical descriptions of the human being. At the same time we face a truly
demonic dementia of inflation as we fancy ourselves Masters of the Earth in a
final, fatd narcissistic frenzy of attempted control. On both counts Jung was
right—we are the heirs of the alchemy that gave rise to both modern technol -
ogy and to Nietzsche.

Jung's drive toward wholeness, and his claims for of the autonomy of the
psyche conflict inevitably with the open-endedness of the transcendence that
derives from the mysica poverty of being. Jung himself could never quite
escgpe from the world of the human. At the end of his life he could 4ill sy,
"[W]e are hopelessly cooped up in an exclusively psychic world."*™* And yet he
did see the way out, sometimes very clearly. He relates the following tale:

Thereis afine old story about a student who came to a rabbi and sad, "In
the olden days there were men who saw the face of God. Why don't they any
more?'The rabbi replied,"Because nowadays no one can stoop so low." One
must stoop alittle in order to fetch water from the stream. 172

For Corbin too our savation must be sought in islam, which means submis-
sion. It can only be found in that poverty of the darwish that opens onto the
immense spaces at the heart of the secret of the secret of the inner man.



FOUR

WITHIN THIS DARKNESS

Incarnation, Theophany,
and the Primordial Revelation

The black color, if you follow me, islight of pure | pseity;
within this Darkness is the Water of Life.
—Shabestari's Rose Garden of the Mystery

FACES OF DARKNESS, FACES OF LIGHT:
MYSTICAL POVERTY AND THE
SILENT CLAMOR OF BEINGS

LISTEN TO THESE EXCERPTS from a haunting meditation, written by Henry
Corbin in 1932 at the edge of Lake Sljan in Sweden when he was twenty-nine
years old. He called it Theology by the Lakeside:

Everything is but revelation; there can only be re-velation. But revelaion
comes from the Spirit, and there is no knowledge of the Spirit.

It will soon be dusk, but for now the clouds are Hill clear, the pines are
not yet darkened, for the lake brightens them into transparency. And every-
thing is green with a green that would be richer than if pulling dl the organ
stops in recital. It must be heard seated, very close to the Earth, arms crossed,
eyes closed, pretending to deep.

For it is not necessary to strut about like a conqueror and want to give
a name to things, to everything; it is they who will tell you who they are, if
you listen, yielding like a lover; for suddenly for you, in the untroubled peace
of this forest of the North, the Earth has come to Thou, visble as an Angel
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that would perhaps be a woman, and in this apparition, this greatly green and
thronging solitude, yes, the Angel too is robed in green, the green of dusk, of
silence and of truth. Then there is in you dl the sweetness that is present in
the surrender to an embrace that triumphs over you.

Earth, Angel, Woman, dl of thisis one thing that | adore and that is pre-
sent in this forest. Dusk on the lake: my Annunciation. . . .

The Mystery of Holy Communion where you will be ushered in, where
dl the beings will be present, yes, you can only sy it in the future. Because at
each moment where you read in truth as now what is there before you, where
you hear the Angel, and the Earth and Woman, then you receive Everything,
Everything, in your absolute poverty. But as soon as you have read and have
received, as soon as you consider, as you want to understand, as you want to
possess, to give aname and restrain, to explain and recover, ah! there is only a
cipher, and your judgment is pronounced. . . .

you are the poor one, you are man; and he is God, and you cannot

know God, or the Angel, or the Earth, or Woman. You must be encountered,
taken, known, that they may speak, otherwise you are alone. . . .1

With these extraordinary words Corbin presents the vision that ruled his life.
They were written when he was in Sweden to visit the philologist and histo-
rian of religions Georges Dumezil and the orientalist H. S. Nyberg. Earlier that
year he'd traveled to Germany to meet Karl Barth. The previous year he had
gone to Freiburg to speak with Martin Heidegger, whose What is Metaphysics?
he was trandating. Three years before, in Paris, Louis Massignon had given him
a copy of The Philosophy of Illumination by the twelfth-century Persian mystic
and philosopher Suhrawardi. Corbin wrote many years later, "[T]hrough my
meeting with Suhrawardi, my spiritual destiny for the passage through this
world was seded. Platonism, expressed in terms of the Zoroastrian angelology
of ancient Persia, illuminated the path that | was seeking."?

In the imagination of this remarkable man, just beginning his long life's
work, we find an astonishing variety of influences. Christian theology, Heideg-
gerian phenomenology, and Idamic mysticism fused with Zoroastrian angelol-
ogy; dl united by a deep reverence for what in Idam is caled the Primordial
Revelation: the book of nature.

As participants in the catastrophicaly destructive modern world we need
to understand what makes possible this vision of the earth and its creatures. In
the attempt, we will find oursdves at the heart of difficult questions regarding
Gods, both hidden and reveded, language, imagination, sensation, and matter.
We begin with an outline of Corbin's understanding of the gnostic quest and
the cosmology underlying it. Then we turn to an examination of the domi-
nant tradition in Christian theology to see why he saw it as the result of a
faled initiation tha has had disastrous consequences for Western culture.
Finally 1 will take some liberties with Corbin's vison and with the Idamic
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perspective as he represents it, to suggest a view of the place of humanity in
the natural world that is, | hope, in keeping with the spirit of Corbin's pas-
sionate persona quest.

Corbin reveds to us a phenomenology of the Earth of the Primordial Revela-
tion, an earth where beings announce themselves and tell us who they are in the
twilight of the setting sun. In accordance with his vision, we look to Heaven as
it was conceived in the imagination of the Zoroastrians of ancient Persia

In the cosmology of the Aveta the supreme being Ohrmazd is surrounded
by sx cdegtid Persons of Light whose holiness takes the form of "an activating
Energy that communicates being, establishes it, and causes it to superabound in
dl beings."® These seven Presences provide for the existence and the salvation of
the world of creatures, and by cooperating with them al creatures can participate
in the ascent toward the heaven from which they originally descended. There is
reason to struggle for this return because the world of creation is aworld of mix-
ture and conflict, where the powers of Darkness, ruled by Ahriman, battle with
the powers of Light. But in this battle the creatures are not abandoned. Between
them and the Archangels of Light there are arrayed countless intermediary celes-
tid beings. Among them is the feminine Angel of the Earth whose image is
Sophia, the feminine figure of Wisdom. And there are the Fravartis, whose name
means "those who have chosen," chosen, that is, to fight againg the powers of
Darkness. Every being belonging to the world of Light has a Fravarti, a cdestid
counterpart, in the world of Light. And so every being has a dud structure that
defines its orientation in the struggle toward the Light. The quest to unvell this
heavenly twin defines the moral and spiritual destiny of the soul of every human
being, and of the soul of the world itsdf. The task is to actudize, on this earth,
the "Energy of Sacrd Light" that transforms, transfigures, and glorifies the souls of
al beings. This transformation is an achemical process: the very substance of
things is the locus of the work, both container and content, and the god is the
transmutation of each being into a more subtle, more definite, more red Sate.

Corbin discovered this ancient cosmology imagined anew in a context
fundamentally in harmony with it, in the work of the twelfth-century Persian
mysic and Master of [llumination, Shihab a-Din Yawya a-Suhrawardi.
Suhrawardi's project was to fuse Zoroastrian angelology with Platonic and
Neoplatonic cosmology and with the prophetic revelation of Idam. It was
Suhrawardi who first articulated a clear grasp of the world of the Imagination,
the world intermediary between sensation and intellect that Corbin was to cal
the imaginal world. It is by means of imaginal perception that the Zoroastrian
Light of Glory can be perceived. It is in the imaginal world that the alchemi-
cd transformation takes place. It is the place of the visions of the prophets. The
Presence of God in the Burning Bush, the apparitions of Gabrid to Mary and
to Mohammad, dl the events of sacred history are perceived by means of organs
of perception that open onto this world and its myriad beings of light.



In order to experience the Earth as an Angel, to hear the voices of beings
caling to us in the twilight, to encounter another person in any sense at al, we
have to be able to perceive at least the vestiges of the light of Glory, of the Pres-
ence at the summit from which they dl descend. All of us, however dimly, per-
ceive events in the imaginal world, and the task of transformation requires the
development of the senses that open us into that world.

In order to understand the critique of Western civilization that Corbin
proposes, we have to outline the process of approach to the Light of Glory that
illuminates the Earth. Our being derives from the Light of Heaven. In Zoroas-
trianism this is Xvarnah. In Idam it is the light of Allah, who is "light upon
light." The supreme human science is the physiology of the "body of light" that
derives from Him. And it is this physiology that is the chief concern of the
Central Asan Sufism of the order known as the Kubrawiyyah.* Suhrawardi him-
«f refers to the lights that a mystic sees in the imagina world, but it is in the
work of Ngim Kubre® that a detailed phenomenology of lights and colorsiis first
developed. Among his followers two stand out, as we have seen above: Naim
Razi® and Alaoddawleh Semnani.”

The details of this physiology of light are complex and beautiful. We can
barely present its skeleton here. It describes a process of transformation in the
body and soul of the gnostic during the journey toward God. The fundamen-
td doctrine is that "like can only be known by like." What is known corre-
sponds to the mode of being of the knower. You can only know what you are.
There are different modes of being for both the soul and the worlds it inhab-
its. These worlds are arranged in a hierarchical series ascending toward the
divine. But to spesk of the soul and the world as if they were two things can
be mideading because it emphasizes a sharp distinction between them. But this
isjust what must be discarded. We never have knowledge of an "objective" real-
ity. The soul can only know what it is. Corbin writes,

[Ultimately what we cdl physis and the phydcd is but the reflection of the
world of the Soul; there is no pure physics but dways the physics of some dd-
inite psychic adtivity?
It only seems to us that the soul and the world are distinct. That is because we
are not sufficiently conscious. Najm Razi tells us this:

Know that the soul, the devil, the angd are not redlities outsde you: you are
they. Likewise Heaven, Earth and the Throne are not outsde you, nor par-
adise nor hell, nor death nor life. They exig in you; when you have accom-
plished the mydicd journey and have become pure you will become con-
sious of that.9

The gnostic journey is a process of becoming conscious. It accomplishes the
interiorization of the world. This does not mean swallowing it, taking it into
the ego. That is what modern culture is trying to do. It isinstead a"coming out

toward onedf," an exodus out of the narrow and constricting world of literal,
public materiaity and a resurrection of the psychocosmic unity that is the soul
and its world.

This epistemology is founded on a doctrine of participation. We can only
know by virtue of our participation in the being of the thing known. In Ngm
Kubras words,

Yau can only se or witness an object by means of some part of that same
object ... it is only the mine whence it came which a precious sone sees
desres, and yearns for. So when you have vison of asky, an earth, asun, dars
or amoon, you should know that the particle in you which hes its origin in
that same mine has become pure. The more pure you become, the purer and
more radiant will be the sky that gopears to you, until in the lagt dages of the
journey you travd within the Divine Purity. But Divine Purity is limitless s0
never think that there is not something more exalted il aheed ™

The principle that like can only be known by like is the fundamental prin-
ciple of achemy. Coming to consciousness, coming to know is an achemica
procedure because it can only occur by means of a transformation of the body
and of the world. It requires the development of a subtle, imaginal body, a res-
urrection body, as a refinement, not argection, of the literal, material body per-
ceptible by the common senses. This can only take place in and through the
imagina world. For Ngim Kubra and his followers the achievement of the sub-
tle body can be recognized and accomplished by means of the imagina per-
ception of "photisms," of colored lights. They mark the stages on the path. They
occur in and to the traveler and are redlizations of the mode of being attained.
They are interior, but not subjective. They occur in the mundus imaginalis and
are perfectly readjust as the Burning Bush is redl, but are not thereby visble to
al: they aretoo real to be visble to everyone. What we cdl objective redlity isn't
precisely false, it is merely the lowest form of redlity.

Alchemy requires a method. Every Sufi Order specifies a particular
method. The rules of the Kubrawiyyah include the Eight Principles of Junayd
of Bagdad: ritual purity, fasting, silence, seclusion, invocation (dhikr), absolute
devotion to the shaykh, repression of dl thoughts, emotions, and impulses as
they occur, and surrender to the will of God. The disciple must at dl costs
avoid the impulse to desire visionary experience—this comes directly from
the lower soul." But the method par excellence in Sufiam is the dhikr, the
"remembrance” of God. Dhikr is "meditative recitation of the Qur'an, ritua
prayer, the names of God."*? Idam is based upon the Revelation of the Word
of God. The Qur'an was and is experienced first and foremost as an ora phe-
nomenon." It is the spoken word that is primordial, and the written text is
spoken and memorized for recitation. The embodiment of the Word of God
is fundamental to Idamic spiritudity. God has spoken through the prophets,
but He adso sings, speaks, and bodies forth his sgns in the Heavens and in the



souls of the believers. Thus the meditative, interiorizing recitation of the Word
can bring forth tremendous energies for drawing creation toward the divine.
But this is too abgtract. The energies released by dhikr don't merely raise the
soul: they transform it by enabling it to attain a new mode of being. And this
includes the transformation of the organs of perception that give form and
body to the soul and its world, and the growth of a subtle body in harmony
with the attributes that characterize the state of the soul and the world it now
inhabits. Among the Kubrawiyyah the dhikr embraces an array of techniques of
posture and breathing that serve to emphasize that this remembrance is
grounded in the body.

The gnosticjourney is not without risk: it is easy to get lost in an infinite
world. It is no sojourn into a vague Paradise of disembodied forms. The closer
to divinity, the more red and more individual the soul becomes. Infinite
because God is the All-Encompassing. More definite because God is the Uni-
fier, and it is His Oneness that grounds the uniqueness of every being. As
William Blake knew well, things in the world of imagination are more 'detailed,
mor e definite than anything in the public world. The ascent through the modes
of being is the ascent of the sdif toward the Angel that defines its individuality.
The gatus of personhood is not given: it must be won. We are born with the
freedom to become demons or angels or anything in between. Our task is to
travel toward the Light that emanates from our celestid counterpart, our
Fravarti, our Angel, through whom the Light of the Divineis transmitted to us.

The gakes are very high and the opportunities for losing one's way are
great. That iswhy a guide is required. You cannot raise yoursdf: that is the rea-
son for Revelation. That iswhy there are prophets. Idamis not areligion of sal-
vation as is Chrigtianity. It is a religion of guidance. There is no doctrine of
original sin in Idam. Though we are surely free to descend to the leve of
demons, and are prey to the temptations of Iblis (Satan), our fundamenta trou-
ble isignorance, and we need constant reminders of who we are and where we
should be heading. The Qur'an says that for every people there have been sent
messengers. The lineage of their followers provides for guidance &fter they are
gone. For the Peoples of the Book, thereis of course the sacred text. For every-
one there is the Primordial Revelation of Nature, though we forget, and lose
sight of the signs placed there. Corbin was himself suspicious of human mas-
ters. He gave preeminence in his writings to the role of the Paraclete in both
Chrigtian and Idamic eschatology as the Figure who ushers in the reign of the
Spirit, the true religion of the eternal gospel. The goa for Corbin is to be able
to seek fredly the teachings of dl the masters, but to be bound as no one's dave.
The gravity of this work must be acknowledged. One does not trifle with the
alchemy of the soul. Corbin writes:

The seriousness of the role of the Imagination is dressed by our philoso-
phers when they date that it can be "the Tree of Blessadness' or on the con-
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trary "the Accursed Tree" of which the Qur'an spesks, that which means
Angel or Demon in power. The imaginary can be innocuous, the imaginal
can never be s0.

The pilgrim must trust in the Guide, the Word, and the method. Suhrawardi
has said, "only the heart that holds fagt to the cable of the Qur'an and the train
of the robe of the dhikr" can escape from the snares of darkness and evil.®

For an account of the stages of the quest we turn again to the doctrines of
Semnani. It isin his work that the correspondence between prophetic religion
and luminous physiology is most clearly outlined, and as we have detailed
above, it is hisinsight into the significance of Christ that provides a pivot point
for Corbin's critique of Christian civilization.

For Semnani the stages correspond to the modes of being of the mgjor
prophets in the lineage of Abraham as it is known in Idamic tradition. To each
prophet, each stage, there corresponds a light of a characteristic color that
appears to the mystic, as well as specific moral and psychological attributes. The
correspondences occur because the soul's mode of being is its mode of under-
standing and its mode of perception. The soul's self-knowledge is its knowledge
of itsworld. But since the Word of God takes the form of the sgns in the world
and in the soul aswell asthe Revealed Text, the soul "reads" itsdlf and the world
in accordance with its stage in the process of coming to consciousness. This
means that the depths of meaning that can be discerned in the exegesis of the
Qur'an must correspond to the spiritud hermeneutics that the soul is able to
perform upon itsdf and on the world of Nature. Recall Corbin's lakeside med-
itation. He says there that one may "read in truth . . . what is there before you."
When we read Nature in this way we perceive her as a person, an Angel. There
are profound correspondences among spiritual achemy, the hermeneutics of the
Sacred Text and of the Book of Nature, and the structure of prophetic religion
as it takes form in the physiology of the body of light. There is a perfect corre-
spondence between the birth, initiation, and growth of the soul on itsjourney
to God and the cycle of prophecy in the Abrahamic tradition. It is because of
this that the Imam Jefar could say: "Alchemy is the Sster of prophecy."16

In the mysticd physiology of Semnani introduced above, there are seven
levels on the path toward the divine and they are homologous to the seven
"prophets of your being."*’ First there is Adam. The color that dominates this
dage is a smoky grey-black. The physical organ or center with which this res-
onates is the "subtle bodily organ” or the"mold."This derives directly from the
anima mundi and is "the embryonic mold" providing the besis for the growth of
the resurrection body.

The second levd is that of Noah—the Noah of your being. Its color is
blue, and to it corresponds the nafs ammara, the extravagant lower soul or ego
of the natural human. It is passionate and prone to evil, and must be overcome
through sdf consciousness.
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The third leve is that of Abraham. The organ is the heart (galb).This is the
embryonic form of the celegtia Sdf, the eternal Individual. Its color is red. This
is the "pacified soul" and is the organ of perception of the imaginal world.

Fourth is the Moses of your being. The organ is the mystery, secret, or
threshold of supraconsciousness (sirr). It is the place of intimate conversation
between Persons. The color is white.

Fifth isthe noble spirit (nth). Ydlow isthe color of the David of your being.

The sixth level marks the stage of Jesus. It is what in the Latin west was
cdled the Arcanum, through which help and inspiration from the Holy Spirit,
the Paraclete, may come. Its color is black.

The fina levd is of course that of Mohammad. It is the stage of the truth,
the redlity of your being, the true Sdf whose embryo is found at the origin, at
the stage of Abraham. The journey, Corbin writes,

ends by actudizing, in the human microcoam, the truth of the meaning
acoording to which the rdigion of Mohammead originates in the religion of
Abraham, for "Abraham wes neither Jaw nor Chridtian, but a pure bdiever, a
Modlem..." (Quran 3: 60)."

In accordance with Idamic iconography, the color of the find stage is emerald
green. For Corbin this stage marks the meeting with the heaven Guide, the
perfectly individuated and individual Angel of Humanity and Angel of Knowl-
edge that is the biblical Angel of the Face. This is the Figure of whom Moham-
mad could say: "I have seen my Lord in the most beautiful of forms." It
announces the truth that beauty is the supreme theophany. The Qur'anic
source for this Person is Sura XV1II. The figure that came to be interpreted as
Khidr in Idamic tradition appears here in an enigmatic episode. Moses and his
servant travel to "the meeting place of the two sees" There they meet an
unnamed messenger, a persona guide who initiates Moses into "the science of
predestination. . . . He reveds to Moses the secret mydtic truth . . . that tran-
scends the shari'a, and this explains why the spirituality inaugurated by Khidr
is free from the servitude of literal religion."™ The seeker is born into his true
«f through the encounter with Khidr, the interpreter of alaw beyond the Law,
the divine hermeneut.

