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This work is a selection from 7he
Arrheton, a work-in-progress examining
every aspect of Mythorealism. So, what is
Mythorealism? Mythorealism is a
philosophy, a modern take on mysticism,
mythology, art and literature, in which you
are invited to participate if our viewpoint
appeals to you.

We have no doctrine as such, but
you should be able to get a good idea of
where we are coming from by reading this
work and its companion volumes.

Mythorealism until recently was a
family affair, confined to the rather unusual
clan of which I am a member. The term
itself was invented by my mother, the
author and composer Lani Thompson. The
metaphysical basis for our philosophy was
supplied by my father, the late David
Douglas Thompson, a composer and
thinker. My brother Jason Thompson
developed our metaphysical ideas still
further. All of the other family members-
including siblings and spouses- have
contributed greatly to these ideas through
conversation, and some of them may make
formal additions of their own at some
stage. However, it is no longer our wish to



keep this philosophy private, or to "own"
the concept of Mythorealism.

It is my goal and my mission to
present our ideas to the wider world, but
also to invite other people to participate,
helping to shape what Mythorealism is and
what it becomes. If you are interested in
myth and mysticism, poetry and
philosophy, art and metaphysics, then
please join in the conversation and create a
Mythorealism of your own.

You are invited to join the
discussion at:
http://mythorealism.ning.com/

An open forum for the serious discussion
of myth and mysticism in art, poetry,
philosophy and spirituality.

For books about Mythorealism as
well as fascinating and unusual epic
fantasy, please visit Brass Window, a small
Maine publishing house dedicated to
publishing unique new books that push the
boundaries of mind, matter, and myth:
http://brasswindow.com/

To learn more about the work of C.S.
Thompson, please visit:
http://www.noctiviganti.com/



Creed: "When myth incarnates in the
waking world."

Description: Mythorealism "encompasses
facets of reality which aren't ordinarily
perceived and brings them into the waking
world. Reality is more than bones and
blood. It is the spirit lurking behind stones
and flesh... Myth stepping into Matter...
The World being uttered..." (Lani
Thompson)

Caveat: One of the strengths of
Mythorealism as a spiritual and aesthetic
viewpoint is its lack of dogma. The single
statement "when myth incarnates in the
waking world" is our only creed, and
nothing else within Mythorealism has
higher status than a personal opinion. Any
thoroughly philosophical examination of
that central creed could lay equal claim to
being a Mythorealist philosophy, even if it
bore very little resemblance to anything
here. The following principles are therefore
not to be taken as an ideology, but simply
as one of the possible expressions of a
Mythorealist worldview.



I- When Myth Incarnates: The
Philosophy of Mythorealism

1- There is a broad and in some respects
unrecognized artistic tendency,
operating in a variety of different media,
the primary feature of which is the
invocation of magic and myth- not
merely the use of such themes as a story
element, but the incarnation of a
transcendent reality within the mundane
sphere.

Where is this "Realm of Myth"? Is it in our
minds? The philosopher Sallust defined myth as
"That which never was, but always is." It is not, in
other words, to be found in the world, in the sense
of being bound or trapped by a particular moment in
time and space. To reduce Myth down to time and
space is the Fallacy of Fundamentalism, just as to
dismiss it entirely is the Fallacy of Materialism. So
if the realm of Myth is not bound by the physical
world, not to be reached primarily through the
physical world, then we must find it through the
mind- through media such as dreams and
imagination, visions and ecstasies. And the things
we see in these dreams can be communicated
through art, evoking their strange power in the
waking world. Reaching up through our minds to
the realm of Myth, we bring something of its magic
back down with us and incarnate it in a work of art.
The work of art then acts as a key, allowing those



who can enter into its spirit to soar upward again to
the realm of Myth. The Mythorealist artist is a
mediator between these two realities, a "priest of the
invisible" in the words of Wallace Stevens.

Is the realm of Myth only in the mind? It
depends what you mean by that. The boundaries of
any individual mind go gray at the edges, and the
core elements of Myth seem to be universal. Just as
the realm of the mind is a private world behind the
realm of the external and physical, might the realm
of Myth not be another level beyond that of the
mind?