Now we come to the crux of the matter. The penultimate stage, that of
Jesus the herald of the Paraclete, is known by the appearance of the color
Black. The experience of this Darkness is common to dl the Sufis of the Cen-
tral Asian school and to others as well.® To understand the significance of this
"darkness at the approach to the pole" we must be oriented in the scheme of
the tripartite psychocosmology that we have outlined earlier.® There is first of
dl the realm of consciousness, the daylight of the normal human being and
the world of common, public, and objective things. This is the clear and dis-
tinct world of literdists of dl kinds: scientists, religious dogmatists, anyone who
relies on the "plain and smple facts' that al can see. But this world is in real-

WITHIN THIS DARKNESS 71

ity a world of mixture, of chiaroscuro, of colors shading off into the shadows.
Pervading dl things, penetrating every truth, every ego, every "object" there is
a shifting infinitude of half-known or unknown powers, presences and corre-
spondences that prevent our knowing anything with precision and certainty.
But remember. As Semnani has made clear, there are two kinds of darkness,
two sources of bewilderment. There is the Darkness that is only Darkness, a
darkness that refuses Light and is demonic in the extremity of its distance from
the Light. This is the darkness of un-consciousness emanating from the coun-
terpower, the darkness of Ahriman, of Iblis, of Satan. It is essy to confuse this
active Darkness that is evil, with the passve and unconscious darkness of mat-
ter as unformed potential. The material state per se is neither evil nor even in
a sense inherently dark, since the darkness of matter is a measure of its distance
from the Divinity.?

Corbin's view of the essentid purity and goodness of the bodily state is in
accord with ancient Zoroastrian beliefs. It is only by admixture with Ahriman-
ian darkness that the boundaries are breached and the body is defiled. In its
origina gtate, to which it can return, the body is a source of intelligent life and
good action. Williams writes that "purity is fdt to be an intensely fecund state:
the higher the state of purity, the more intense may be the impregnation by the
creative forces of the divine beings. . . "% The Zoroastrians held it to be a duty
to make the body an abode for the gods.

The active darkness of evil is the darkness and confusion to which the nafs
ammara, the lower soul, is susceptible. It is areadm marked by contamination and
confusion and lack of discrimination of qualities and of one thing from another.
It is the task of the alchemica hermeneutic to put each thing in its proper place.
We are filled with the undiscriminated darknesses of Earth, Air, Water, and Fire,
and we are thus buried underneath them. Ngjm Kubra has written:

The only wey to separate yoursdf from [these darknesseg isto act in such a
way tha eveary rightful part in you comes together with that to which it
rightfully belongs that is by acting in such a way that each pat comes
together with its counterpart: Earth receives the earthly part, Weter the watery
part, Air the etheric part, Fre the fiery part. When each has recaived its share,
you will firelly be ddlivered of these burdens®

And then the soul and its world, this psychocosmos, is freed not merely from the
Darkness, but for the Darkness. Because there is another Darkness, one that is
not merely black, but is a luminous Night, a dazzling Blackness, a Darkness at
the approach to the Pole. This is the Black Light of what Corbin cdls supra
consciousness. If we do not recognize the existence of this second Darkness
pervading dl things, this Black Light of Divine Night, we will be forever dis-
oriented among the shadows, unable to digtinguish one darkness from another,
incapable of that transmutation of the soul that has as its goa the meeting with
the celestid Sdf and the genesis of the celestid Earth.
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The appearance of Black Light marks the moment of supreme danger. We
are surrounded by dangers: God and the Devil both. This dazzling Black Light
heralds the annihilation of the ego in the Divine Presence. It reveds the
unknowable origin of the divine power, glory and beauty. It announces the
Nothing that exigs beyond dl being, beyond dl the subtle matter that mirrors
its uncanny light. The Black Light marks the region of the Absolute, the Deus
absconditus, the unknown and unknowable God.

Corbin tdls us that one of the paramount differences between the philoso-
pher and the gnostic lies in the way this absent God is encountered and expe-
rienced. He writes, "[W]hat to a philosopher is doubt, the impossibility of
proof, is to [the gnostics] absence and tria."® The experience of emptiness and
of human abandonment in a meaningless universe is conceived entirely differ-
ently by the philosophers and the gnostics. He continues,

What we experience as an obsesson with nothingness or as acguiescence in
a nonbeing over which we have no power, wes to them a manifedation of
divine anger, the anger of the mydic Beoved. But even that wes ared Pres-
ence, the presence of that Imege which never forsook our Qufis®

One of the ways in which Divinity appears is by withdrawing, even into
nothingness.

Nam Razi relates the supersensory lights of the mystical journey to one
of the most fundamental doctrines of Idamic theology, the doctrine of the
Names of God. The Names or Attributes of God fdl into two great categories:
the Names of Mgesty and the Names of Beauty. The Names of Mgjesty express
God's wrath, rigor, inaccessibility, and sublimity, the Names of Beauty His gen-
tleness, mercy, and nearness. For Najm Razi the theophanies of the divine lights
are d 0 divided: Lights of Mgesty and Lights of Beauty. The colored lights
are the Lights of Beauty. The Black Light is the Light of Mgesty. Unlike the
Ahrimanian Darkness that can be conquered and banished by the spiritua pil-
grim, the Black Light of Magesty is inseparable from the Lights of Besalty.
Corbin writes that Mgesty and Beauty

ae the two grest categories of atributes which refer repectively to the divine
Being as Deusabsconditus and as Deusrevel atus, Beauty being the supreme
theophany, divine sdf-revedion. In fact they are insgparable and there is a
condant interplay between the inaccessble Mgesty of Beauty and the fasai-
nating Beauty of inacoessible Mgesy?
This dudity is the central feature of dl Creation: "[W]ithout the blossoming of
Beauty as theophany man could not approach the sublimity of the Deus abscon-
ditus.28 And without the Deus absconditustherewould benoworld at dl. Thishid-
den deity is the beyond-being of negative or apophatic theology. Corbin writes,

Any metgphysicd doctrine which attempts atota explanation of the universe,
finds it necessary to make something out about nothing, or rather, to make
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everything out about nothing, sncetheinitid principle from which theworld
derived, and which it mugt explain, mugt never be something contained in this
world, and Smultaneoudy it is necessary for this initid principle to possess dl
thet is necessary to explain & once the being and the essance of the world and
that which it contains. ... It is necessaxy . . . that this initid principle be at
once"dl" and "nothing.” . ...

... [Thig isanihil a quo omnia fiunt, a nothing from which dl things
are derived. This is the Nothing of the Absolute Divine, superior to being
and thought.”

The absolute Divine from which everything proceeds provides the energy
for the existence of dl Creation. It is the source from which everything
emanates, and corresponds for Corbin to the Light of Glory, the Xvarnah of
Zoroastrianism, the power that brings dl things into being. The Divinity
beyond-being is absolute and absolutely annihilating. Come too close and the
human subject disappears.

The archetype of the mygtic journey in Idam is the miraj of Mohammad,
his ascent to the Absolute, mediated by Gabriel, the Angel of Humanity, of
Knowledge, and of Revelation. In this miraj the moment of greatest danger is
the penetration beyond what the Qur'an cdls the Lotus of the Limit where
there occurs the fana fi'llah, the annihilation of the soul and its resorption into
God. This ordedl is the experience of death to which the Prophet refers in the
saying "You must die before you die!" This moment of the mydic's greatest
chdlenge dgnifies the recognition of the Unknowable in a supreme act of
metaphysical renunciation. This is the red meaning of poverty, of the Persan
word darwish.

Metaphysica poverty is the true state of dl beings. everything in creation
has nothing in itsdf, is nothing in itsdf. Mir Damad heard "the great occult
clamor of beings" the "slent clamor of their metaphysica distress’ that
appeared to him as amusic of cosmic anguish and as a sudden black light invad-
ing the entire universe® This is a direct perception of what rational philosophy
cdls the contingency of being. It is the experience behind the great question
of metaphysics. "Why is there something rather than nothing?' For the gnostic
it takes the form of a shattering experience of annihilation and terror, undoing
dl the solid foundations upon which the ego and the literal world is built. In
Corbin's words,

Theblack light revedsthe vary secret of being, which can only be as made-to-
be; dl beings have atwofdld face, aface of light and a black face The lumi-
nous face the face of day, is the only onethat . . . the common run of men
perceive... .Their black faog the one the mystic percaives, istheir poverty ... .
Thetotdity of their being istheir daylight face and their night face . . .31

And a the same time, this Absolute beyond-being is dso, in the Abrahamic tra-
dition, the Absolute Subject. This giver of being can never be an object, athing,
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a being. In its infinite fecundity and mysery, its forever-receding depth and
absolute Unity, it is the unifier and archetype of the Person, and of that per-
sonhood and interiority that infuses dl the beings of the Earth perceived and
experienced as an Angel.

The dua face of every being explains the necessity for two kinds of the-
ology: afirmative (kataphatic) and negative (apophatic). Both are indispensable.
They interpenetrate in the same way as the attributes of Magesty and Beauty.
Positive theology in isolation becomes Positivism. Dogmas and idols spring up
everywhere. Negative theology unaided can disclose no beauties, no Treasures
longing to be known. Without the balancing perceptions provided by the
Names of Beauty, apophatic theology cannot distinguish between the Deus
absconditus and the abyss of nihilism. It must collapse into blindness, denial, and
bitterness and end as nihilism pure and simple. Only through the perception of
the indissoluble unity of the two faces of being in creation, the poverty of the
soul of humanity and of the world, can we perceive the beauty and the anima-
tion and the personification of the things of the world. It is only by the con-
tinual perception of this beauty-in-poverty that our certainties, our graspings,
our hardnesses of heart can be perpetually undone.

IN VAGABONDAGE AND PERDITION

FAILURES OF INITIATION, FAILURES OF IMAGINATION

Corbin sad that the philosophica tradition of the Christian West has been the
theater for the "battle for the Soul of the World."* It is a battle that we have
largely logt. For Corbin the pivotal events in this history concern the interpre-
tation of the doctrine of the Incarnation, what theologians cal Christology: the
attempt to answer the question, "Who was Jesus?' On this crucial question he
accepts Semnani's reading of Christianity. Corbin says

It is worth our while to listen attentively to this evaluation of Christianity as
formulated by a Sufi. . . . Semnani's critique is made in the name of spiritua
experience; everything tekes place as though this Sufi Master's am were to
perfect the Christian ta'wil [hermeneutic], that is to "lead it back,” to open
the way & ladt to its ultimate truth.33

We have seen that for Semnani the Black Light erupts at the level of the Jesus
of your being, and that this is the most perilous stage on the initiatic path. The
pilgrim is threatened here most of dl with madness and with metaphysical and
mora nihilism."* Corbin follows Semnani in afirming a homology between
the ecstatic cry of Sufis such as a-Hallgj,"l am God!" and the proclamation that
Jesus is God Incarnate. He writes,

Those dangers are symmetricd. On the one hand the SUfi, on experiencing
the fama fi'llah, migakes it for the actud and materid resbsorption of human
redlity in the Godheed; on the other, the Christian sees a fana of God into
humen redlity.35

This is the result of a faled initiation. It sgnds a falure to avoid the aoyss that
opens up at just that precarious point where the ego gives way to the higher
Sdf. If the divine center is not attained, if the poverty of the soul is not com-
plete, then the lower modes of perception remain operative, the higher redities
cannot be attained and the lower soul is subject to dementia, intoxication, and
a compensating inflation, which grows Promethean and unbounded in
response to the vision of the Abyss. Corbin writes,"In a fad moment of |ook-
ing back the newborn higher [Sdf] . . . perishes in the moment of triumph.”
On the one hand the ego mistakes itsdf for God. On the other, God collgpses
into history. And seeing dl of Western history encapsulated in this momentous
event, Corbin argues that this"is the very same situation with which the West
came face to face when Nietzsche cried out: 'God is dead."® In this momen-
tous falure, the West findly logt its celestid Pole, for we are only persons "by
virtue of this cdegtid dimension, archetypal, angelic, which is the celettia pole
without which the terrestrial pole of [our] human dimension is completely
depolarized in vagabondage and perdition."*’

The encounter of the unprepared ego with the Deus absconditum results in
the experience of the Abyss, the nihil of radica nihilism. If God is dead then
man is master. The human subject cdaims the vertiginous freedom to be the
source of dl vaues. At the same time this marks the brutal violation of the Hid-
den Treasure who created the world out of the depths of an eternal loneliness
and longing to be known. It signds the end of mystery, the rending of the vells,
the destruction of the cosmic Temple, the death of the Soul. What is an expe-
rience of the Abyss from the point of view of the human soul, is, from the point
of view of the Divinity, so to speak, the collapse of God into history. To sy that
Christ is God incarnate, is equivaent to saying that God is dead. The entry of
God materidly, wholly, and subgtantially into historical, material, and public
time and space is the archetypa act of secularization. A fana of the divine into
human redlity can only result in the secularization, historicization, and socia-
ization of dl religious phenomena, which must then be defined in terms that
are public, general, universal, and abstract. If the Incarnation is a historical event
that has occurred once and for dl, then sacred history is closed and access of
the individual soul to God is made problematic a best and impossible at worst,
since it must rely on the common dogmas of the Church as the bearer of the
collective memory of this unique, definitive Event. A God who is only Public,
a God who is only Visible, a God in History, is no God at dl. A God not bal-
anced by the overwhelming absconditumis an Idol and aHoly Terror.



It is vital for orthodox Christian dogma that God became human in the
flesh and was both fully God and fully human, since it is only through this
union that a snful humanity can be saved. Christianity is a religion of salvation,
and doctrines of how that salvation or Atonement can come about are central
to its teachings. We cannot save ourselves, but must be saved through the
descent of Christ. For Corbin it is this idea that God must descend and live here
among the fdlen creatures in order for salvation to be possble that is the root
of the problem. His contention is that because of an emphasis on sn and
human helplessness with respect to salvation, Christian theologians have fdt the
need to unite the divine and the human at the leve of fdlen humanity. But this
shattering violation of the Mystery turns the world inside out. It collgpses the
celestid hierarchies, and reduces being to a single level. God is demythol ogized,
the world is abandoned to secular history, and the possibility of a personal rela
tion to the Divine is eliminated.

The connection between the Violation of the Hidden Treasure and the ter-
ribleVoid of the Abyss is intimated in the Gogpel's narration of that most hor-
rible moment in Christian history:

There was darkness over thewhole land . . . and at the ninth hour Jesus cried
with aloud voice . . . "My God, My God, why hest Thou forsaken me?"

and behold, the curtain of the temple wes torn in two, from top to bottom;
and the earth shook, and the rocks were salit™®

Truly this is the hour of darkness. The encounter with the Hidden God is the
moment of greatest danger. All of Creation teeters on the brink: "Either he will
be swalowed up in dementia or he will rise again from it, initiated in the
meaning of theophanies and revelations."

Two paths lead out from this pivotal moment. On one there is the Death
of God and the birth of a Promethean, rapacious, and monstrous Humanity. On
the other, Resurrection and the poverty of a life in sympathy with beings.

Read now these words from the Qur'an:

.. . but they neither killed nor crucified him,
though o it gppeared to them . . . but God raised him up. . .

They did not kill him. They could never kill him, because the meaning of
Christ does not lie in a body or in amoment in time. Christ was never a man.
Christ was, Christ is, and Christ will ever be a theophany, "a forever inex-
haustible event of the soul."* Everything is at stake here. The whole cosmos
depends upon the interpretation of this moment. Remember Corbin's words:
"There is only Revelation." There are only theophanies. This is the truth that
we are called to see. Our knowledge, our vision, our hearing, dl of thisis worth
what we are. Our world is a measure of our being. The event of the Transfigu-
ration as told in the apocryphal Acts of Thomas makes this quite clear. The form
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of the Lord wes visble only to some, and among these each saw something dif-
ferent, some a boy, some a youth, some an old man. But each could say: "'l saw
him as | was able to receive him."*

The aternative to the catastrophe of the death of God is the theophanic
cosmology of the gnogtics in the Abrahamic tradition. Corbin devoted his life to
articulating this vision of the essentid harmony at the root of dl of the religions
of the Book, the vison of what he weas to cdl in his late work the Harmonia
Abrahamica." It is based on a Christology radicaly different from the one that
became dogma. It requires a return to the Christology of the Ebionites, who had
no doctrine of the Trinity, or of the substantid union of the divine and human
in Jesus. For these Jewish-Christians, Jesus was a manifestation of the celedtid
Son of Man, the Christos Angel os, who weas consecrated as Christ at his baptism.
Jesus then takes his place in the lineage of the True Prophets. Corbin writes,

[Flor Ebionite Chridtianity . . . sacred higory, the hierdlogy of humanity, is
condiituted by the succesive manifedations . . . of the odedtid Anthropos, of
the eternd Adam-Christoswhoisthe prophet of Truth, the True Prophet. We
count sven of these manifegaions, eight if we indude the terrestrid person
of Adam himsdlf. They are Adam, Noah, Enoch, Abraham, |seec, Jacob, Moses,
Jesus. . . . The fundamentd beds of this prophetology is therefore the idea of
the True Prophet who isthe odedtid Anthropos, the Christus aeter nus, hagten-
ing from christophany to christophany "toward the place of his repose” Now,
this is the same ructure that Idamic prophetology presents, with this differ-
ence, thet the successon of chrigtophanies is no longer completed with the
prophet Jesus of Nezareth, but with the prophet of Idam, the "Sed of the
Prophets’ whose coming Jesus himsdf announced, and who is the "recapitu-
lation" of dl the prophets. . . ,*

Thus, Mohammad is identified with the figure of the Paraclete in the Gospel
of John. Among the Shi'ites, the Twelfth Imam, the Hidden Imam, is sometimes
identified with this final manifestation of the True Prophet, the centra figure
of the Eternal Gospel.

The death of Christ dgnifies something utterly different from what we
have come to accept. Corbin relates with evident gpprova the story of Christ's
death told in the Medievd Gospd of Barnabas. Jesus is taken up by the Angels,
before Good Friday. Judas | scariot, transformed to resemble Jesus, is arrested and
killed upon the Cross. And so His followers believe that He hes died. It must
be this way, since, as Corbin writes,

in making of him the "Son of God" it is Man himsdf that humanity hes
eguated with God, and it wes only possible to expiate this blasphemy through
succumbing to the bdlief that his God wes dead. Everything occurs &s if the
Ebionite-ldamic prophetology here went aheed to denounce and refute the
fdse news of the "deeth of God."
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It is undenigble that this vison overturns from top to bottom some eigh-
teen centuries of the Chrigtian theology of History.®

Without any illusons about the magnitude of the transformation he is sug-
gesting, this vision is Corbin's answer to those who wonder whether Chris-
tianity itsdlf is capable of surviving. It is only by being open to a radicdly
reformed Christianity in harmony with the mystical traditions of the rest of the
Abrahamic tradition, that the religion of Christ can find its fulfillment. Only a
Christianity based on theophany can survive.

There is a balance, an "essential community being visible and invisible things'*"
and it is the function of theophanic perception to revea this community as it
is within the power of each being to perceive. To train our senses to recognize
this community even dimly, is to begin to redlize the "cognitive function of
sympathy"*’ and to sense in the presence of the beings of this world the har-
monies that resonate through dl the worlds beyond. To live in sensate sympa-
thy with the beings of the world requires that we experience the spaces that
extend singing between the Terrible Mgesty of the Unattainable Deus abscon-
ditus and the Beauty and Glory of the Deus revelatus. It is the dissolving power
of the Hidden God that guarantees the freedom from dogma and from idola
try. Idolatry "immobilizes us before an object without transcendence."*® A theo-
phanic perception knows that there are no such objects. Likewise, since the
Face of Darkness must have a Face of Light, a Face of Beauty that reveds it,
there is no unbridgeable chasm between the Absolute Subject who is the Thou
of the soul's love and longing and the soul itsdf. And so there is no gulf
between love of a creature and love of the divine—their union is achieved
through theophanic perception. We are saved not just from idolatry, but from
the "furies and rejections” of world-denying asceticisms.* The identity of being
and perceiving that theophanic vision implies is beautifully expressed by
Corbin when he refers to "a God unknown and unknowable, God of Gods, of
whom dl the universes and dl the galaxies are the sensorium""50

On the Idamic view the reason we do not understand any of this, that we
don't experience ourselves as organs in this grand sensorium is not because of
an Original Sin, "sinned before us."We are not so much inherently snful as we
are forgetful. We need more or less constant reminders. And the word for
remembranceis dhikr.

Corbin's passionate vision derives not only from Idamic theosophy. The
doctrine of the power of the Hidden God is central to the apophatic tradition
both in the Abrahamic religions, and in the history of Neoplatonism that is so
intimately connected with them. Michael Sdls has shown that the Neoplatonic
hierarchy in Plotinus, Dionysius the Areopagite, John Scotus Eriugena, and oth-
ers in the Christian tradition was never the static system that its detractors have
scorned. It can only be read that way if the apophatic component is ignored, if
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the power of the Dark Face of the deity is not understood. The effect of A. O.
Lovgoy's The Great Chain of Being on scholarly interpretations of the hierarchic
cosmology was immense and one of the very few scholars to appreciate the
apophatic component in Neoplatonism was Emile Brehier.51 In the 1920s
while he studied with both Etienne Gilson and Louis Massignon, Corbin
attended Brehier's lectures on the relation between Plotinus and the Upan-
ishads. He wrote later of this experience, "How could a young philosopher avid
for metaphysical adventure resst this appeal: to study deeply the influences or
traces of Indian philosophy in the work of the founder of Neoplatomsm?'52

Speaking of the element of negative theology in Plotinus, Sdls writes,
"Apophasis demands a moment of nothingness."* It is this nothingness that is
the fount of dl being. Corbin has told us that for the gnogtics the encounter
with nothingness is seen as only withdrawal, absence, and trial. He writes else-
where of the numinosity of Sophia, the Angel of Wisdom, Angel of the Earth,
and theophany of Beauty:

In her pure numinosity, Sophiais forbidding. . . . Because sheisaguide who
dways leeds [the gnodtic] towards the beyond, preserving him from meta:
physcd idolary, Sophia gopears to him sometimes as compassonate and
comforting, sometimes as severe and slent, because only Silence can "speek,”
can indicete transoendences™

Voice and Silence, Beauty and Maesty, All and Nothing, Presence and Absence:
these opposites coincide in the unknowable deity.

That Corbin's vision is rooted in Christian as well as Idamic mysticism is
made abundantly clear in this description of the theophanic concept of creation
given by John Scotus Eriugena:

For everything that is understood and sensed is nothing other then the appari-
tion of the non-gpparent, the manifestation of the hidden, the afirmation of the
negated, the comprehenson of the incomprenensible, the utterance of the
unutterable, the aocess to the inaccessble, the intdlection of the unintdligible,
the body of the bodiless the essance of the beyond-essence, the form of the
formless, the meeaure of theimmessurable, the number of the unnumbered, the
weight of the weightless, the materidization of the spiritud, the vishility of the
invishle, the place of the placdess, the time of the timeless, the definition of the
infinite, the circumscription of the uncircumscribed, and the other things which
are both concaved and percaived by the intdlect done and cannot be retained
within the recesses of memory and which escape the blade of the mind™®

Everything proceeds from this God in whom the opposites coincide. The Deus
absconditusisthe coincidentia oppositorum. Out of the God beyond-being comes
everything. Dionysius spesks of the divine Word as "undiminished even as
superceding and overflowing dl things in itsdf in a single and incessant bounty
that is overfull and cannot be diminished.""



One way of understanding this view of the world and the forms of life that
it entals is to see that what makes it different from modern materialism is the
experience of the relation between the thing and the thought of the thing. If |
look at arock, there is the object, the rock, and the subject, me. Just what it is
about me that is the subjective part is a bit problematic, and increasingly over
the course of the history of modern science there has been the growing sense
that there redly is no subject at al. But at least for severd hundred years we've
been able to assume that there is something like a subject. This subject perceives
the object and has idess about it, that exist somewhere, and they either apply
to, map onto, or are true of the thing, or are not. It doesn't matter how I'm feel-
ing or what mood the rock is in. There is no question of sympathy. No ques-
tions arise about whether | am more intensely myself today than | was yester-
day when | looked at this rock—there are no "modes of being" involved: there's
just me and the rock. Therein lies the problem: only one mode of being. If your
cosmology doesn't include a plurality of modes of being, then there can be only
one. Then everything "flattens out" as Heidegger and Corbin both sy, and
pretty soon you can't tell the difference between me and the rock—we're both
just quantifiable "standing reserve" (Heidegger's term), equaly subject to corn-
modification in the universal economy of objects. Just two bits of matter pre-
sent in a uni-modal world. But of course if you lose the subject, if you lose hold
of the notion of a Person, then the rock can no more be present to me than |
can be to the rock and what you have is redly Absence and everything fdls awvay
into the Abyss, the darkness from which nothing comes. We will have more to
sy about this Absence later.

The theophanic experience is not this. As we have seen, there is ample
precedent for the theophanic vision in Chrigtianity, but it has not been in the
mainstream. It is linked to a doctrine that has dl but disappeared in Christian
theology, the heresy of Docetism. This is the belief that Christ was not God
Incarnate but was instead an Image.

The fuson of the Divine and the human in the person of Jesus Christ has
implications for the meaning of the person, the nature of salvation and the rela
tion of the material creation to the transcendent Creator. Schleiermacher iden-
tified the four central "heresies" that help define these relations. Docetism is the
clam that Christ is not human, but only an apparition of the Divine.
Ebionitism is the opposing belief that Christ was fully human, with no true
divinity, thus merely another Prophet. Pelagianism is the claim that man can
redeem himself by means of his own efforts and that the grace of God through
Jesus Christ is unnecessary, which suggests that there is nothing inherently evil
or unredeemable in human nature. The contrary heresy is an understanding of
Manicheanism that contends that matter is inherently evil and unredeemable,
thus that the natural world and its crestures are creatures of the Devil. Corbin's
theophanic theology links the "Ebionite" view and the docetic. It denies the
split between the divine and the merely human that is the besis of Schlierma-
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cher's scheme. Christ was human, but as the Anointed One, was the locus of
manifestation of the Christos Angelos, whose appearance is dependent upon the
mode of being of the individua who sees Him. To those who cannot see, he is
aman. To those who can, he is a Figure of Light.

There is a tradition of angel Christology in the early Church that is per-
fectly consistent with the theophanic vision.>” Corbin says that the figure of the
Christusjuvenis, the Christos Angelos, "trandates the idea that God can only
come into contact with humanity by transfiguring the latter."® Theophanic
psychocosmology is based upon this transfiguration. In it ontology and episte-
mology are united in a cosmogenes's of the individual.

We have to look carefully a what Docetism means, for on it hinges the
entire epistemology of the theophanic consciousness. Corbin says that the dog-
mas of positivist theology are "propositions demonstrated, established one time
for dl and consequently imposing a uniform authority on each and every
one."® What the theophanic vision manifests is

the relation, each time unique, between God manifested as a person (biblicaly
the Angel of the Face) and the person that he promotes to the rank of person
in reveding himsdlf to him, this relation is fundamentdly an existential rela-
tion, never adogmatic one. It cannot be expressed as a dogma but as a dokhema.
The two terms derive from the same Greek word dokeo, signifying dl at once
to appear, to show itsdlf as, and dso, believe, think, admit. The dokhema marks
the line of interdependence between the form of that which manifests itsdf,
and that to whom it manifests. It is this same correlation that can be cdled
dokesis. Unfortunately it is from this that the routine accumulated over the
centuries of history of Occidental dogmas has derived the term docetism, syn-
onym of the phantasmic, the irreal, the apparent. So it is necessary to reinvig-
orate the primary sense: that which is caled docetismisin fact the theological
critique, or rather the theosophical critique, of religious consciousness®

The dokhema expresses a relation between the knower and the known that is
not sundered into object and subject because it is based on an experience of
participation. The figure of Christ is the Heavenly Twin who is the source of
personhood, the figure who in other guises is the very Soul of the World and
the source of dl Presence, dl personifications in dl the worlds. The Christos
Angelos is the transfiguring presence visible by means of the Light of Glory that
is the soul itsdf. The Imago animae is the Image that "the soul projects into
beings and things, raising them to the incandescence of that victorial Fire with
which the Mazdean soul has set the whole of creation ablaze.. . ."61 The trans-
figuration of the anima mundi and of the body of light are inseparable. This dua
eschatology achieved in the present is the centerpiece of the theophanic vision.

With the dokhema we enter the strange imagina interworld where
thought and thing mingle, where bodies give up their litera heaviness and
where thoughts have body. It is the realm of subtle bodies and of embodied
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thoughts. Here we experience what Jung once cdled the "thing-like-ness of
thought.""? It represents what to a rationalist consciousness seems confusion
and nonsense, but it is the foundation of theophanic consciousness. And it is
not foreign to the ancient Greeks. Even Aristotle assumed a kind of relation
between thought and being that is nearly incomprehensible to the modern
mind. He says that "the soul is somehow, al things."® And Plotinus says
"When we know (the intelligibles) we do not have images or impressions of
them . . . but we are them."®

As we have seen, the apophatic dynamic in Plotinus makes possible the
continual undoing of definitive, "dogmatic" statements and perceptions. Access
to this boundary-breaking experience requires a specia kind of "in-sight" that
he cdls theoria. This seeing, or theasthai requires the ability to "let go of being"
inthe moment of nothingness that the coincidentia oppositorumentails. Such let-
ting go results in wonderment, thauma, and the transformation of discursve
reason into an open-ended process® The Greek thauma means "a wonder, a
thing compelling to the gaze"® The gaze that is turned upon this wonder is the
theoria, an inward-turning contemplation of the theophanic apparition. We
again are in the interworld where thought and thing mingle. It is the meeting
place of the two seas, of the divine and the earthly, where Moses meets Khidr.
The dokeo unites thought and being by bringing together appearance, thought,
and beief. Likewise, thauma is the source of both theory and theater; both spec-
ulation and spectacle, seeing with the mind and seeing with the eye. John Deck
writes, " 'Theoria," with its cognate verb, Bsopetvy seems to have evolved in
meaning from 'sending an officid see-er to the games,' to 'being a spectator at
the games' to 'being a spectator generdly, (i.e, smply 'seeing, viewing'), to
‘contemplating, contemplation"®’

In his essay Emblematic Cities Corbin discusses Proclus's Commentary on the
Parmenides of Plato. He suggests there another use of theterm. The philosophers
have come to Athens for the festivd of the Goddess of Wisdom whose splen-
didly embroidered robe "was carried like the sal of a gdley"® in the proces-
sion, or theoria "in celebration of victory over the Titans who unloose chaos."®
For Proclus the colorful, spectacular Athenian theoria is symboalic of the return
of the soul to the One. Corbin compares this procession with the pilgrimage
to another symbolic center. Compostella too is an emblematic city, and the goa
of pilgrims for hundreds of years. Among them was Nicolas Flamel the great
alchemist, "because," Corbin writes, "in redity the pilgrimage to Compostella
is the symbolic description of the preparation of the Stone."™

The achemists too have their theoria. The endless profusion of symboalic
imagesis centra to the method of achemy. It istheamplificatio, whichis, as Jung
writes,"understood by the alchemist astheoria," and is"atheoriainthetrue sense
of avisio (spectacle, watching scenesin atheater . . .)."71 The opus itself conssts
in "the extraction of thought from matter,"” the extractio aninee73 by means of
Imagination which is the "star in man," the spark that is the "concentrated

extract of life, both psychic and physical" that gives rise to the subtle body in the
intermediate, imagina world where the physika and the mystika unite.”

For Najm Kubra the seeker himselfis a particle of light imprisoned in the
darkness, and the alchemical opus frees him to perceive the figures and the
lights that "shine in the Skies of the soul, the Sky of the Earth of Light." These
lights reveal the Figure "dominating the Imago mundi: the Imam who is the pole,
just as in terms of spiritual alchemy he is the 'Stone' or 'Elixer." " In the West,
Christ is the miraculous Stone,”® and the aura surrounding the subtle body of
the transfigured Christ is that same Xvarnah and Light of Glory that flies
upward as particles of light reclaiming their home in Byzantine, Manichean,
and Persian painting.”’

The whole difference between dogmatic, literal consciousness, and theo-
phanic, imaginal consciousness lies in the mode of perception. The soul that can
perceive these lights can do so because it is able to open to the spectacle which
the theoria presents. Corbin writes,

Dogma corresponds to dogmatic perception, simple and unidimensiond, to a
rational evidence, demonstrated, established and stabilized. The dokema corre-
sponds to a theophanic mode of perception, to a multiple and multiform
vision of figures manifesting themselves on many leves. . . . Dogma is formu-
lated and formulable' neverieur. Theophanic perception remains open to dl
metamorphoses, and perceives the forms through their very metamor-
phoses. .. .Theophanic perception presupposes that the soul that perceives the
theophany—or dl hierophany—is entirely a mirror, a speculum.... It was nec-
essxily a complete a degradation for the word "speculative” to end by signi-
fying the contrary of what the visionary redlism intended to announce in the
etymology of the word: speculum, mirror. A degradation concomitant to that
of the status of the Imagination.”™

The imaginal world is the realm of the symbolic, the alchemical, the visionary,
the wonder-ful. The imagination is a mediating function, an organ of the subtle
body. Through the theoria that "pours forth a vast power," it overflows the lim-
ited discursive meaning of words, and dissolves the idolatry inherent in the
experience of beings without transcendence. We have lost touch with this imag-
ination and with the concrete reality of beings, with their openness, their ani-
mation. We stand disoriented in a world of distant objects. In accordance with
the literal way in which the Incarnation has been interpreted we have become
so far removed from reality that it seems paradoxical to say that it is the redities
of the objective, public world that that are abstract and the subtle redlities of the
imaginatio vera that are concrete. The nihilism and the death of God that is the
heritage of the West is for Corbin a direct result of the destruction of the func-
tions of the imagination, of the shattering of the speculum. It is this that made
it possible for Christ to be seen by the eyes of dogma as God Incarnate. It is to
an examination of the doctrine of the Incarnation that we now turn.
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THE EMPTYING GOD IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

In the Christian West, Docetism was dl but entirely eclipsed by the doctrine of
the Incarnation: God and Man in one substance, Christ in time on earth. Sin-
gular, unique, factua. This, Corbin and Semnani sy, marks a falure of initiation,
thefana of God into the world. As Corbin notes, the descent of God into the
world is the subject of the Christian doctrine of kenosis, the self-emptying, or
self-limiting of God. The idea hasits source in Paul's Epistle to the Philippians:

Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in Christ Jesus, who,
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing
to be grasped, but emptied himsdf, taking the form of a servant, being born
in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself
and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has
highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth
and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the
glory of God the Father.”

Exaltation through emptying lies at the heart of Incarnationist doctrine. How
is such an emptying possible and what does it mean?

In afootnote to The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism Corbin suggests a com-
parétive study of the kenosis of God into human redlity and the fana of the erring
mystic who claims, "1 am God!"® This leads into a dense thicket of historical and
theological complexity. Such an effort would require the work of years. For our
purposes it will be enough to provide a brief review of the manifold meanings
of kenosis in Chrigtian theology. We are indebted to Sarah Coakley for introduc-
ing some order into the massa confusa of the theological controversies®

At issue in the debate is the nature of the relation between the man Jesus
and God the Father. The passage in Paul's Epistle was probably a hymn aready in
use before Paul appropriated it in his exhortation to his audience to "have the
mind among yoursdves which you have in Christ Jesus." The first question is
how this "mind of Christ" was understood in the early Christian community.
Corbin points out that there has been a docetic gtrain in Christianity from the
very beginning, which continues to the present day. As we will see, the discussion
of kenosis and incarnation aways wavers between one extreme, arguably docetic,
emphasizing Christ's divinity, and another that emphasizes his humanity.

There is awide range of views on how Paul and his predecessors and con-
temporaries would have understood the "emptying.” At one end of the spec-
trum are those who argue that Paul modified pre-Christian gnostic doctrines
of the descent of the Anthropos who delivers a salvational gnosis to his disciples.
The emptying then refers smply to his appearance on earth.® This gnostic
mythology is docetic in the sense that Christ only appeared to take on "the
form of man" in order to accomplish his mission of sdlvation.® This is the kind
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of position that Corbin is defending. On the other hand, a purely ethical read-
ing asxxts that the emptying refers to the example of humility sat by Jesus,
whose earthly life provides the standard for humanity. This would be "Ebion-
ite" in Schleiermacher's sense, but not in Corbin's or in that of the original
Ebionites, for whom the Prophets are specia bearers of the Spirit, and there-
fore rather more than "mere" human exemplars. New Testament scholars nearly
adl agree that Paul is focused on the ritual enactment of the savationa story of
Chrigt's example, not on theologica clams about the relation of Father and
Son that were to arise later on. The nature of Jesus relation to God before the
Incarnation was not at issue. In the earliest history of the religion kenosis meant
either relinquishing or pretending to relinquish divine powers while acting as
redeemer, or choosing never to have worldly powers that are wrongly assumed
by erring humans to be the ends of ethical action.®* Neither of these options is
the Incarnationist doctrine attacked by Corbin.

The period between the composition of Paul's Epistle in the first century
and the Council of Chalcedon in 451 was rife with theological controversy, but
by its end the doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity had been given their
dogmatic form. The encounter between Chrigtian faith and Greek philosophy
made the following question inevitable: Is the Supreme Being, the One of the
Platonists, the same as the God of the Christians? And if so,Who is Jesus Christ?
That is How can this Supreme Being have a persona relation to his creatures?
The doctrine of the Logos as presaged in the Gospel of John developed in
response. There is the Immutable Fether, to be sure, but there is another com-
ponent in the divinity, the Logos, the Word who became flesh. This incarnate
Word is the human face of God. Then the theologica issue is the relation
between the Father and the Word. This came to a head in the Arian Controversy,
resolved as far as officd doctrine is concerned, at the Council of Nicea in 325.
Arius, a presbyter of Alexandria, argued that the Word, though divine and exist-
ing with God before the Incarnation, was not coeternal with the Father, but was
rather first among creatures. He tried in this way to maintain a strict monothe-
ism, rather than claim a duality in the One God. Alexander, Bishop of Alexan-
drig, argued that the Word was divine and ther efor e coeternal with the Fether, and
sought to defend the total divinity of Jesus who could only thereby be worthy
of worship. The Council of Nicea agreed on a formula rejecting Arius and
affirming that Father and Son are of one substance, homoousios.