But let us confine ourselves to what is right
in front of us. Whether or not the realm of Myth is
defined by the mind, the purpose of magical art has
always been the same- to access this realm and
bring its power into the world. People have been
sitting around campfires telling each other amazing
stories since the Stone Age. Storytelling will always
be popular because it taps into something primal in
us- the place inside us from which myths are born.
The part of us that believes in magic.'

One of our convictions is that
fantasy fiction (and so-called genre fiction
in general) should not be seen as an inferior
off-shoot of literary fiction, but as one of
the main streams of human literature in
general, from which literary fiction
diverged relatively recently. Humans have

" From Reaching up Toward the Fullness: Art
Manifesting the Mythic, by C.S. Thompson
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been telling stories since before recorded
history, and most of the stories that we've
been telling can be best described as
wonder stories- stories in which the realm
of magic and the everyday world are
indistinguishable, producing a sense of
amazement, inspiration and awe. In the
long history of human storytelling it is
fantasy that is the mainstream. Realistic
fiction about the everyday world, while it is
a long-established and noble tradition, is in
its infancy by comparison. The very
earliest literary novel is said to be the Tale
of Genji, approximately a thousand years
old. Compare this to the Odyssey at about
twenty-eight centuries, or Gilgamesh at
more than forty. Those epics represent
traditions that were already ancient by the
time they were written down, whereas the
modern genre of the literary novel is
thought to derive more or less directly from
the medieval romance, diverging from it in
the seventeenth century. Only an arbitrary
and unjustified prejudice could maintain
the notion that wonder stories are mere
"pulp" entertainment, an inferior offshoot
of "serious" fiction. Wonder and magic are
indeed significant, for "man cannot live by
bread alone."



Exactly how significant they really
are, however, is not always realized, even
by their most staunch defenders. The
skeptical materialist considers myths to be
lies, while the followers of Jung and
Campbell treat mythology as archetype and
allegory, either for the core beliefs and
understandings of a culture or for the
psychological states of the individual.
Fundamentalists of all varieties take their
own myths as literal fact, dismissing all
other myths as nonsense or heresy. The
perspective of Mythorealism is very
different. Myths are certainly not lies, but
they are not facts either. Nor are they
merely allegorical of psychological states,
whether cultural or individual. They are the
manifestations of the fundamental
mysteries, great truths expressed in poetic
form- those things which are more true
than the merely factual. As such they are
accessible now, in the "waking world" of
mundane reality, and not only in some
forgotten past, some distant faraway realm,
or in books of ancient mythology. They are
accessible, for instance, through art and
literature- not in the mediocre and
unimaginative epic fantasies, but in those
rare and special works evoking mythic
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resonance, the power of the otherworld
shining through in our own. They are
accessible, also, through personal gnosis,
the direct encounter of the individual with
the mythic realm. In recent years there has
been a growing tendency, manifesting in a
variety of different media, to combine the
two- to create works of the imagination in
which a person of the modern world,
though surrounded by the mundane and the
everyday, comes into contact with the
mythic. These could be described as
Mythorealist works.

Examples include the fiction of
Neil Gaiman, Charles de Lint and Clive
Barker, the Nightwatch series of books and
movies, Pan's Labyrinth and many more.
There is also a growing body of work that
is consciously and deliberately
Mythorealist, including this author's
Noctiviganti Saga, and Of Faegild and
Other Dreams by Lani Thompson. The
creation of any of these Mythorealist epics
is about more than simple fantasy,
entertainment or escapism. The urge to
create myth is a fundamental one, a mystic
impulse common to all cultures. In our own
culture this takes the form of fiction, but
the underlying impulse is not essentially



different, whether the myth is presented in
a work of fiction or an ancient epic, the
statue of a god or a fantastic painting.

2- This tendency represents an
unrealized but extremely powerful
mystic impulse, an instinct common to
all cultures and peoples, which is now
seeking a new mode of expression in the
modern world.