Between Paul's time and the Council of Nicea and during the ensuing
debates leading up to the Council of Chalcedon a dgnificant change took
place. Coakley writes: "[T] he formative christological discussion of the fourth
and fifth centuries . . . takes Christ's subgtantial pre-existence and divinity for
granted"85 The contrast between the human and the divine aspects of Jesus has
been sharpened. For a docetic doctrine there is no problem of incarnation since
only an appearance is at issue. Neither is there a problem for a purely ethical
reading since there is no true divinity at stake. But when Jesus must be thought
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as both man and God, the paradoxes force themselves forward. The discussion of
kenosis becomes fa more problematic. What can "emptying" mean if it is
assumed to be essentid for the incarnation and if divine attributes such as
omnipotence and omniscience are understood to be unchanging elements of
God?® How can the perfections and powers associated with the Father as
immutable divinity be in any way compatible with the human frailties and suf-
ferings of the man Jesus? On the one hand he must be fully God to be worthy
of worship, and yet to be Savior he must share our fdlen humanity. The para-
doxes were brought into sharp relief by Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444). In his
Christology the eternal divine Logos was dso paradoxicaly the personal subject
of Christ's human states but in some incomprehensible way such that there is no
change or impairment in the perfections of the divinity. This leads to another
meaning of kenosis, one that incorporates the idea that Christ must be actually
God and actualy human, for here kenosis refers to the taking on of human flesh
by the divine Logos, without diminishing the divine powers in any way¥

In order to resolve these tensions, a statement of orthodoxy was agreed
upon at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 that affirmed again that the Son is
consubstantial with the Father, but is a the same time "of two natures in one
person” in such a way that the divine and the human are united and yet dis-
tinct. This formulation leaves the issue as difficult as ever. Coakley notes that
the paradoxes of the Council hardly resolved questions about the form of
Chrigt's earthly life "and certainly left many points of christological detail unan-
swered."® As Jung says, "Even the most tortuous explanations of theology have
never improved upon the lapidary paradox of . Hilary: 'Deus homo, immor-
telis mortuus, aeternus sepultus (God-man, immortal-dead, eternal-buried)."®

The argument continues today, between those who tend to emphasize
Chrigt's divinity (the "Alexandrian school”) and those who emphasize his
humanity (the "Antiochenes"). Cyril's solution is in some sense docetic since
he sad that Christ at times "permitted his own flesh to experience its proper
affection” and this suggests that Christ's humanity was in truth an appearance.”
In the Eastern Church an even more one-sided view was developed by John of
Damascus in the eighth century. For John the communication of the two
natures ran "only one way (from the divine to the human), the divine fully per-
meated the human nature of Christ by an act of ‘coinherence™ or perichoress9l
This leaves no room for human weakness, and kenosis is hardly an emptying at
al, but is more like an obliteration of the human by the divine. If this is akind
of docetism, it is not that defended by Corbin where the human must be raised
to meet the divine. Here it is merely crushed.

These isues were stirred to life again during the Reformation. Luther's
Christology was based simultaneously on Christ's extreme vulnerability on the
cross and on his "real presence” in the Eucharist. But how is it possble for
Christ's divinity to be active in his cry of despair at death?™ In 1577 the Luther-
ans sided with John of Damascus in saying that the divine attributes fully per-

meated Chrig. Hut this denied the human helplessness with which Luther
began. In the seventeenth century a group of Lutherans from Giessen proposed
a novd resolution: the kenosis operated only on Christ's human nature, not on
his divine. This is a post-Chalcedonian version, that is, one that recognizes the
two-nature doctrine, of one of the ealy possble interpretations, Christ's
"choosing never to have certain forms of power in his incarnate life"®

In the late nineteenth century another Lutheran, Gottfried Thomasius,
proposed the radical idea that the Logos itsdf is "emptied” in the incarnation.
He says "The Logos reserved to Himsealf neither a special existence nor a spe-
cid knowledge outside his humanity. He truly became man."* Thus, the incar-
nation marks the abandonment of dl attributes of divinity and a Christology
based upon human attributes aone is entirely justified.®

There is yet one more important part to this story, involving a develop-
ment of the ethical reading of kenosis. Among twentieth-century theologians
there are those who see Jesus™emptying” "not just as a blueprint for a perfect
human moral response, but as revelatory of the humility of the divine nature."%
On this view kenosis reveds divine power to be intrinsically "humble" rather
than "grasping."¥ For John Robinson there is "a radical seepage of the human
characteristics into the divine, such, indeed, as to collgpse the gpparatus of the
two natures doctrine altogether."® John MacQuarrie says that Christ "has made
known to us the find redlity as likewise self-emptying, self-giving and self-lim-
iting." To what extent these idess are compatible with the traditional Christian
doctrines of the nature of God is open to question. Surdy for Corbin they
would represent at best a rearguard action againgt the nihilism of the contem-
porary world.

Basad on this brief review of the idea of kenosis we can make two observations.
Firgt, the paradoxes involved are insoluble. This may not be a criticism, since
theology is not necessarily bounded by the rules of human logic. There is a
dynamism in Christology that mitigates the rigidity of dogma, and which
would perhaps disappesr if the contradictions were not right on the surface as
they clearly are. Second, it is evident that dl but the most "docetic" of these
doctrinal options are deeply suspect from Corbin's point of view. Any direct
contact, any substantial union of the divine and the human taking place in the
time of history and in the material, public world has the same effect in the end,
however subtly one tries to arrange it. There can be no kenosis of any sort in
the Christology that Corbin is defending. He is hogtile to any historicizing of
the Christian message that would compromise the universality of the figure of
Christ, or a figure "like Christ" avallable to anyone, anywhere at any time, in
accordance with the individud's capacity to "see” He defends with passon the
Harmonia Abrahamica wherein thelineage of the prophets since Adam represents
successive appearances of the one True Prophet. There can be no fundamental
incompatibilities among the religions of the Book when thus understood. He
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defends a viewpoint that is extremely ecumenical and cross-cultural, as is the
case with traditional 19am.99 In this, Corbin is in the camp of Justin Martyr
who, in the second century saw the Logos as the common source of dl human
knowledge, and too, of Origen's "illuminationism" that accepts both truth and
sdvation outside of Christianity.'®

We have seen some of the ways in which the descent of God into the
world has been understood within the theological tradition. We are now in a
position to see how the results of the descent have been judged by a few of
those who, like Corbin, see it as the definitive event in Christian consciousness.

KENOSIS AND THE DESTINY OF THE WEST

Amidst dl the complexities of the Christian theological debate there is a com-
mon theme: that the birth, life, and death of Jesus as a man among us represents
a descent of God into creation and so in one degree or another an "incarna
tion" and "enfleshment" of God and in some sense an "emptying” of God into
this world. Chrigt's life is the central fact of Christianity, and Christianity is the
religion of the Western tradition. So incarnation and kenosis are part of the basic
fabric of our history, and of the culture that is coming to dominate the world.
There are others besides Henry Corbin who see these doctrines as essentid
components of our history, of our psychology, and of contemporary culture. A
review of their positions may help darify Corbin's perspective and the critique
of the West that he offers.

Slence and Communion: A Power Made Perfect in Weakness

A centra part of the attack on the assumptions of modernism is the critical
examination of gender issues in every area of life. Theology is no exception.’®
That the Abrahamic religions have been dominated by male power structures
is undeniable. Whether thisisintegral to the doctrines of these faiths is an open
question. The relevance of the kenotic moral example of Christ for women has
been vigorously debated in Christian feminist literature. At issue is whether
Christ's example of humility and sef-sacrifice, however necessary for men, is
not for women merely another means of oppression and domination. Elizabeth
Cady Stanton famoudy sad that after so many years of depersonalization and
repression "self development is a higher duty than sdif-sacrifice'®

Daphne Hampson has pointed out that Luther's theological anthropology,
to take one characteristic example, is based essentially on masculine psychol-
ogy. It depends for its force on an experience of the sdf as isolated and inse-
cure, asincurvare in se, "curved in upon itsdf," not at-home-in-the-world, and
able to find freedom finally only in abinding relation to God or to the devil."103
Women, Hampson argues, tend to experience the sdf in terms of connected-
ness, openness, and community, that is, as a relationa entity. Whereas for men
the problem is finding away out of isolation and into community, and whose
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sin is therefore hubris, for women the problem is lack of center, and the "sin,"
S0 to speak, lies in having no autonomy. If this is generally true, then kenosis as
self-denial can be no moral guide for women. And if that is true then it is hard
to see how there can be a feminist Christianity, and there would be, in Coak-
ley's words, "little point in continuing the tortured battle to bring feminism and
Christianity together."***

Coakley argues that there is one meaning of kenosis that holds promise for
feminist Christians. Recall that the Lutherans of Geissen saw kenosis applying
only to Christ's human nature. In this way human vulnerability and weakness
can be united with divine power so that a special form of self-effacement can
occur "which is not a negation of the sdf, but the place of the self's transfor-
mation and expansion into God."*® She finds this special form of making space
for waiting on and responding to the divine in the ascesis of wordless prayer or
contemplation. Opening to the divine is both perilous and subversive. The self
is in a posture of truly Christ-like vulnerability and doubt. She writes:

[Elngaging in any such regular and repeated "waiting on the divine" will
involve great personal commitment and great persona risk; to put it in psy-
chologica terms, the dangers of a too-sudden uprush of material from the
unconscious, too immediate a contact of the thus-disarmed sdf with God, are
not inconsiderable. To this extent the careful driving of wedges—which began
to appear in the western church from the twelfth century on—between
"meditation” (discursve reflection on Scripture) and "contemplation” (this
more vulnerable activity of space-making), were not dl cynica in their
attemptsto keep contempl ation "special.” 106

Her appeal is to just that apophatic moment beyond speech that we have
already encountered:

The "mystics’ of the church have often been from surprising backgrounds,
and their messages rightly construed as subversive; their insights have regularly
chafed at the edges of doctrinal "orthodoxy,” and they have rejoiced in the
coining of startling (sometimes erotically startling) new metaphors to describe
their experiences of God. Those who have appeded to a "dark” knowing
beyond speech have thus challenged the smugness of accepted anthropomor-
phisms for God, have probed ... to the subversive place of the "semiotic."”’

This vulnerability is required by both men and women, and is not incompati-
ble with the development of a centered sdf. It is only by this special kind of
vulnerability that the self can both find its true center and be able to connect
with others in an authentic way.

However "mystical" the contemplation of wordless prayer may be, Coak-
ley says that she must "avoid the lurking ‘docetism' of the Alexandrian tradi-
tion."This can be done she feels, by recognizing that what Christ "instantiates
is the very 'mind' that we ourselves enact, or enter into, in prayer: the unique
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intersection of vulnerable, 'non-grasping' humanity and authentic divine
power." In the Second Epistle to the Corinthians Christ says, "My grace is suffi-
cient for you, for my power is made perfect in weskness"*® Here is something
that surely is akin to the mystical poverty of Sufism. And whether this is
"docetic" or not, it suggests a relation of the individua to the divinity in
Christ that Corbin would have found congenial.

The idea that such a power in vulnerability is the fundamental meaning of
kenosis is common to Coakley and the Catholic theologian Hans Urs von
Bdthasar.'® In Balthasar's theology there is an explicit attempt to present keno-
sis and the Incarnation as linked to a conception of relational personhood and
to a theology of Beauty that in respects pardlels some of Corbin's key themes.

Bdthasar's theology is emphaticdly Trinitarian. And this for a reason that
echoes Corbin's warnings. O'Hanlon puts it succinctly: "If God were smply
one he would become ensnared in the world process through the incarnation
and the cross"™® Any simple monism is incompatible with the fact of divine-
human interaction. In order to explain any such communion there must be a
dynamic within the divinity that makes it possible. God must be both imma-
nent and transcendent. The incarnation must signd ared event in God, and this
rea dynamic is "the eternal event of the divine processions." The trinity is "an
event of the communion of persons," and is an event of kenotic self-giving
love™ This love of the Father, out of whose "abyss-like" depths it arises, is
returned eternally by the reciprocal salf-giving of the Son. The movement of
this love requires otherness and distance and is the archetype of dl love of the
other whether human or divine. We know the divine kenotic love only through
the incarnate Christ who, ssys Balthasar, "is the Person, in an absolute sense,
because in him sdf-consciousness . . . coincides with the mission he has
received from God."™? Papanikolaou writes, "One becomes a true person, for
Bdthasar, when one is able to relate to the Father in the way the incarnate Son
relates to the Father, and that relation takes the form of obedient response to
the Father's cdl to a unique, personal misson, "

It is far beyond the scope of this chapter to contrast Bathsar and Corbin
in any detail. Such a vagt project would shed considerable light on these cen-
tral theological disputes. It is clear that there are some revealing common
themes. Bathsar's Trinitarian procession serves a function similar to the Neo-
platonic emanation for Corbin, and the insistence that God must be somehow
both immanent and transcendent is the bads for Corbin's theophanic theology.
The aiyss of God's giving expresses that same apophatic moment we have
encountered before. And Bathasar's account of the accession to true personal-
ity, that Christ is the exemplar for a unique and personal mission, recals
Corbin's concern with individuation.

Corbin's docetic theology, grounded as it is in Idamic mysticism, has little
place for Trinitarian doctrines. Almost the only important reference to the Tri-
une God in his work occurs in his discussion of the unio sympathetica in the
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mydtica theology of Ibn 'Arabi. The Breath of the Compassionate grants exis-
tence to dl the beings in Creation, and thus dl these creatures are this very
breath itsdf. The Compassion thus moves in both directions: from Creator to
creature and back again. This "existentiating Breath" is food for both the crea
ture and his God. 1bn 'Arabi writes,

Feed then God's Creetion on Him, for thy being is a breeze that rises, a per-
fume which He exhdes We have given Him the power to manifest himsdf
through us, Whereas He gave us (the power to exig through Him). Thus the
roleis shared between Him and us114

This continuous mystic Supper, consisting of the giving and receiving of sub-
stantiating sympathy, of the interpenetration of Creator and creature in pri-
mordia beauty and mutual love, is represented for Corbin by the Biblica and
Qur'anic event of the philoxeny of Abraham.™ This story is depicted in Andre
Rublev's fifteenth-century masterpiece, sometimes known as The Old Testament
Trinity.116 Some Idamic commentators have interpreted the three mysterious
strangers as the angels Gabriel, Michael, and Seraphid.™'” In the Eastern Ortho-
dox tradition they represent the three persons of the Trinity.® Corbin tdls us
that 1bn 'Arabi has given a most magnificent mystical exegess of thisicon. This
mystical Supper is the Feest at the heart of Creation:

[T]o fead God's cregtures on Him is to reinvest them with God, is therefore
to meke their theophanic radiance flower within them; it is one might sy,
to make onesdf capable of gpprehending the "angdic function” of beings, to
invest them with, and perhgos awveken them to, the angdic dimension of
their baing.™®

This continuous cosmic Feadt, which ensures the substantiation, individuation,
and continual existence of dl the beings in Creation, and which is dways visi-
ble to those who have the eyes to see, takes the place in Corbin's theology of
the sacrament of Holy Communion.

Bdthasar's Trinitarian theology is in some ways in fundamenta resonance
with Corbin's vision despite, indeed because of the absolute centrality of the
Incarnation. This is because at root the doctrine of kenosis as love presupposes
the ever-present availability of the spirit of Christ, and so avoids the historicism
that Corbin reects. The doctrine of the Holy Spirit permits Bathasar to pro-
vide a transformational doctrine of perception that is in some respects strik-
ingly like that which Corbin outlines. Nichols writes,

Bdthesar has made it dear that, in dl authentic perception of the divine glory
of Jesus Chrigt, seeing goes hand in hand with transformation. . . . [H]e sess
that here percaving is impossble without a being caught up in love A the-
ory of perception cannot be hed in this context without a doctrine of con-
version, and 0 ultimately of sandiification®



This could eesily have been written about Corbin himsdf. In Balthasar's vision,
kenosis dgnifies the Glory and Beauty of the Lord made manifest. Significantly,
he shares Corbin's respect for Jakob Georg Hamann's theology of Beauty.™ It
is perhaps true that Bathasar and Corbin share a common Catholic sacramen-
ta attitude toward the beauty of the earth. David Tracy has suggested that
Catholic theologians and artists "tend to emphasize the presence of God in the
world, while the dassc works of Protestant theologians tend to emphasize the
absence of God from the world."' If something like this is true, then we might
sy that Corbin, while vehemently regjecting the hierarchy of the Catholic
Church as an ingtitution, in favor of a more "Protestant,” indeed Lutheran
emphasis on the freedom of the individual, nonetheless displays a deep and per-
vadve sacramentd sensbility that perceives the world as "haunted by a sense
that the objects, events and persons of daily life are revelations of grace"> As
Greeley points out, the danger in this is idolatry—but Bathasar guards against
this in a way that recdls Corbin: The Father is the Abyss of Giving, He is the
Unknown and Unknowable Gift—the very fullness of Being of apophass.
Father and Son are correlative; Majesty and Besaltty.

Bdthasar is dso not unaware of the very dangers inherent in the doctrine
of the Incarnation that Corbin warns againgt. Nichols writes: "Balthasar is keenly
aware of how eadly an incarnationa attitude to living ... can collapse into either
a dualism of matter and spirit as only incidentaly related or a mere materialism
where spirit is but an epiphenomenon of matter."'* His solution to this tension
rests upon metaphors that are strikingly reminiscent of those Corbin depends
upon throughout his own work. Balthasar says "As a totality of spirit and body,
man must make himsdf into God's mirror and seek to attain to that transcen-
dence and radiance that must be found in the world's substance if it is indeed
God's image and likeness—his word and gesture, action and drama"'*

That being sad, there is at least one central issue where Bathasar and
Corbin must part company, and it involves, as one might expect, issues of
authority, persona freedom, and the meaning of the Incarnation. For Bathasar
Christ is the absolute guarantor of objectivity. Upon Him rests the indestruc-
tibly solid support for supernatural revelation. Nichols writes,

Even the scholagtic axiom that "whatever is received is received according to
the mode of the recaver is to be brushed adde in this context. . . . Here
hermeneutics, whether culturd or philosophicd ae sent packing, on the
grounds that One who is both God and men cannot but draw whet is uni-
varsly vaid in human life and thought to himsdf. ... In the lagt andyss,
Chrig is the dl-important form because he is the dl-auffident content, the
only Son of the Father™

The critique of individual hermeneutics distinguishes Bdthasar's position from
Corbin'sirrevocably, and illustrates quite clearly the reason Corbin was so vehe-
ment in his atacks on the incarnational attitude. It is because of his unwaver-

ing emphasis on the freedom of the individua that Docetism and hermeneu-
tics must be linked for Corbin.

In the end it seems clear that there are ways of interpreting kenosis that are
compatible with a "theophanic cosmology" of some kind. An incarnational
Christology can be articulated that is not a result of a failure of initiation, and
does not end in nihilism and catastrophe, but it must be one that addresses
Corbin's central worries about the secularizing effects of historicism and about
ambiguities concerning the relation of matter and spirit. For a very different
andyss we will step outside the confines of theology to encounter another
reading of what the weakness of kenosis entails. We begin by returning to that
crucid moment when, according to Corbin, the West came face to face with
its faled initiation.

A Hermeneutics of Absence: Adrift in the Sea of Technics

The Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo works in the tradition defined by Niet-
zsche, Heidegger, and Derrida®” He can be counted among those who are,
often unhepfully, labeled "postmodernists.” In our context, what is important
and "postmodern" about Vattimo is his attack on dogma, on any attempt to
impose a single truth on the plurdity and variety of human lives.

For Vattimo, Nietzsche's radica nihilism, expressed in Zarathustras cry
"God is dead!"'? is the prelude to a freedom that is only now coming within
our reach, and that is in fact the culmination and final destiny of the Christian
tradition. It is sgnificant that both Nietzsche and Corbin look back to the
Zoroastrian roots of the eschatological religions of the West. Norman Cohn has
argued that it "wes Zoroaster who shattered the vision of a cydlic, timeless cos-
mos, and initiated a view of a world moving inexorably forward toward a final
consummation in history. The origins of the eschatological worldview can be
traced back to Zoroaster's proclamation of the Find Battle at the end of time
that will usher in the paradise that is the goa of history.”® Nietzsche reaches
back to the Avesta and reeds there the desperate, ultimate fate of this history in
the death of the God who promised so much and gave, in the end, Nothing.
For Corbin, the mythic and the transhistorical have never in truth been fully
suppressed. We 4ill live in that mythic present. Our insertion in history is only
partial. The timelessness of the eternal present is dways available, and eschato-
logical hopes apply here and now.