According to neurobiologists
Eugene D'Aquili and Andrew Newberg in
their pioneering work The Mystical Mind.:
Probing the Biology of Religious
Experience, the human brain is structured
in such a way as to make the generation of
myth essentially inevitable. "Human beings
have no choice but to construct myths to
explain their world... this constructive
orientation is inherent in the obligatory
functioning of the neural structures of
operators we have described."?

According to D'Aquili and Newberg, a
mythic story represents a "deeply felt
existential problem" for the society that
creates it, generally involving a seemingly
irreconcilable pair of opposites. Our minds

? D'Aquili and Newberg, p 86
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are predisposed by their own underlying
structure to create mythic stories,
reconciling the opposing forces we
encounter in the world into a more
fundamental unity. The creation of such
myths is not optional- it is automatic; part
of the structure of the mind itself. That is
why mythmaking is a universal, present in
all eras and in all societies. (It would
perhaps be more cautious to call it a near
universal, although the very few potential
exceptions may very well turn out not to be
exceptions at all upon closer study.)

Even atheists have their myths as
well, though masquerading as something
else. Carl Sagan's Cosmos presents one
such myth, re-imagining history as a heroic
battleground between the forces of reason
and those of superstition, in which the
progress of reason and human progress
march hand in hand. Here we have the
opposing dyad of good and evil,
represented this time by reason and
superstition. The war continues, but good
will triumph in the end and evil will fade,
ushering in a new golden age defined by
scientific progress. The new
Zoroastrianism!

11



It is my contention, however- and one that
D'Aquili and Newberg do not dismiss,
despite their rigorously scientific approach-
that this universal impulse to generate
myths is not exclusively neurobiological,
but is the mind's reaction to or
interpretation of something else- the magic
at the heart of the world. As this magic has
always existed, the mythic impulse has as
well, resulting in the classical myths of the
ancient world, as well as the still-extant
mythologies of the great religions. Myth in
this context is a social phenomena,
representing the worldview of an entire
culture. Much of the modern world,
however, is secular and fragmented,
expressed not by a single viewpoint but by
a multiplicity. The broken mirror of the
modern world shows us dozens of faces
when we try to look into it, and no easy
way to reconcile them into a meaningful
unity. For better or for worse, most of us
cannot connect with any tribal identity, or
lay claim in any organic way to the
mythology of a people. Even those who
have such a connection are too often
alienated, unable to feel themselves as
belonging to their own point of origin.
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Myth still flourishes in this strange
new world, but it manifests differently- in
fantastic fiction, in personal gnosis, and in
private visions. The mythology we are
creating today is intensely personal,
manifesting in a thousand forms, and
constantly fluid. What we need to do now
is to recognize it for what it is- a new
vision of spirituality for a new mode of
life, drawing on the most primal sources
and yet completely distinct.

3- The nature of this expression is
distinct from all previous modes of
spirituality, because it draws freely from
a common heritage of world culture and
tradition, while laying claim to no
particular doctrine or identity.

The nature of the Renaissance was
a cultural synthesis, in which the previous
unifying paradigm of the West (the
Catholic expression of the Christian
religion) was to a large extent replaced by a
new unifying paradigm- a shared
perception that the cultures of Europe had
their spiritual and intellectual roots in
classical Greece. The whole notion of
Western culture and a Western tradition-
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previously defined by the notion of
Christendom and, to a lesser extent, by the
thought of Aristotle- began to be defined
by this broader synthesis. The various
cultures of Europe, while remaining
distinct, laid claim to a shared heritage and
a shared source of insight, seeing
themselves as the modern heirs of the
ancient Greeks.