For Nietzsche himsalf this "greatest recent event,"™ the death of God, was
an occasion for joy and freedom:

[O]ur heart ovaflowswith gratitude, amazement, anticipation, expectation. At
lagt the horizon gppears free again to us, even granted that it is not bright; &
lagt our ships may venture out again, venture out to face any danger; dl the
daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted again; the seg, our s, lies open
again; perhaps there hes never yet been such an "open s
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Nietzsche's sensation of looking out over a horizon, free if not "bright," isa
far description of Vaitimo's assessment of our situation. We live at the end of the
era of metaphysics, of grand architectonics of thought claiming to uncover the
find truth. For Vattimo as for Nietzsche "there are no facts, only interpretations.”
That is the meaning of the death of God. The idea of Truth has collapsed in upon
itsdf. There is no Reality behind the appearance; there is only the appearance.
This is what the process of secularization comes to in the end: there is no other,
higher, transcendent world that can justify or ground our thoughts and actions.
There is only this secular realm of things, reduced, as Heidegger has sad, to the
caculable, the manipulable, where everything is reduced to "exchange value" and
treated as "standing reserve.” This is the technological worldview.™

Technology is often understood as the triumph of positivism, as the tri-
umph of fact over interpretation. But if everything is subject to interpretation,
then the dominance of scientific objectivity is itsdf subverted.”® Natural scien-
tigts have no sympathy with the claims of postmodernists who clam "there is
nothing outside the text.""* But one does not have to understand "text" in a
literal way to hold that there is nothing but interpretation, and the attempt to
understand the contextual aspects of natural science is a major feature of mod-
ern epistemologies. But even this less obvioudy "literary" position is nonsensi-
cd, or a best entirely irrelevant, to most practicing scientists who are very
happy to ignore hermeneutics and get on with discovering facts. Yet Vattimo's
point, and Heidegger's too, is, | think, that when everything has become
"objective,” when dl things are reduced to objects for manipulation, then any-
thing goes. There are no more natural boundaries to be respected, nothing has
an insde or an outside, no individual can have more than an evanescent coher-
ence, every thing is understood as cobbled together from parts that are subject
to recombination by nature or by technology. Permanence and stability have
been replaced by perpetual metamorphoses. The radical position of the femi-
nist thinker Donna Harraway gives a hint of the possibilities here. For Harraway
modern technology merely makes obvious what has been true dl along: the
boundaries between our tools and ourselves are redly not boundaries at al. We
are dready cyborgs, amalgamations of machine and organism. Modern medicine
will only continue to make this clear. What this suggedts is that dl boundaries
ae in some sense abitrary, capable of dissolution and restructuring. This
includes gender boundaries, racia boundaries, as well as boundaries between
species, between animal and human, as Charles Darwin clearly saw. This situa-
tion, says Harraway, provides the possbility for envisioning the ultimate libera-
tion from socid constructions of dass, race, and gender, from the dominations
of al essentidisms, dl socid and political powers™

Nihilism as the ungrounding of dl facts and the dissolution of dl bound-
aries is expressed through the corrosive dissolving power of technology and of
modern economics as its inevitable extension. It cannot be avoided, overcome,
or denied. Nihilism is, says VVattimo,"our sole opportunity.” Any attempt to insti-
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tute something new in reaction to it, either a return to some prior primordial
"foundations" or a legp into a new order, would only be a reenactment of old
violence, the same sad old story of repression and domination. Our only option
is to abandon ourselves to this fluid, rootless, insecure position—to a radica
acceptance of "not knowing" that Vattimo cdls "weak thought."

Vattimo argues that we are able to see the truth of nihilism only when we
have been engulfed by the contemporary "society of generalized communica-
tion." It is only by living in the fluid and ever-changing flux of modern sec-
ular technology where nothing is sacred and nothing secure that we have been
finaly freed to enact the truth of Nietzsche's vison. And this, as Frascati-
Lochhead points out, recalls to us again the words of Christ: "My grace is suf-
ficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." But the dissolving
power of nihilism has to be turned upon the dams of the very technology
that gives rise to it. Even the domination of technology must be dis-located
in a continuous process of undoing. Thisis an active, "accomplished" nihilism,
one that recognizes the implausibility of any dominating structures in thought
or society.

For Vattimo it is paradoxicdly this secularization and the dissolution of cer-
tainty that is the destiny of Chrigtianity. Just the situation that seems to have
resulted in the eclipse and repudiation of the Christian tradition is the only
authentic outcome of that tradition itsdf. The way that Vattimo understands this
srange twist is full of striking echoes of Corbin's work. On Vattimo's account
what the flux of the modern world reveds is that facts must give way to inter-
pretation. And what is the science of these interpretations? Hermeneutics. Here
Vattimo turns directly to the Incarnation and kenosis as the central doctrines of
the Christian tradition, and therefore vital for the destiny of the West. Vattimo
sys that the Incarnation has mostly been read in a"Hegelian" way, so that

God and Jesus Chrigt are thought ... in the light of an idea of truth as the
objective articulation of evidence that, as it becomes ddfinitive, renders
interpretation superfluous. . . . [T]he reveaion somehow concluded with
the coming of Jesus the scriptural canon wes fulfilled, and the interpreta-
tion of the saored texts became ultimately the concern only of the Pope and
the cardinds™

This is of course precisaly Corbin's point. That is how the Incarnation has in
fact been read by the offidd Church. The doctrine of God's entry into human
history freezes the mystery of Christ into time and into the hierarchical struc-
tures of those in power. We have seen Bdthasar rgect any application of
hermeneutics to the revelation of Christ. Corbin vehemently rgects a
"Hegelian" reading in favor of individual hermeneutics, of gnosis. But Vattimo
rejects it because he says the metaphysics of Truth is no longer an option for
us. We have, thanks to Nietzsche and Heidegger, finaly been freed from the
violence that is the inevitable outcome of metaphysical thought.
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hermeneutic philosophy that gives equa rights to story, myth, and philoso-
phy—to dl the forms of thought and meaning, and so explodes the single
vision that dogma imposes. Hermeneutics in the modern sense began, Vattimo
notes, with the Enlightenment project of biblical exegesis, and represents the
culmination of Christianity in a post-Christian form as a secular philosophy.
This extends its power fa beyond the andyss of readings of the sacred text.
And because hermeneutics "ungrounds" dl claims to Truth and Transcendence,
it is the heart of that nihilism in which we live.

This "freedom" that nihilism imposes is where the true meaning of keno-
sis lies. The emptying of God into the world results in "secularization" and the
irreducible plurdity of interpretations, of visions, of forms of life that this
entails. Vattimo writes,

[M]odern philosophical hermeneutics is born in Europe not only because
here there is a religion of the book that focuses attention on the phenome-
non of interpretation, but because this religion hes at its base the idea of the
incarnation of God, which it conceives as kenosis, as abasement, and, in our
tranglation, as weakening.™*

This weakening in the form of the rejection of dogma and the celebration of
a plurality of voices has precursors in the Christian tradition. Vattimo points to
Joachim of Fiore's doctrine of the Third Age of the Holy Spirit, in which the
inner, spiritual sense of the scriptures tekes precedence over the legd, discipli-
narian interpretation. It is, he says a matter of taking the doctrine of kenosis
serioudy. We can look to those pages where Schleiermacher

dreams of a religion in which everyone can be the author of their own Bible;
or those of Novdlis, in which are-evaluation of the "aesthetic" aspects of reli-
giosity (the images, the Madonna, the rituals) runs alongside the same dream
of a Christianity that is no longer dogmatic or disciplinarian.”*®

Everyone the author of their own Bible. This is the culmination of the general
philosophy of hermeneutics born from Biblica interpretation.

If one discovers that hermeneutics is closaly related to dogmatic Christianity,
neither the meaning of hermeneutics nor that of dogmatics will be left intact.
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Joachim of Fiore is for Corbin too a representative of the religion of the
Spirit, of the Paraclete, the Figure who alone can inaugurate the True Church.
Corbin compares Joachim and his disciples in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies with the Shi'ite theosophers who

ek of the "eternal religion" and of the "Paraclete.” The Joachimites, cen-
tered in the tradition of prophetic Christianity, invoke the "Eternal Gospel"
and the "reign of the Paraclete.” For the Shi'ites the coming of the Imam-Par-
aclete will inaugurate the reign of the pure spiritud meaning of the divine
revelations: it is this that they mean by "Eternal Religion." . . . For the
Joachimites, the reign of the Holy Spirit, of the Paraclete, will be the time
where the spiritua comprehension (intelligentia spiritualis) of the Scriptures
will dominate; and this is what they mean by "Eterna Gospd." The conso-
nance is striking. It is possble to gpesk of a common "hermeneutical Situa
tion," that is to sy, of a"mode of comprehension” common to one sde and
the other, notwithstanding the difference issuing from the Qur'anic Revela-
tion and &l the more rich in its instruction."®

But in a complete reversal of Corbin's view, the appearance and triumph
of the spiritual Church beyond al dogma is for Vattimo only possible
through the secularization that the kenosis of the Incarnation brings about.
Vattimo writes,

The idea of secularization, if considered in relation to hermeneutics, seems
to be less univocaly definable than is generally believed: rather paradoxi-
cdly, in fact, hermeneutics which, in its Enlightenment origins, shows a
demythologizing and rationalist trend, leads in contemporary thought to
the dissolution of the same myth of objectivity . . . and to the rehabilitation
of myth and of religion. This is a paradox that . . . focuses on the intrinsic
relation of hermeneutics to the Christian tradition: nihilism "resembles"
kenosis too much for this similarity to be but a coincidence, an association
of ideas. The hypothesis to which we are led is that hermeneutics itself. . .
is the outcome of secularization as ... an "application," an interpretation of
the contents of Christian revelation, first of dl of the dogma of the incar-
nation of God.**

As regards the latter . . . the relation with hermeneutics produces a critical
rethinking of its disciplinary character: the nihilistic "dissolution" that
hermeneutics reads in the "myth" of the incarnation and crucifixion does not
ceae with the conclusion of Jesus time on earth, but continues with the
descent of the Holy Spirit and with the interpretation of revelation by the
community of believers. According to the line that ... | propose to cal
Joachimist, the meaning of Scripture, in the age opened by the descent of the
Holy Spirit, becomes increasingly "spiritual," and thereby less bound to the
rigor of dogmatic definitions and of strict disciplinarian observance.™

This, from Corbin's perspective is precisaly right: kenosis and nihilism are con-
nected in just this way. But for him as for Semnani they represent a metaphys-
ica falure, the catastrophe that is destroying the West, and making the Spiritua
Church an impossibility. Hermeneutics, far from being the culmination of sec-
ularization, is the royd road to the sacred.

The active "accomplished nihilism" that Vattimo describes is not com-
pletely without content. It is not merely a dissolving power, but carries with it
the central core of the Christian tradition: Love. For kenosis is God's self-emp-
tying love. Frascati-Lochhead writes,



The principle of caritas, love, knows no limitation. Thisis Vattimo's answer to
the criticism that secularization, instead of developing the Christian tradition,
often places itsdlf explicitly outside of it. The core of Christianity islove, keno-
sis, and hence, no doctrinal conclusion, no "truth," is guaranteed as ultimately
and eternaly valid. Augustine's word, "Love God and do as you please!” is as
applicable to the interpretation of Scripture and dogma as to anything dse’?

Here again, as with Coakley and Bathasar, we find a point of contact with
Corbin's theology. Vattimo's ethics includes an amost sacramental sense of
attention to the particulars of the world that he cdls pietas'® Vattimo says that
he uses the term

in the modern sense of piety as devoted atention to that which, however, hes
only alimited vaue and that desarves attention because this vaue, even though
limited is the only one we know. Pietas is love for the living and its traces—
those lived and those carried insofar as they are recdived from the pest™

But for Corbin this love finds its source in the transcendent figure of the Beloved
who is infinitely renewed and renewable through that very transcendence and so
can never become an idol. As we have heard, "Theophanic perception remains
open to dl metamorphoses, and perceives the forms through their very meta-
morphoses. ..." But the metamorphoses of which Corbin spegks presuppose the
vertical hierarchies of being that are implicit in dl Idamic thought. For Vatimo
and the modern world, dl metamorphoses can only be horizontal, Darwinian,
temporal. All that prevents idolatry and dogma for Vattimo is the knowledge that
one's idols will dways melt awvay into another, merely different form. There can
be no orientation in a world with no boundaries, and our sole opportunity is
acceptance of the transience of this mortal world of ceasdess flux.

Vattimo's work is part of the project of post-Nietzschean philosophy to destroy
what Derrida cdls the metaphysics of Presence. That is, metaphysics understood
as the attempt to get a grip on the structure and eternal Truth of Being. If we fol-
low Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Derrida we redize that having come to the end
of metgphysics we no longer have the option of believing in structures of per-
manence and domination, whether metaphysical or moral or scientific. We are left
with the play of sgnifiers, the play of interpretations, or the flux of boundary-less
entities that modern technology and economics provides. Being must be under-
stood as eventWe are freed for an active nihilism that holds itsdf open in sdf-giv-
ing love and pietas and can acknowledge the rights of no powers of violence or
violation, because no dogmas, no interpretations are true, dl stories, dl myths, dl
religions, dl powers and authorities are evanescent and groundless and infirm.
Everything becomes hermeneutics. No facts. Only interpretations. The hid-
den god that is the ayss of nihilism is dominant, but is given a positive twist: if
there is no truth, there can at least be no rationale for domination and control.

99

There may of course be such domination without any rationae. Corbin indeed
argues for what he cdls a"permanent hermeneutics."** But there are subtle, sig-
nificant, and yet immense differences. The "open sed' that Nietzsche celebrates
is not the "ocean without a shore" that 1bn 'Arabi finds a the end of the mys-
tic quest. There is a world of difference between hubris and mysticd poverty,
between the ubermensch and the darwish. For Nietzsche and Vattimo there is
nothing underlying the individua. Nothing gives structure or direction to the
metamorphoses of personality. Nothing prevents the plurdity of Bibles from
becoming a Babel of chaos. And for Nietzsche, for Vatimo, there can be no
ascent. Corbin's freedom from dogma dways moves upward toward the Angel of
your being. Corbin's vision is based upon a primary orientation that precedes dl
human acts. It is founded upon a metaphysics that Vattimo must reject: the per-
ception that like can only be known by like, and that, as for Bdthasar, being, that
is, moral existence, is intimately connected with perception. Speculative thought
can only approach the truth when it serves to polish the mirror, the speculumin
which the images of transcendence can be apprehended. Corbin's hermeneutic
is dways gnosgtic, it is dways an uncovering, a revelation of something given as
presence and as Gift. And it can never be the world of Promethean man, of tech-
nology, that frees us for this uncovering: the Revelation hes dways been there in
the more-than-human world, and there it remains.

On Vatimo's account God's descent into history dissolves the world,
unmakes its structures, and reveds Being as event. Thefana of God into the
world annihilates God Himsdf. The Incarnation removes the Reality behind
the appearances and plunges us dl into the endless world of story telling and
interpretation. The metaphysics of Presence devolves into a metaphysics of
Absence, of continual undoing, in a cosmos where there are no Names. Posi-
tive knowledge is vaporized into a perpetual unknowing through the
encounter with the Absent God. We are left with weak thought, pietas, and love.

Vattimo's interpretation dlows an uncompromising stand againgt tyranny
and oppression. It privileges freedom over domination by removing any possi-
ble grounds for the justification of any Master. But clearly from a viewpoint
such a Corbin's or that of the SUfi masters he represents we are on very dan-
gerous ground indeed—truly standing on the edge of the Abyss Where is the
individual in dl this?Where does the human person stand? And how are we to
understand the primordial facts of nature, and the miracle of language itsdf? It
is not clear that this "accomplished nihilism" can give an account of the world
that can do justice to the body, and to the place of humans in the natural world.
And practicaly speaking we must ask what the consequences may be of trying
to make openness to the nihil a public program. How far can people live with-
out Presence to balance Absence? We have seen dready that the Great Chain
of Being was not the static structure of Presence that its critics clam. Surdly it
is true that when Being is regarded as Presence aone, not balanced by that
moment of nothingness that the Deus absconditum initiates, then idolatry and
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violence and violation are ensured. But it is far from clear that we can live with
Absence adone. The encounter with the Darkness is the most perilous stage, but
Semnani tels us that it must result in dementia, or in Resurrection. The
encounter cannot be maintained forever.

Findly, it is not at dl clear that science and technology and the engines of
capitalist economics are in any real sense subverted by hermeneutics as Vattimo
hopes. Technicians, capitdists, and scientists don't behave as if they are: from
within the modernist worldview, facts are real, interpretations are only means
to an end, and therein lies their power and their drive to domination.

But as we shal see technology can be interpreted in a radicaly different
way and ill be understood as the final destiny of the Incarnation and kenosis
at the heart of the Christian myth.

TheWord Made Flesh: | AmBecome Death, Destroyer of Worlds

Like Vattimo, Wolfgang Giegerich regards modern technology as the logica cul-
mination of Christianity.** His perspective is that of a practicing psychologist and
he presents his case as a description of the psychological and mythical dominants
of our time—as the unconscious working out of Christian history. But for dl that
he borrows his terminology from the philosophers and presents a story that he
sys reveds the essence and the underlying truth of the modern world. Like Vat-
timo, he sees the globd reach of technology as the defining characteristic of mod-
ern Western culture. Yet listening to his description of that technology is like
hearing a voice from a world radicdly different from the one Vattimo inhabits. If
Vattimo attempts to read technology in the manner of Joachim of Fiore, then
Giegerich provides an account of the "Hegelian" way that technology has, he
argues, infact developed, no matter how much we may wish that it hadn't.
Giegerich focuses his attention on that most horrific digolay of technological
domination, the nuclear bomb. His question is How is it that only in the West
such an instrument of annihilation has become possible? While other civilizations
have had the means to develop a scientific technology, only the West has done so,
and we have done it without regard to any limits whatsoever.’ He writes:

[Slince the Middle Ages, the mind of the West hes lifted off like arocket, sart-
ing dowly to rase itsdf above the ground, then picking up spesd exponen-
tidly. . . . No other dvilization shows this sdf-propdling explosve develop-
ment. Seen in this light, the atom bombs and missles of this century do not
look like accidenta by-products of our culture . . . but more like the symbol
of theWet asawhole. .. .148

That science and technology are pursued with such single-minded devotion
can only be understood if we redlize that they are not secular activities at all.
What he says of the bomb can be applied to the universal scope of technology
asawhole:
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The nuclear bomb in its phenomenology is so immense and so inhuman that,
although a man-made object, it nevertheless extends far beyond the merely
human into the dimension of the ontological and theological, into the dimen-
sion of Being and of the Gods ™

Where do we look for the origins of this huge dynamic that threatens to
overwhelm us dl? There are two key events in Judeo-Christian history that are
decisve. They are to be found in the Old Testament story of Moses and the
Golden Cdf, and in the New Testament narratives of the Incarnation.