We have the potential now for the
same kind of synthesis, made possible by
an unprecedented intellectual access to the
great civilizations and spiritual traditions of
the entire world. While the separate
traditions and cultures remain distinct and
unique, it is increasingly possible to speak
of a world civilization, a metaculture
drawing on many sources. In my own
library I have access to Plato, but also to
the ancient Irish epic sagas and the Three
Hundred Poems of the T'ang Dynasty; the
Latin Psalms of the pre-Vatican II Catholic
Church as well as the Analects of
Confucius. It would be both superficial and
wrong-headed to muddy the waters, to mix
and match bits and pieces outside of
cultural context. Regardless it is not only
possible, but increasingly necessary, to set
aside the old divisions and be genuine
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cosmopolitans, "citizens of the cosmos" in
the Stoic sense. As a man of the modern
world my spiritual and intellectual
ancestors are not only Greek, but Chinese,
Indian and Japanese as well. For any of the
children of the new world civilization,
Confucius, Lao Tzu and the Buddha are
just as much our forefathers as Socrates
and Plato, and we are just as capable of
being inspired by the deeds of Arjuna or
the 47 Ronin as we are by those of King
Arthur or Achilles. Rejecting both the
parochialism of those who would restrict
themselves to the Western tradition and the
spiritual sycophancy of those Westerners
who would embrace only the Eastern, we
draw inspiration from all sources and love
wisdom wherever it is to be found.

One mistake we must not make,
however, is appropriation, the exploitative
claiming of a specific cultural tradition as
our own when we are not in fact within that
tradition. Our access to world civilization
is metacultural and broad, a matter of
inspiration and not identity. We are neither
druids nor shamans nor Zen masters. Our
inspiration may draw on many sources, but
our personal spiritual experiences are
exactly that- direct and unmediated
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encounters with transcendent reality, with
the realm of myth directly rather than with
someone else's mythic story. The ethical
commandment of gnosis is: go straight to
the source.

4- The personal experience of this
transcendent reality, which may be
referred to as mythic resonance, is
among the most fundamental of human
experiences, providing a rich source of
inspiration and insight.

The mythic experience is an
encounter with a mysterious truth,
conceived as a kind of force or power. It
has a quality of vastness and of never-
ending space, of opening out onto vistas of
wonder. It gives one a powerful sense of
the infinite and the eternal. It is awe-
inspiring and numinous, evoking a sense of
mysterious terror and of fascination. It is
intensely personal, an encounter that
touches the deepest levels of the human
psyche. It is noetic in quality, which is to
say that it gives us knowledge, insights that
could never have been acquired by reason.
It is morally compelling, not because it lays
down laws or gives out commands, but
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because our intrinsic and instinctive
response to it is both awe and wonder,
leaving us convinced that certain ways of
living will bring us closer to it while others
draw us away from it. It is experienced as
something of fundamental concern, having
to do with the ultimate questions and not a
means to any end. And last of all it is
ineffable, something that cannot be
rationally explained or understood.
Because of this ineffability, the only way to
represent the experience is to use a
language of poetic symbols, and this is
exactly what the myths are- divine riddles
of the ineffable.

The Mythic Realm is the world of
stories, tales of things that happened
nowhere and at no particular time, the
essence of which evokes a mythic insight.
In the words of William Blake:

This world of imagination is the world of
eternity; it is the divine bosom into which we shall
go after the death of the vegetated body. This world
of imagination is infinite and eternal, whereas the
world of generation, or vegetation, is finite and
temporal. There exist in that eternal world the
permanent realities of every thing that we see
reflected in this vegetable glass of nature. All things
are comprehended in their eternal forms in the
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divine body of the savior, the true vine of eternity,
the human imagination.

When you are confronted with such
a story- in the context of one of the ancient
myths, in a piece of art or fiction, in a
dream or vision- and you experience some
part of its mysterious power, the result is
what we call mythic resonance. Mythic
resonance is not an either/or- the shades of
gray are uncountable. The effect might be
subtle or it might be life changing,
depending on the power and significance of
the experience itself. Particular myths
encode particular gnosis, and this gnosis
varies, too, from one person to another. No
two experiences of mythic resonance will
be completely the same.