Throughout his account, Giegerich contrasts what he regards as a charac-
terigtically Judeo-Christian experience of redlity with an interpretation of that
of the ancient Greeks. The story of the clash between them begins with Moses
destruction of the idol:

This gory is, 0 to goeek, a gory of the calligon of two worlds One is Stu-
aed in the lowlands and is characterized by an animd-shaped image of God
cad fron metd to whom the worshipping people bring offerings and in
whose honor they cderate a hdliday, rdessng themsdves playfully to the
cdebration. The other world is a mountain pegk and is characterized by an
invisble, transcendent God in the heights, by a code of mord laws engraved
on gone tables, and, on the part of God as well as on the part of Moses by a
fieroe wrath againgt the odebrating people™

Maoses came down from the mountain with the tablets of the Law, and in arage
pulverized the golden cdf around which the people had celebrated and danced
in his absence. He then forces a decision: "Who is on the sde of the Lord?' and
commands those siding with him to "day every man his brother, every man his
companion, every man his neighbor"*>* and so this is how they ordained them-
sves for the service of the Lord. This gory, Giegerich says has penetrated
deeply into the soul of Western humanity for two thousand years, causing a
permanent rift in our souls between the pagan dancer and the warrior in ser-
vice to the transcendent God. It signas the birth of both the sin of idolatry and
of the One God. For there can be no True God without fdse gods, and no idols
without that Lord.

This story describes a schism in the experience of redlity. The pagan, myth-
ical, ritualistic experience of the world is dominated by the sdlf-evident radi-
ance of phenomena. The word phenomenon has its roots in the Greek
phainesthai: to appear, to shine. For Giegerich, a psychologist in the Jungian tra-
dition, this "shining" of things is what Jung has meant by the "image."*** Avens
writes, "Phenomena have no backs: they are what they mean and they mean
what they are. What manifests itsdf and impresses the soul with a numinous
effect is true by virtue of its shining." As Jung discovered in conversation with
a Pueblo Indian Chief, the Sun that is God has nothing "behind" it. The Chief
sad, "The Sun is God, everyone can see that." "This is the Father, there is no



Father behind it 'This "pagan” god is atheos, and does not refer to a Supreme
Being—it expressss a quality of existence, something "unheard of," "extraordi-
nary," "wonderful."* In the case of the Golden Cdf, "anybody could immedi-
ately see from the bull's radiating imaginal quality that this is God. The essence
of God was in the pagan world to be sought in the radiation and in the numi-
nosity of this metaphoric shine"™ There is no question as to the existence of
such deities—they are the self-evident fullness of sensuous redlity.

But when Moses pulverizes the idol, God "pushes off from his animal base
and takes off for the mountain."* This unprecedented, entirely unique event has
enormous consequences. The meaning of divinity and the meaning of the world
have changed utterly. Though it takes centuries for the effects to work themsdves
out, the dieis cast. God becomes invisible, present only in faith and in the preach-
ing of his word. God becomes wholly transcendent, his immanent shine now
gone—he disgppears even from the winds. God becomes One: no longer visible,
but pure spirit, his particularity and plurality disappear. God's animal nature and
concrete redity vaporize and we are left with an idedlized Being. With no pres-
ence in the world, with no sensate epiphanies to spesk for Him, there must be
an unbroken string of Witnesses to keep the faith dive. Ledtly, by pushing off any
image, God becomes literal: the One, True, Positivist God. Only the literal can be
believed in. Images show themsalves—they are what they reved, and as an essen-
tid part of this showing, they have their being in relation to other such images,
and thus their boundaries are labile, indistinct, and sensuous. Only an idedl,
abstract redlity can be perfect, stable, and smple enough to be literal. In short:

God was only adle to acquire his literd existence by paying the price of his
subgtantidity, sdf-evidence, and worldly embodiment. Only by abandoning
his ssnste redity, only through his mystification, was he adle to become
absolute spirit and true God ™’

The efects on the world He leaves behind arejust as radical. 1dols and the
True God are born smultaneoudly. Both are equaly distant from the mythical,
imagina redity from which they emerge with the stroke of Moses' sword.
Giegerich writes:

Moses pulverizing and mdting down the Golden Cdf is an assalt on the
imagind qudity of redity as such. . . . Maosss reduces the redlity of God to
"mere matter": dust ingteed of divine image Just as God becomes a literd
God, so does metter in apogitividic sense originate here.... It isthisact which
gves rise for the firg time to the idea of something earthly that is "nothing
but" earthly, for it is deprived of itsimagind shine. As God becomes world-
less by obtaining his ab-soluteness, 0 earthly redity becomes GodHess™

We are witnessing here the birth of positivism: literal, monotheistic religion,
and literalist, monomaniacal secular scientism. It took centuries for the divine
image of redity to be completely destroyed, and yet the seeds of the destruc-
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tion are clear. In this biblical tde we are present at the birth of the literal and
the "elimination altogether of the imaginal from the prevailing ontology."** For
Giegerich the catastrophic event that leads to the modern world lies at the very
heart of the Judeo-Christian experience of transcendence.

There are three new dements that appear at this birth: God as a transcen-
dent, purely spiritua intensity, matter as a literalized, secular "dust,” and, born out
of the psychic energy released by this "firgt fisson" of the Weg, the Will to Power,
in the form of the ego™® This will to power is what drives modern scientific tech-
nology and has produced most emblemetically the horror that is the Bomb.

There is a good ded more to Giegerich's story, but our focus is on the
Incarnation. Given the radica split between God and the world, what is the
meaning of the Incarnation for Giegerich? He stresses that Christianity aone of
al the world's religions professes such a doctrine, and it is out of the Christian
Middle Ages that the modern view of nature arises. What this uniquely Christ-
ian doctrine adds to the schism is the paradoxical union of its members. Spesk-
ing in psychologica terms, Giegerich says that God must somehow compensate
for his lack of Being, his disgppearance into the empyrean. But given the gulf
separating God from matter, the only way to effect a contact is through the nec-
essaily paradoxical union, the perichoresis or reciprocal interpenetration of the
divine and the human. Giegerich cdls the burial of the Logos in earthly flesh
the "somatization of Being" and says that it provides the only possible mythica
bass for our modern sense of the objective redity of the world of things and
facts™ It is significant that Giegerich should choose perichoresis from among dll
the various ways of understanding the doctrine of kenosis. As we have seen, this
term was used by John of Damascus, and in his hands the doctrine threatened
the full permeation of the human by the divine. It threatened the obliteration
of human weskness "by the invasve leskage of divine power.'® This under-
standing of kenosis raises the specter of a divine force destroying and controlling
the human nature of Christ, and so His essentid weskness. This is indeed the
point that Giegerich is making. Thisisthe kind of kenosis that is redly at work
in the Western psyche, in spite of dl the disputations of the theologians.

When the Logos becomes flesh, the flesh is "logolized." The embodiment
of the transcendent, abstract spirit, in compensation for its loss of redity and
immanence, has three results. Avens summarizes:

Hrst, God's essance oaesss to be only imegelike, mythicd. God warts to be
postivdy "someone" asubgtantia being, abeing in flesh. Second, the fact that
this God . . . mugt become flesh, shows that from the very outset he lacks
something—that he is incorpored, insubstantid, unred. The naturd gods
never need to become flesh because they carry their corporedity in their
image-like or imagind nature. Third, in the event of the incarnation a twofold
change takes place: achange in the essance of flesh and asmultaneous change
in the essence of naure. . . . [W]e are witnessing here an event of avesome
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proportions: the flesh—in its oneness with the Logos—acquires i redicdly
different nature. The very idea of flesh, earth, redlity, is changed. The flesh is
no longer naturd, but flesh from above indeed it is not flesh a dl but, so to
ek, a"logolized" abdract flesh."163

The world is forever changed. What counts as red is no longer the phenomenal
red of the mythical, ritual world, but the abstract, manufactured "second nature"
of what will become technology. Technology is Logos, and technology is flesh—
and it is what defines what is redly real:"[T]he flesh, after the Incarnation, has ¢
acquired a new meaning: it is'made,’ technological flesh, a second nature." 164
Chrigtianity attains to its truth only through the death of nature, through
the dominion of the abstract and yet intensely, literally rea world of techno-
logical devices whose actua purpose is to build God here on earth, in the flesh.
This is what transcendence means for us. it is"a quality within redity, another
style of reality" where the abstract, invisible "spiritual" laws of nature, the gen-
erdlized abstractions of science, are given body through technique. The global
domination of Western technology is dso a fulfillment of Christian monothe-
ism in its reentless attempt to unify, control, and dominate the various view-
points of the plural, human world. The God's-eye view of the satdlite in space,
the al-encompassing reach of globa capitalism, and the pervasive tentacles of
consumer culture, TV, and the Internet: dl of this points to the dominance of
"one absolute, total, al-encompassing God—the God of technology."
Giegerich says "The event of technology as a whole means the end of each-
ness, the end of cosmos and the victory of universe.... Concrete objects, tables,
cars, shoes, tin cans, plagic now have their nature in being throwaway objects,
and only abstract Technology as a whole has divine vaue™"® The aim of tech-
nology is atotal obliteration of the human and of the natural. Avens comments,
"Everything is afuson of heaven and earth in one point.... In aword, the very
being of the artificid (the technological) is power and violence-violation."**"
The movement into the literal world of second nature is dso an exterior-
ization of everything inner, interior. Thisis aturning inside out into a world of
objects and history, a world of human-made devices that have undone the nat-
ural realm in its entirety—where we have given dl the names. The Incarnation
is the truth of the West, and can only be fulfilled by a total exteriorization of
our inwardness—by a total immersion in earthly redity. We must learn to see,
Giegerich says, that humanism, freedom, individudity, and inferiority are the
"untruth of the West." We are bound by degtiny, by the new truth of Being
which technology inaugurates, and our only redemption lies in giving ourselves
over whally to this new ontology, this more-than-human power that will sweep
us dong in its wake whether we will it or not. We have viewed the world of
technology as a secular reelm only because we have tried to deny its sacred
power—the power of the one God among us—and we can be saved only by
accepting the fact that for us, technology is God. " The nuclear Bomb is God."**
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One can imagine Corbin's horror, were he to hear this account. This isjust
the catastrophe he feared, just what the failed initiation could produce, just what
one could expect from a fana of God into the world. The perils of the Incarna
tion include just this divinization of the human. Corbin saw that the doctrine of
the God-Man can go wrong in precisdy this way, o that the two natures of
Chrigt collgpse together, and in a monstrous inversion of the monophysite doc-
trine, Man sets himsdf up as God on Earth.168 Corbin would sy that Giegerich
has read the Judeo-Christian story from the point of view of the dominant tra-
dition. By doing so, he has been able to show us what this tradition has done. But
it has dso led him into the errors of that tradition. Importantly, he misunderstands
theimaginal. Hisinterpretation of the "image" aswell as his use of imaginal, dif-
fer essentidly from Corbin's. In Corbin's theophanic cosmology, "image" dways
implies an interplay between immanence and transcendence; that is what guar-
antees the angelic function of beings and prevents idolatry. Giegerich views the
origins of monotheism through the lens ground by the very technicians whose
worldview is the result of the failed initiation. So he cannot understand the true
meaning of theophany and of the imaginal. Thus, Giegerich reads a modern dis-
agter back into the rift between the Greek and the Hebrew.

But it is not the Abrahamic tradition that is at fault, only the literal, dog-
matic, "Hegelian" versions of it. What Giegerich has done is to reved to us
clearly what these interpretations of the Incarnation and kenosis have pro-
duced. Surely Corbin would say that Giegerich reads the Incarnation aright—
this is what has happened, we do live under the dominion of the Will to Power,
in the shadow of the domination of the individual, and the violation of the
world of the anima mundi given in the primordial Revelation. It is a rape of
Nature and of humanity as well. Giegerich's view of the Incarnation expresses
precisdly what Corbin was most worried about—Faustian science, demonic
inflation, and the disappearance of the inferiority of the individua. But for
Giegerich this redity forces us to accept that Pan is in fact dead, Nature is vio-
lated, the air is fouled, and the forests will not regrow. This is our fate, we have
al contributed to its development, and we are the very enemy we pretend to
loath. He says that we have no choice. In an echo of Vattimo, he thinks this is
our destiny and we have no other option. We must accept the world of tech-
nology. It is, he sys the place where our being truly is. He writes, "[F]or us
technology is 'our place of soul-making' our form of achemica opus and our
place of theophany."169 But where Vattimo's theophanies appear in the
ephemeral being of transient things, Giegerich's appear in warheads and ther-
monuclear detonations.

There is sense in his "realism,” for we cannot bury our heads in the sand.
And yet to believe that technology is the inevitable embodiment of the Will to
Power invites the darkest visons of a technological world run amok. Harraway,
who as we have heard writes of the promise that may be found in the image of
the cyborg, sees the demonic sde quite clearly. In her words, the cyborg is
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the awful apocalyptic telos of the West's escalating dominations of abstract
individuation, an ultimate sdf untied at last from al dependency, a man in
space. . . . From one perspective a cyborg world is about the final imposition
of a grid of control on the planet, about the find abstraction embodied in a
Star Wars gpocalypse waged in the name of defense, about the final appropri-
ation of women's bodies in a masculinist orgy of war.™®

We can envision a technological future asVattimo does, and as Harraway
hopes we may, as the birthplace of multiple interpretations that dissolve dl global
powers in a happy chaotic welter of local powers and local rationalities. There is
a good ded of such theorizing within the scientific community itsdf.* Then
technology can perhaps represent the culmination of kenosis as love. In that case
there are some points of agreement with Corbin's theology. There are then ways
of understanding the kenotic foundations of normative Christianity in line with
Corbin's views. But coexisting with these tendencies are those that Giegerich
describes. If, as | suspect, it is the latter that are likely to prevail, then Corbin's
prediction of catastrophe has come true with a vengeance.

There are clearly truths in both of these accounts of the modern world.
But swhichever way we read technology, Corbin would stand firm against both
Vattimo and Giegerich on one key issue: that there is no other option. Both
Vattimo and Giegerich affirm our helplessness in the face of the Truth of Being.
We are doomed either to accept "accomplished nihilism" or the inhuman pow-
ers of Second Nature. But to interpret this as the unalterable destiny of the
West, as somehow the new Truth of Being'™ which we must accept in order to
be in tune with our times—this invites the ultimate catastrophe, the ultimate
Idolatry: worship of the Promethean human in the form of Technology and the
complete and final occultation of even the memory of both the human being
and of God. For Corbin the proclamation that our current sorry state is our
destiny and in fact the truth of Being, is the greatest domination, the most dan-
gerous dogmatism. Corbin stands for the freedom of the individual againgt the
tides of the times. It is a stand againgt a world made by men, or aworld, if so it
be, made by the Fallen God, the absolute literalist, a God who is no longer hid-
den at dl, whose body is the bomb, whose meaningless images now flood our
lives. Corbin stands for the individua soul, in that community of beings acces-
shle to us in the numinous shine and radiance of the Primordial Revelation.

FOR LOVE OF THE WORLD:
IMAGINATION, LANGUAGE AND
THE PRIMORDIAL REVELATION

| want to sketch out the rudiments of a response to these anadyses of the his-
tory of the Wegt, of technology, and of our sense of who we are. Surely we have
been shaped by the prophetic tradition out of which Christianity was born,
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but | share Corbin's belief that we are not trapped within the confines of his-
tory as it hes developed. The direction | want to pursue owes a great deal to
Corbin's vision of the Religions of Abraham, the Religions of the Book, and
to those elements within those traditions that he so passionately defended. But
| find it difficult to embrace any of them. Their officid forms have been too
violent, too oppressive, too destructive. And the God of Abraham has been
absent too long and too hideoudly in the century's genocides and catastrophes.
And yet, | am profoundly stirred by Corbin's work, and want to count myself
among "those who have chosen." | want tojoin in his battle againgt the forces
of Ahriman, and in the search for glimmers of light in these dark times.
Corbin's work on the roots of the Abrahamic tradition points the way toward
an understanding of the relation between transcendence and immanence,
thought and being, the spiritual and the ethical, that can perhaps dlow us to
begin formulate a response adequate to the conditions of humanity and the
world in our time. We must pay close attention to what he has to tell us of the
Imagination, the world, and the Word. Because the central question to be
asked about the Religions of the Book is After the unspeakable catastrophes
of the twentieth century, what can we sy?

THE PRIMORDIAL AND THE PRIMITIVE

We are in danger of becoming defined and dominated by our tools. Our pow-
ers and techniques are truly titanic: monstrous and divine a once. We are
caught in a multitude of contradictions established by the powers we have
unleashed. We are indeed made wesk by what we have thought, for our tools
are our thoughts "madeflesh.” We are overcome by these literally red abstrac-
tions in a global society of a generalized communication and the unfettered
flow of things. This world without boundaries is wracked with violence, mad-
ness, and despair—for overhanging it dl is that final abstraction made red, that
infinite counterweight to any phydcist's Theory of Everything, the nuclear
bomb. We find ourselves caught between the abyss of a horrible "freedom" and
the finality of an annihilating constraint, amidst the wreckage of nature and of
human hopes.

It is time for each of us to make a choice. If we are not to perish in the
flux of history we must follow Corbin's lead and teke a stand againgt it. His
entire work constitutes an invitation to choose, not for ourselves, but for our
Angel and for the Angel of the Earth. In order to gain access to the experi-
ence of the soul of the world upon which our own souls depend we need a
method, a theoria. To take a stand againgt the powers that threaten to engulf
us we need a countertechnology. We need techniques to oppose the
immense powers that threaten to annihilate al the rich diversities of the
world, both cultural and natural. And we need the means to ress the perils
of nihilism that threaten to weaken our determination, undermine our sense



ION

of the ultimate worth of the human soul, and that give support to the insid-
ious darknesses that dissolve us from within.

Among the lovers of the world, among the ecologists, among the "greens,"
there has long been recognition that our species has overstepped its bounds,
that our actions are disrupting the physical and biological systems upon which
our lives depend. We need to reinvent human political economies, to move
beyond the economic systems of the developed nations. Not in order to revert
to an idealized nontechnological past, but to move toward a world where the
human connection to the earth is understood, and given its due. We have to
envision a post-technological world, a postmodern world where human culture
is no longer conceived in separation from the natural world.

The attempt to establish humility, respect, and reverence for the matrix of
life as the guiding principles for a new conception of human culture has been
cdled "posthistoric primitivism."'” Posthistoric because our vision of the enor-
mous diversity of human cultures over vagt expanses of time and space means that
we can stand now outside the limits of a narrowly human conception of history.
We can see oursalves as embedded in nonhuman nature, and our present lives as
extensions of a prehistoric, Paeolithic past. Primitive, because we can recognize
the primordial basss of human communal and individua life. As the anthropol o-
gist Stanley Diamond has said,"[ T]he sickness of civilization consgs ... initsfail-
ure to incorporate (and only then to move beyond the limits of) the primitive."'™
Even Giegerich suggests that our situation would not perhaps have become so
desperate had we been able from the outset to see our technologies not as part
of the secular redm, and so merdly utilitarian and unconnected to the life of the
soul or the spirit, but as a living part of the psyche of the world. We might then
have given them the attention due to any expression of the anima mundi. We
might have taken the care to develop humane and appropriate technologies that
could have helped to usher in a new kind of primitivism.*”

The situation is very different from the perspective of traditional Idam. In
Idam Nature itsef is the primordial Revelation. Thus, as Corbin often repeats,
God can sy, "'l wes a Hidden Treasure and | longed to be known, so | created
the world." The world itsdf is the original manifestation of the Face of Bealty.
The Qur'an says "Wherever you turn the face of God is everywhere."'™ The
revedled Book is replete with cosmic imagery, more so perhaps than any other
sacred text, and everything in that cosmos is a sign of God. As the last Revela-
tion, part of the message of Idam is to restore the first Revelation, the miracle
of creation, to center stage, since over time it has more and more come to be
taken for granted.”” But the return to the primordial in ISam does not signify
what in the modern West is sometimes disparagingly regarded as a smplistic
and Utopian return to nature. The Idamic Revelation is alaying bare of the Face
of God, by means of the "reminder” that is the Book.

To dfect this transformation, to liberate the imagination from the control
of the powerful who would manipulate dl our thoughts and desires requires the
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moment of nothingness that is the result of the encounter with the Deus abscon-
ditus. It requires the destruction of human meaning that Joyce called the "abni-
hilisation of the etym."'® This is part of the task of hermeneutics. In Corbin's
vision, the soul and the world are not divisible, and hermeneutics is their smul-
taneous development. Speech and song are the primordia technologies of the
soul. A countertechnology based on this insight would consigt in an attempt to
reclaim the roots of language, of the soul, and of the world from their domina-
tion by the powers of abstraction and universalization, whether these are tech-
nological, economic, or political. These roots are to be sought not in the uni-
versd, abstract, and general, but in the individual, the oral, the local, and the
particular.*” This provides the answer to the question that may be the central
question of the Abrahamic prophetic tradition: Who is Khidr?® Thereis a hint
of the answer in his name: Khidr is the "Verdant One."*®! He is the Green Man.
Heisthe Angel of the Face and the Angel of the Earth as hermeneut: the Verus
Propheta revealed to each soul in the form in which each is ale to receive it.
It is to this hermeneutics that we now turn.

PSYCHOCOSMOLOGY: ALCHEMIES OF THE
WORD AND OF THE WORLD

If we recognize the ream of the imaginal as the mediating world between the
purely physical and the purely spiritual then the schism between them can
begin to heal. Matter need no longer be confused with the demonic. Indeed,
everything becomes material.’® What had been conceived as spiritua redlity
becomes the realm of subtle bodies, and there is a continuum from the dense
to the subtle that corresponds to an intensification of being. It is possible for
any of the beings belonging to the world of Light to become more red, more
themsalves, more individual and intense in their very being. We begin to sus-
pect then that the true meaning of the word substance is fading from our con-
sciousness. We tend to think of the spiritual as disembodied, diaphanous, even
abstract. We sat spirit on one side, and matter on the other, and increasingly
only the material, the manipulable, has any red importance, any "substance.”
But when priority is given to the imaginal, the dichotomy between substance
and spirit collgpses. The spiritual is substantial. It is not disembodied. It is here
and now.™ This is how we can reclam a sense of the substantial presence and
the concrete significance of human life. The "real work" for usis smultaneoudly
a spiritual, ethical, and physicd struggle. Like can only be known by like: this
means that thought and being are inseparable, that ethics and perception are
complementary. The form of the soul is the form of your world. This funda-
mental unity of the faculties of human cognition and the world to which they
give access is that eternal pagan substrate of dl religion. As we saw earlier,
Corbin speaks of the "cognitive function of sympathy" as basic to the revela
tion of correspondences, the "balances’ between the worlds visible to the eyes
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of flesh and the worlds visible to the eyes of fire. This sympathy is a once per-
ceptual and cognitive and requires an attitude toward redlity that the modern
world has nearly completely forgotten. It is a stance toward redlity that gives
weight to the display of the image, denying the schism between the inner and
the outer, the subjective and the objective. All the prophets have been sent to
remind us of it. And in the Idamic view there have been no people to whom
there have not been sent messengers. We can trace this substrate right back to
the Paleolithic. In recaling the poetic or cognitive function of sympathy,
Corbin is caling us to recover what the poet Gary Snyder cdls the "mytho-
logical present.” Snyder writes:

To live in the "mythological present” in close relation to nature and in basic
but disciplined body/mind states suggests a wider-ranging imagination and a
closer subjective knowledge of one's own physicd properties than is usudly
available to men living (as they themselves describe it) impotently and inade-
quately in "history"—their mind-content programmed, and their caressing of
nature complicated by the extensions and abstractions which elaborate tools
are.... Poets, as few others, must live close to the world that primitive men are
in: the world, in its nakedness, which is fundamental for al of us—birth, love,
desth; the sheer fact of being dive. ... In one school of Mahayana Buddhism,
they talk about the "Three Mysteries." These are Body, Voice and Mind. The
things that are what living is for us, in life. Poetry is the vehicle of the mystery
of Voice The universe, as they sometimes s, is avast breathing body."*

In 1bn 'Arabi's cosmology, which was so crucial for Corbin, it is the Breath of
the All-Merciful that unites the Cosmos, God, and Language into a single
extraordinary animate system of perpetual descent and return. For Ibn 'Arabi,
"[Ilanguage is an articulation of the breath. ... It is an image of the sdf and of
the world outside the sdf."® The imagina world of the breath and human
speech expresses the creative power of the divine form because the human sdf
is "aunique articulation of the divine Breath." This Breath spesks itsdf as both
the microcosm of the human sdf and the macrocosm of the cosmos.

It is essentiad for the hermeneutics we are seeking to grasp the fact of the
embodied spirituality of theWord in Idam.*® The Qur'an is first and foremost
a recited text. The power of the word, its poetic force, is based first of dl upon
public vocalization, not internalized, private reading. The Revelation of the
Qur'an to Mohammad occurred as recitation, and the reveations, which con-
tinued throughout his life, were physicaly overwhelming. Idamic spirituality
has retained this embodied character throughout its history. The very position
of the ritual prayer is sad to have provided the archetype for the design of the
human body. Prayer and its orientation toward Mecca as the symbol of cen-
trality celebrate the worshipping body.”’

And there is no distinction between the sacred and the secular in Idam.
There cannot be a merely utilitarian realm where a secular technology can get

a foothold. There is no redm of life that is outside the religion. All the details
of human existence are subject to ritual prescriptions® In the figure of
Mohammad we find an exemplar of the perfect human that Christians often
find hard to understand, raised as they have been with the image of Christ as
the archetype of holiness. Mohammad was a husband many times over, father,
confidant, warrior, teacher, politician, businessman, prophet, and mystic: the
fullness of human worldliness and spiritudity, the perfection of that breathing
body and microcosm of the world which is the human sdf. He provides a
model for the substantia struggle of human life, for gnosis as the transforma-
tional, salvational knowledge that dters the networks of connections linking
the microcosm and the macrocosm.

The phenomenology of the imaginal is in full accord with this essentid
embodiment of Idamic spiritudity, "[IJmagination embodies. It cannot con-
cdve of God or anything dse save in concrete terms"*® It is characteristic of
Qur'anic Arabic that it is concrete: "[T]he Arabic of the Qur'an . . . dways has
a concrete side to it, and this is true of Arabic in general. . . "™® The language
of the Qur'an is the foundation of Idamic spiritudity. And <o it is that for 1bn
‘Arabi "it is in the world's concrete redlities that God is found, not its abstrac-
tions"** On his view both reason and imagination are required for adequate
knowledge of the «f, the world, and God. Without reason we can essly be
mided into delusion. And yet for us it is his emphasis on the imagination and
the way that it prevents the rupture between matter and spirit that is definitive
of our tradition. Chittick writes:

[ITmagination perceives that the symbol is identical with what it symbolizes,
creation is the same as the Creator, the form is none other than the meaning,
the body is the spirit, the locus of manifestation is nothing but God as mani-
fest, and the image is the object. This perception ... is unmediated by any ratio-
nal process—it is a tasting, an unveiling, a witnessing, an insight. ... It is best
exemplified in human experience precisdy by concrete experience—tasting
food, being carried away by music, faling in love. Theologicaly, imagination ...
achieves an incontrovertible understanding that the creature is God.192

The mysteries of the universe do not lie primarily in the universal laws and
principles, even though these are mysterious enough. What is most mysteri-
ous and miraculous about the universe is its concrete particularity, its every
object and inhabitant, each of which is ultimately unfathomable."®

For Ibn 'Arabi language, imagination, and the concrete embodiment of the
cosmos are linked together through the flow of the Breath of the All-Merciful.
And perhaps by believing in the vitdity and truth of this worldview we can
begin to recover the meaningful substance of the work of human life. Perhaps
we can, as Corbin did, learn from the way |dam safeguards the primordial unity
of edf and world in a sensate, imaginative sympathy. It is this that he saw as the
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primordial vision uniting the monotheisms of the West into one True Church,
aliving embodiement of the Harmonia Abrahamica.

We can perhaps begin by taking language very serioudy indeed. We can
acknowledge the psycho-cosmic reach of language and its ontological force, its
ability to transform the soul and the world. There is ample precedent for this
in the Christian tradition, especially in what Corbin caled the "tradition of
hermeneutics' that stretches from Jacob Boehme through J. G. Hamann and
continues right up to Heidegger and the contemporary world.

To attempt to learn to speak a language based upon the cognitive sympa
thy that lies at the root of religion would provide a means of warding off the
dangers of abstraction and the dogmas that accompany it. Such a poetics could
help us to live in the mythological present, in what Corbin cdled a redized
eschatology: that is, one that occurs right now. Recall the anecdote Corbin
relates of the conversation with D. T. Suzuki in Ascona in 1954:

[W]e asked him what homologies in sructure he found between Mahayana
Buddhism and the coamology of Swedenborg in respect of the symbolism and
correpondences of worlds: 1 can Hill sse Suzuki suddenly brandishing a gpoon
and saying with a gmile " This gpoon now exigs in Paradise . . We aenowin
Heaven... ."This wes an authenticaly Zen way of answvering the question. 1bn
‘Arabi would have rdlished it."*

Corbin devoted many pages to the work of Immanuel Swedenborg. For Swe-
denborg as for Corbin, the ego must be opened to the influx of its angel. It
must be opened, that is, to the world beyond its narrow personal confines,
toward its true Sdf. In Heaven, whether we achieve it in this life or in the
next, the form of your world is what you are, just as in the Sufism of Najm
Kubra. David Loy, an authority on Buddhism, writes of Swedenborg: "To be
spiritua is nothing more than being open to, and thereby united with, the
whole. . . .We are in heaven right now if our internals are open, according to
Swedenborg, and nirvana is to be attained here and now, according to Sakya
muni Buddha"'*

We need to keep our internals open. | can think of no better way to
express that freedom from hard-heartedness and dogma that is one goa of the
human struggle. It is a psycho-physical Quest to be open to the world. Not
curved in upon ourselves, but open to the tastes and textures of the world as
the Manifestation of the Real. And the breath of our words is essential because
they reflect the images that engender the angelic function of beings.

A language is concrete, like Arabic, when the words are pregnant with
images’® Poetic language in any tongue can be concrete in this way. Image
opens onto image, landscape onto landscape, stitching the inner and outer
together and enacting the sympathies between beings by means of perceptions
of the subtle relations that link dl things. This requires subtlety and attention
and perceptua ills that have atrophied in us from lack of use.

We have Freud and Jung to thank for taking serioudy the procession of
images, the theater of the life of the soul, for the "talking cure" that recognizes
the power of language to transform, and for the amplificatio that extends our
reach into the unknown places where our souls and the world interact. But, as
James Hillman has argued for many years now, we need to move beyond the
inner-directed emphasis of much psychotherapy to the complex and difficult
task of working in that intermediate realm of the alchemical, of subtle bodies,
where the geographies of nature and the landscapes of the human soul inter-
penetrate.” We have to learn to inhabit a world where the human and the
more-than-human meet in mutual presence.

Wewho live in aworld of red abgtractions have seen the products of abstract
and dogmatic thought that have little sympathy for human or any other beings.
Knowing the inhumanities and excesses of a world so constructed, we can turn
to the more difficult task of transformation that the thing-like-ness of concrete
thought implies. We can turn now back to the red work of being human.

READING THE WILDERNESS

We have lived too long within a world of our own making. We have lived too
long within a language of the merely human. To keep our internals open we
have to learn to read and write ourselves out of oursalves, and uncurl ourselves
back into the world.® This is the task set to us by Khidr, the Green Man, the
hermeneut at the meeting place of the two seas Language is not a tool for
communication that belongs to us. Language is not an exclusvely human abil-
ity a dl. It is a fidd of meanings and intentions that we inhabit. Human lan-
guage grows out of the ‘world itsdf. We spesk because the world spesks. And
because language and the symbols upon which it depends are the Breath of
God, it has the power to penetrate to the very heart of things. Language in the
broadest sense is cregtive because the world was gpoken into being. Because of
this, reading can be, as Ivan lllich has told us, "an ontologicaly remedia tech-
nique,""® ameans of transformation, of gnosis.

It seems clear the habits and Kills of literate culture are being lost. We may
indeed be entering a time that George Steiner cdls the After-word. The habits
of reading and the culture of the book are on the decline in modern techno-
logica society. Both Steiner and Illich have somewhat ‘wigfully proposed that
perhaps as the universities turn themsalves into the handmaidens of business,
technology, and the military, we may yet preserve cdls of humanist resistance,
"Houses of Reading" where the habits of mind of a bookish civilization can
endure®® ' believe with them that something like this is essential for the preser-
vation of our humanity, essential if we are to take a stand againgt the ongoing
violations that are the annihilation of the person and the rape of nature. But it
is not enough. Khidr is not a humanist. He is a messenger from far beyond. ™
The world that he opens up to us is infinite. He announces that the cosmos
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itself is a "house of reading"—it is the Primordia Temple of the Word. The
guardians of high culture, of literature and the humanities, have for a long time
not read this book at al. They have been too curved in upon themselves. And
when it is read, as it is by natural scientists, it is too often only in the most
abstract languages of domination and control. The cultures of the After-word
will not just be illiterate, but aso denatured, dysfunctional, and condemned to
occupy the world of Second Nature that Giegerich describes.

There are as many kinds of literature as there are kinds of attentiveness.®?
In 1907 the unorthodox psychoanalyst and physician Georg Groddeck made a
distinction that is useful here®® He sad that there is a kind of poetry, of liter-
ature, that seems to come from inside human consciousness and brings us "news
of the human mind." Groddeck suggested that European culture after around
1600 became increasingly absorbed in this kind of attention, and that the result-
ing literature, having reached its apogee in Shakespeare, is now in decline and
becoming more extreme in order to compensate for its essential bankruptcy. At
the opposite end of the spectrum is a kind of poetics based on attentiveness,
not to the human, but to the more-than-human, to what Groddeck cdls Gott-
natur, a divine ingtinctuality. This kind of attentiveness and the art it produces
bring us "news of the universe." Groddeck found this attention sometimes in
Goethe. He thought it represented something new beginning in the West. |
hope he was right, and | think it is here that we may look for an element of
the countertechnology we are seeking. Robert Bly comments: "Literature and
art that attempt to reopen the channels between human beings and nature, and
to make our fear of her dark side conscious, help us to see her without fear,
hatred or distance."®*

What are the techniques we need?We dready know that we must be will-
ing to alow the world to speak, willing to seek correspondences between
human consciousness and what we might cal the consciousnesses in the nat-
ural world. We aready know that this means being open to images as the the-
ater of the world. To open ourselves to the news of the universe requires a
poet's hermeneutic attentiveness, and this requires some disciplines we are
sorely lacking. We do need something like "houses of reading," to serve as cdlls
of resistance to the dominion of those who control the postliterate culture of
the wholly unnatural. But these would be half-open dwellings, opening out-
ward beyond the confines of the ego, beyond the range of human culture and
onto the mysteries of the more-than-human world. To fully understand the
significance of the task we sat ourselves, we must recognize with Jung that
these untamed regions do not correspond to the boundaries we have set up
between the inner and the outer. The wild is not identical with the world of
physica nature. And the tame is not restricted to a protected enclave within
the human person.

The reading of the world that we need to learn has to be active and
engaged. It must take the form of a didogue that begins swith a careful listen-

ing to the voices that speak to us from beyond the bounds of the known. We
have to engage in a gentle kind of cal and response, a reading that cdlsin turn
for speech, and perhaps for writing, or other kinds of making, and that dways
turns back to listening. We can learn aspects of this kind of discipline from
children, from certain kinds of natural science, and from poets and artists.
George Steiner's profound study of the grounds of meaning in language and
art are of tremendous importance here. We need a theory, atheoria, not just of
meaning in poetry and literature, but in the perception of dl redity, and
Steiner's suggestions are fertile. He recdls to us yet again the roots of theoria.
"It tells" he writes,

of concentrated indght, of an act of contemplation focusad patiently on its
object. But it pertains d<0 to the desds of witness performed by the legates
sert, in solemn ambessy, to observe the orades gooken or the rites performed
a the saored Attic games A "theoridt” or "theoretician” is one who is disd-
plined in observance, a term itsdf charged with a twofold sgnificance of
intellectua-sensory perception and rdigious or ritua conduct. . . . Thus the-
ory is inhabited by truth when it contemplates its object unwaveringly ad
when, in the obsavant process of such contemplation, it beholds, it takes
grasp of the often confused and contingent . . . images assodaions, Ugges:
tions, possibly erroneous, to which the object gives rise™®

All truth in perception begins with this "theory." This kind of attention is
intensely relational because it is fdt, it is sensuous, it is embodied. The
encounter with intelligible form as presented in art requires that the object be
experienced as a red presence, and in this encounter the "poem, the statue, the
sonata are not so much reed, viewed or heard as they are lived."®® Art thus
"makes sense” of the world. But aesthesis refers to the perception of the world
we have not made, as much as to the world that we have. We who are 0
removed from the more-than-human need this kind of contact with the pri-
mordia grounds of life. And crucialy, Steiner understands that the perception
of any meaningful form is grounded in the encounter with a rea presence, a
transcendence, beyond the human. The perception of meaning in art, and we
can extend this to the world as a whole, is based upon the "axiom of dia
logue."®” We are dways, when we are truly paying attention, in communion
with what lies beyond us. Steiner writes, "[I]t is, | believe, poetry, art and music
which relate us most directly to that in being which is not ours"*® As we begin
to learn what it may mean to read and write the world, to hear the news of the
universe, we would do wdl to hear these words.

Another feature of the reading we must learn is that it is attentive to place.
Bodies occupy places, they are located. This we know from the ecologists. You
need to know where you live: to know the trees, the flowers, the bedrock on
which we build, where the water comes from and where it goes. But human
beings are not only located; they locate. Corbin says,
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Orientation isa primary phenomenon of our presence in the world. A human
presence hes the property of paidizing aworld around it, and this phenom-
enon implies a certain rdaionship of man and the world, his world, this rdla-
tionship being determined by the very mode of his presence in the world®®

Both of these aspects of our place in the world must be given their due. The
inner and the outer interpenetrate. You cannot know who you are without
knowing the terrain you occupy; and yet you cannot truly know what your
orientation is within that terrain without knowing who you are. The ecologists
tell us we are defined by our world. Corbin tells us that our world is who we
are. Our inner landscapes define our orientation in the world just as surely as
the geographies of the outer world. The boundaries of the world as we have
learned to see them are disrupted. To redlize this is threatening. There are few
sife havens in this task of being human.”°

To cope with the threats and challenges of the encounter with the worlds
beyond the ego, what we would learn in the houses of reading would have to
include an ancient virtue: ascesis. There are three aspects of this disciplineto con-
dder. Firgt, an asceticism of the body. Not the asceticism that Corbin so vehe-
mently attacks, the furious, rejecting asceticism that creates a chasm between the
object of love and the transcendence that is immanent in it This asceticism
cannot be incompatible with a passionate love for the things of this world. An
asceticism of the body would, for us in the developed world, mean a refusd to
participate in the excesses of the consumer culture. But this is redly the essy
part. lvan Illich uses ascesis in another sense to mean "courageous, disciplined,
sdf-critica renunciation, accomplished in community.” He proposes an "episte-
mological ascess™ a purging of corrupting concepts that give redlity to abstrac-
tion, and tear us avay from our roots in embodied, local, communal redlities?
When we live immersed in the modern world of generalized communication,
where every natural boundary is violated, we are constantly assaulted by images,
messages, idess, all of them having their origins outside the boundaries of our
respongbility and control, dl of them having been crafted by someone for some
purpose of their own, and al of which in the end serve to manipulate us. The
profound and magica news of the human that Shakespeare once brought, has
now degenerated, at the end of literacy, into advertising and mere "news."

Epistemological ascess cannot entail a refusd to entertain novelty or new
ideas. But | have lived at the mercy of the tides of intellectual fashion for long
enough to know that the tremendously difficult task of renunciation is based
on an ability to discriminate and to refuse—to have a keen and attentive sense
for what is destructive, dangerous, and dominating. This requires a matured
sense of freedom and beauty. Is this teachable? Is it "art?" Perhaps it is the bads
for art; an art we have to learn in our half-open dwellings of reading.

The third aspect of ascess is poverty: having little, needing little, living
rooted in the mystical poverty of the dervish. It is only through redizing the
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poverty of the ego that attentiveness to the news of the universe is possble.
There is an intimate connection between ascess and aesthess. Each requires
subtle discrimination, slent attention with dl the senses, and careful, watchful
feding. These operations can best be accomplished in spaces that open fredy
onto mystery and the unknown, that open onto darkness. Remember Sarah
Coakley's cdl for an ascesis appropriate to contemplative, wordless prayer, that
quiet vulnerable waiting that opens onto the dark knowing beyond speech.

The psyche, the anima mundi that we find in nature often has this openness
to darkness evident as a kind of sadness. Bly writes, " The psychic tone of nature
grikes many people as having some melancholy in it. The tone of nature is
related to what human beings cdl 'grief,’ what Lucretius cdls 'the tears of
things,’ what in Japanese poetry is caled mono no aware, the sender sadness"**
We have encountered this before in Mir Damad's perception of the slent
clamor of beings in their metaphysical digtress. All things are only as made-to-
be. All things exist in poverty and it is this that opens them to mydery, to the
angedlic function of beings. That is their ability to lead beyond themsdves as
symbols revedled to the lover, to the hermeneut, as tokens of transcendence.
This may well be another way of saying that dl things have some kind of con-
sciousness, that there is a vagt web of images tying together the inner and the
outer. AS CONSCIOUSNESS IS t0 SUPraconsciousness, so being isto mystica poverty.

The hermeneut and the lover, you see, must keep the darkness very close,
aways. For it isthe function of the Absconditum, the forever and necessarily hid-
den God, to open the world for us at each instant, making everything new. The
ever-present "moment of nothingness' hovering just beyond the horizon
ensures the pervasive transcendence of the world. Only the Deus absconditus
guarantees the eternal dissolution of dogmas and underlies the necessity of a
"permanent hermeneutics,” the unending reading and writing of the soul of
the world, the ceasdess uncovering of harmonies between the worlds within
and the worlds without. This provides the setting for the human journey
toward itsdf and the world in which it is truly at home. We are not spirits lost
in a world of matter. Both spirit and matter are abstractions born of reason.
Closer to the mysterious and substantia truth is Corbin's image of a soul seek-
ing itsAngel, in an endless quest through immense landscapes in a cosmos that
knows no bounds.



FIVE

HARMONIA ABRAHAMICA

The Logt Speech and the
Battle for the Soul of the World

What is the source of our first suffering? It liesin the fact that we hesitated
to speak. . . . It was born in the moment when we accumulated silent things
within us.

—Gagon Bachdad

INTRODUCTION

WE ARE LIVING out the consequences of three great crises: a rupture between
the individual and the Divine, a severing of the fdt connection between human
beings and the living earth, and a profound breakdown of long-held assump-
tions about the nature and function of language. In traditional terminology, we
are witnessing a collgpse of the structures that make sense of the relations
among God, Creation, Logos, and the human person. Two of the catastrophes
are fairly eadly categorized; they are spiritual and environmental. The third, the
crigs of Logos, is more diffuse and more fundamental. It is a crisis of meaning.

These crises may be understood together, as part of Sngle, coherent story.
| can't claim that this is the best story that can be told about how we arrived
at our current situation, but | think it is agood story; that is, it is a fertile, living,
open-ended story that suggests its own continuation, its own kinds of resolu-
tions. And | must admit, my fondness for this story is born of a strong desire to
find something original, that is, something at the origin, that can serve us dl as
a kind of common ground.
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THE PROPHETIC TRADITION

In his late writings Henry Corbin articulated particularly clearly a powerful
vision of the unity of the religions of Abraham. It is a mystica and esoteric
view of these religions, in that it gives precedence to the inner significance of
religious experience rather than to the socid forms that contain and channel
the potent forces to which religious experience can give rise. These logocen-
tric religions share a story that centers on the revelation of the Word of God.
Corbin writes,

The drama common to dl the "religions of the Book," or better sad, to the
community that the Qur'an desgnates as Ahl al-Kitab, the community of
the Book, and that encompasses the three great branches of the Abrahamic
tradition (Judaism, Chridtianity and Idam), can be designated as the drama
of the "Log Speech.” And this because the whole meaning of their life
revolves around the phenomenon of the reveded holy Book, around the
true meaning of this Book. If the true meaning of the Book is the interior
meaning, hidden under the literd gppearance, then from the ingant that
men fal to recognize or refuse this interior meaning, from that ingtant they
mutilate the unity of the Word, of the Logos, and begin the drama of the

"Logt Speech."!

For Corbin much of Judaic, Christian, and Idamic history can only be under-
stood if we see it as the theater in which the drama of the conflict between the
literal and the hidden meaning of the Word is played out. To the degree that the
Word becomes only public property, to that degree is the true meaning lost.

| think it is fair to say that al Corbin's work was at root devoted to illus-
trating deep commonalities between the mystical and often heretical traditions
within Christianity and Idam, and of both with similar movements in Judaism.
This effort he understood as akin to the attempts of early Christian
hermeneuts to reconcile the stories in the four canonical Gospels. The origi-
na work of harmonization written by the Syrian Tatian in the second century
took its name from Greek musical theory: his Diatessaron means "according to
four."The traditional name for the underlying unity of the Gospels is the Har-
monia evangelica. Corbin suggests that his own work is based upon an underly-
ing Harmonia Abrahamica.?

One of Corbin's early influences, whose importance for his work can't be
overemphasized, is Johann Georg Hamann. It is Hamann's view of language |
want to single out. In a short but crucial essay that Corbin in fact trandated,
Hamann writes,

Poetry is the mother-tongue of the human race; even as the garden is older
than the ploughed fidd, painting than script; as song is more ancient than
declametion; pearables older than reasoning; barter than trade. A desp degp wes
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the repose of our fathest ancestors and their movement a frenzied dance
Seven days they would st in the dlence of degp thought or wonder;—and
would open their mouths to utter winged sentences.

The snses and passons ek and understand nothing but images The
entire gore of human knowledge and hgppiness condds in images The fird
outburst of creation, and the firgt impression of its recording scribe—the firgt
manifedation and the firg enjoyment of Nature are united in the words Let
there be Light! Here beginneth the feding for the presence of things. . . .

Foeek, that | may see Thee! This wish wes ansvered by Cregtion, which
is an utterance to cregted things through cregted things . . .The fault may lie
where it will (outsde us or within us): dl we have left in nature for our use
isfragmentary varse and di 5 ecta membr a poetae. To callect these together isthe
sholar's modest part; the philosopher's to interpret them; to imitate them,
or—bolder dill—to adgpt them, the poet's.

To ek is to trandae—from the tongue of angds into the tongue of
men, that is to trandae thoughts into words—things into names—imeges
intodgns....3

The language of poetry is as close as we can get to the language of the angels.
It is alanguage of images, of imagination. And the imagination is central to the
psycho-cosmology that Corbin describes in the Sufism of Ibn 'Arabi and in
Shi‘ism. Nature itself spesks, and it takes a specia kind of attention to hear it.
As Hamann wrote elsewhere,

It takes more than phydics to explain nature. Physics is only the abe. Nature
is an equation of unknowable grandeur; a Hebrew word of which only the
consonants are written, and to which the underganding mugt add the dia
critical vowels®

Corbin's account of Western history traces the progressve loss of the
Breath of Compassion that articulates those voweds and so gives life and soul to
the world. He warns us that the history of the West has been the theater for the
battle for the soul of the world.> He cdls us to struggle in that long combat by
turning toward the inner recesses where the Angel of the Earth and the Angel
of Humanity dwell. His emphasis is on the light that illuminates the path of the
mystic out of this world in which we are in exile. On his view, perhaps the most
crucid event in this long history was the loss in the Christian West in the
twelfth century, of the angelic hierarchies of Avicenna and Neoplatonism that
had provided the connection between the individual and the divine. The loss
of the intermediate world of the Imagination that they inhabit, of the realm of
the imaginal, occasioned dl the schisms that split the West: religion and philos-
ophy, thought and being, intellect and ethics, God and the individual.

From the firg to the lagt then, Corbin tdls a tde of human life in which
the place of language and the Word is central, and in which the quest for the



logt language of God and the angels is the fundamental problem. It is the ques-
tion that underlies the unity of the three branches of the Abrahamic tradition.

In his magterful treatment of the prophetic tradition, Norman O. Brown too
relies on Corbin's work for ingghts into the history of these interconnected and
tragicaly divided religions." 1dam is the lag in the sequence of the great Rev-
elations, and so sees itsdlf as the end of the prophetic tradition. Following Louis
Massignon, Brown takes Sura XVIII as the centra book of the Qur'an, and the
centra episode of this Sura is the meeting between Moses and Khidr. Khidr is
a mysterious figure, who acts as Moses Guide and initiator into the secret
meanings of the Law and of the world. He is the archetypal hermeneut whose
gpeech is the logt poetry of Creation. In the Idamic tradition he is identified
with the Old Testament figure of Elija. Khidr is the persona Guide, and Corbin
sys equivalent to the Paraclete and the Hidden Imam, to the Christ of the
Cross of Light; he is the Verus Propheta, the inner guide of each person, the
cdedia Anthropos and Angel of Humanity whose appearance to every person
is each time unique.

Brown writes that the question posed by Idam, at the end of the prophetic
tradition, after Moses, Jesus, and Mohammad, is, What comes after the Prophets?
In Brown'swords, " The question is, Who is Khidr? And, What does it mean to be
adisciple of Khidr? ... Pursuing that question, Ibn Arabi said that he had plunged
into an ocean on whose shore the Prophets remained behind standing."’

This question is equivalent to asking how we may recover the Logt Speech.

AFTER THE WORD

In order to have any chance of answering this question we must examine very
closdy the gtate of language for us now, at the end of the prophetic tradition.
Norman O. Brown has suggested pardlds between the reveded language of the
Qur'an and, astonishingly Finnegan's Wake. The Qur'an, by means of its pulver-
ization of human language, is more avant-garde, more postmodern than
Finnegan's Wake. In its structure, its alusveness, its ambiguities, its imagery, and
its poetry "the Qur'an reveds human language crushed by the power of the
divine Word."® God's Word unmakes al human meanings, adl the proud con-
structions of civilization, of high culture, and returns dl the luxuriant cosmic
imagery back to the lowly and the oppressed, so that in their imaginations it
can be made anew. Brown says

The Idamic imagination, Massgnon hes written, should be seen as the
product of a desperate regression back to the primitive, the eternal pagen
subdrate of dl religions—that proteiform cubehouse, the Kaba—as wel as
to a primitive preMosaic monotheisn of Abraham. The Dome is built
upon the Rock.'
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The way to start a new civilization, Brown sys "is not to introduce some new
refinement in high culture but to change the imagination of the masses. . . ™

The world is shattered. Language is crushed by the Word. We return to the
Origin out of which alone new worlds can be made. But what is this soil out
of which the luxuriant cosmic imagery grows? The return to that pagan sub-
drate is not without danger. It suggests as well the Blut und Boden of Aryran
supremecy, and the genocide of the very people who provide the root and ori-
gin of the entire Tradition of the Word.

Is that truly the meaning of the end of the prophetic tradition? Is it
bounded by Abraham and Auschwitz? What is the meaning of the Word, of
Logos, after the ungpeskable catastrophes of the twentieth century? Is there any
hope of recovering the Lost Speech now?What kind of meaning is possible in
the absence of the God of Bdief? What can the human response be to the long
history of failures to embody the Breath of Compassion? In order to answer
the fundamenta questions posed by our place in the prophetic tradition, we
must grapple with the enormity of our situation. | know of no more powerful
and uncompromising andyst of our predicament than George Steiner. In his
work we find a prolonged and intense concentration on the confrontation of
cregtive imagination with inhumanity and evil. In Steiner's treatment of the
relation between Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger dl our themes come
together with an intensity of focus that is staggering: Language, God, Logos,
Earth, and the human person.

The poetry of Paul Celan is the result of the encounter of the credtive
power of human language with the unbearable begtidity of the Holocaust.
Celans late verse exids on the edge of intdligibility, where human meaning
shedes off into the unknown resches of the soul and of the world. Though flu-
ent in severd languages he chose German for his poetry, the language in which
the inhuman and the demonic was, for his time, given expresson and redlity.
The darkness of the unknown sources of language and human meaning and
that of the unbearable demonic are thus brought together in a terrible tension
in his writings at every moment. His work represents a stunning example of the
awe-ful struggle in which human crestivity and the reach of the soul toward
light contend with the monstrous evil of which we are capable and that threat-
ens to negate every breath of love and compassion that we take. As Corbin has
taught us, there are two darknesses, and to confound them is a disaster of cos-
mic proportion: there is the darkness of the evil that refuses the Light, and the
Luminous .Darkness at the approach to the Divine.

Heidegger too struggled with the relation between language and being
throughout his life. His work unquestionably stands as a towering monument
to human thought. But his legacy is as deeply ambiguous as his writings are
difficult and perplexing. It is not merely that he was, however briefly, an
enthusiastic supporter of National Socialism. As Steiner argues, it is his almost
total silence about the Holocaust after 1945 that is damning and nearly
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impossible to understand. Is it possble to reconcile this silence with the
deeply lyrical writings of his late works?

In Steiner's view, Heidegger's metaphysics is throughout an effort to
think immanence without transcendence. From early on he categorically
refused the theological. His work is an attempt to think Being without
recourse to categories of transcendence. Much of his writing is indeed
"pagan” and full of references to the earth, to the soil, to tradition, and to the
gods, and seems deeply rooted in the immediate realities of a pastoral life. His
attempt to return to "the eternal pagan substrate" that is the origin of reli-
gion has been much praised by various ecologicaly minded philosophers for
these reasons. His writings are deeply suggestive for anyone involved in try-
ing to rethink the modern Western relation between the human person and
the earth. Much of his work is dso profoundly antitechnological in charac-
ter, and this as well has made him attractive to environmentalists of many
kinds. His critiques of modern instrumental thought and action are profound
and stirring. And yet there is a certain hollowness, a profoundly "abstract"
character to his work that is troubling to say the least. There is an impersonal
and inhuman tenor to his thought that is at times revelatory and entrancing.
Ye from Being and Time on there is, as Steiner says, nowhere for an ethics to
take hold, except perhaps one based on an impersonal aesthetics of nature.
Heidegger's "mystical" tendencies are rooted in a realm beyond the ethical.
Steiner writes, "Far beyond Nietzsche, Heidegger thinks, feds in categories
outside good and evil.""* And increasingly in the later works, in strong contrast
to the early talk of authenticity and resolve, his categories are beyond action and
he speaks in a"poetic" language only of letting-be.

Paul Cedan's struggles with language, thought, and being are in many ‘ways
pardld to Heidegger's. But the great Jewish poet's existence is defined by the
Holocaust. Steiner writes,

Together with Primo Levi (and both men chose quicide a the height of their
srengths), Paul Cdanisthe only survivor of the Holocaust whosewritingsare,
in some true degree, commensurate with the ungpeskable. Only in Levi and
Cdan does language, in the exact face of subhuman yet dl too human enor-
mity and findlity, retain its reticent totality.

Celan was deeply immersed in and constantly preoccupied by Heidegger's
writings, and his readings of Holderlin, George, and Trakl. The intensity of the
relation between the two is not "merely" a mark of intellectual interest, but of
deep spiritua afinity: "What is absolutely clear is the degree to which Paul
Celan's radicaly innovative vocabulary and, at certain points, syntax are Hei-
deggerrian."*®

This relation was not one-way. Heidegger knew Celan's work well and "in
a rare public act, attended Celan's readings. Even on the bass of incomplete
documentation, the intensity and depth of the inward relationship is palpa
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ble. .. ." And yet, there is a chasm separating these two men that is of vagt his-
torical, spiritual, and ethica implications; a chasm that is unbridgeable. Steiner
narrates a drama of epocha significance:

The two men were present to each other with rare force. The crystallization
of that reciprocal presentness was Celan's visit to Heidegger's famous hut at
Todtnauberg a few years before Celan's suicide.... Of the encounter we know
only what Celan's enigmatic recal tells us, or, rather, elects not to tell us. That
there came to pass a numbing, soul-lacerating deception ... is unmistak-
able. . . . Celan came to question . . . Heidegger's perception or non-percep-
tion of the Shoah, of the "death-winds" that had made ash of millions of
human beings and of the Jewish legacy which informed Celan's destiny. . . .
Celan was taking the risk of an ultimate trust in the possibility of an

encounter, of the renascence of the word out of a shared night. ... So far as
we know . . . that trust was violated either by trivial evasion ... or by utter
silence. . . . Either way, the effect on Celan can be felt to have been calami-

tous. But the issue far transcends the personal. Throughout his writings and
teachings, Martin Heidegger had proclaimed the deed of questioning to be of
the essence; he had defined the question as the piety of the human spirit.
Whatever happened at Todtnauberg, when the foremost poet in the language
after Holderlin and Rilke sought out the "secret king of thought," blasphemed
against Heidegger's own sense of the holiness of asking. It may, for our epoch at
least, have made irreparable the breach between human need and speculative thought,
between the music of thought that is philosophy and that of being which is poetry.
Much in Western consciousness hes its instauration in the banishment of the
poets from the Platonic city. In somber counterpoint, Heidegger's denia of
reply to Celan ... amounts to a banishment, to a saf-ostracism of the philoso-
pher from the city of man.*

And so we arrive at the final, horrible outcome of that rupture in Western
culture between thought and being which was the constant and central theme
of Henry Corhin's life of theological meditation. When the cosmology of
angelic mediation between the individual and the divine is shattered, and the
mediating function of the anima mundi and Imagination destroyed, then the
breach is opened separating thought and being, God and humanity, knowledge
and ethics, imagination and knowledge, human language and the Word, spirit
and matter.

What is lacking in the thought beyond metaphysics that Heidegger pro-
vides is that Breath of Compassion which breathes life and sympathy into the
world. And this Breath is the substance of the soul of a Person. In the Abra
hamic Tradition it is the trace of that Person in dl things that gives them their
being. Heidegger tried to erect a philosophy denying the need for the category
of the Person and the transcendence implicit in that Being, and it is this that is
ultimately responsible for his failure, for the emptiness and inhumanity of his
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work, Paul Celan experienced in an amost unimaginable degree the loss of this
Person, and his work resounds in the emptiness of that Absence. But it is only
because of the anguish at the loss and the exile that results from the withdrawal
of God that his search for language, so close to Heidegger's on the surface, is a
deeply human cry for meaning betrayed.

If the prophetic tradition is not to conclude with findity in this moment
of immesasurably tragic drama, then a means must be found of learning to spesk
again, of learning to think again, to fed again, of bringing these shattered frag-
ments of a life into some wounded yet living whole. Perhaps it is more than we
can hope that we will be able to succeed. And yet there is no question that the
attempt must be made. We must try, in the face of dl that is darkest in this night
of the world, to learn what the Sufis cdl "the thought of the heart.” And we
must do this by struggling to learn again the languages of the world.