5- Reason and the scientific method are
valid and essential ways of
understanding the material world.
However, no perfectly rational
understanding of the realm of myth is
either possible or desirable.
Understanding in the mythic realm is
essentially ineffable, and its expression
necessarily involves both contradiction
and ambiguity.
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The scientific method has produced
more changes within a shorter span of time
than any other development in human
history. This fact alone is proof of its
effectiveness, and of its validity as a tool
for understanding our world. Many of these
changes have proven beneficial, but many
others are disastrous, ample evidence that
our knowledge has outpaced our wisdom.
Technological know-how, or praxis,
increases daily, but sophia and gnosis have
not kept pace. The ominous results of this
need no belaboring, despite which the
devotees of science-as-a-religion would
dismiss all mysticism, convinced that the
death of the mythic is the key to utopia.
That the future world made possible by
science could very well be uninhabitable,
or at the very least inhospitable, does not
deter them. To the skeptical materialist, the
spiritual is an illusion, a harmful relic of
primitive superstition, and the source of
war and social oppression. The global
struggles of the 20th century, in which
countless millions died in the name of
explicitly materialist ideologies of various
stripes, would seem to suggest that it is not
our spiritual aspirations which are finally to
blame for human evil. Nevertheless the
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debate continues, pitting the rational
against the mythic in a false dichotomy,
with too few on either side understanding
that neither one can thrive in the long run
without the other.

What is needed is neither the
rejection of science nor the rejection of
myth, but an understanding of life and the
world that is broad enough and deep
enough to encompass both viewpoints.
Perhaps surprisingly, some of the greatest
scientific minds of the 20th century would
seem to have agreed. According to
Wolfgang Pauli, winner of the Nobel Prize
in Physics for 1945: "I consider the
ambition of overcoming opposites,
including also a synthesis embracing both
rational understanding and the mystical
experience of unity, to be the mythos,
spoken or unspoken, of our present day and
age."

Similar ideas were expressed by
Werner Heisenberg, Erwin Schroedinger,
Albert Einstein, Louis de Broglie, Sir
James Jeans, Max Planck and Sir Arthur
Eddington- as formidable a gathering of
top-level scientists as anyone could ask for.
In their letters and their published writings,
these great physicists expressed not only a
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wide-ranging familiarity with mysticism
and philosophy, but a complete rejection of
any antagonism between science and
mysticism.

It is important, however- indeed,
fundamental- that no superficial attempt be
made to combine the two viewpoints. The
Catholic Church in the medieval period
tied its doctrines to the science of Aristotle,
with a stultifying effect on scientific
development. When science finally broke
free of these constraints it rejected not only
the ancient science, but the religious
insights with which it was associated. Thus
began the long and fruitless struggle
between science and religion. Any attempt
to put the realm of myth on a scientific
foundation, or to prop up mystical insight
with scientific "proof" is misguided and
self-defeating. It is not that the discoveries
of science have no philosophical or
spiritual implications, but rather that the
nature of the mythic experience is
ultimately metaphysical, literally beyond
the physical and not susceptible to any
fully rational understanding. The great
mystics of all traditions use a language of
paradox and ambiguity, evoking thereby
what cannot be said. The great mythic
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stories do something much the same. The
divine Mysteries are exactly that, and any
attempt to tie them down to the world can
only obscure them.

6- It is equally misguided either to take
myth literally or to dismiss it as
meaningless, the fallacies of
fundamentalism and of skeptical
materialism.

Two opposing viewpoints seem to
dominate our era of history, with the
proponents of both views locked in
ideological conflict. Mythorealism rejects
both viewpoints, seeing them as both
misguided and inadequate to the needs of
the modern world. These viewpoints are
fundamentalism- whether Christian,
Moslem, Hindu or any other variety- and
skeptical materialism.

Fundamentalism of any stripe can
be defined as the viewpoint that takes
myths literally, and skeptical materialism
as the viewpoint that rejects the mythic
altogether. The fundamentalist sees his
own myths as literal facts, to be accepted
without critical thought as divine
revelation. All other systems of myth are
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rejected as heresies, laughed off as
primitive fictions or even interpreted as
some kind of a conspiracy by the forces of
evil. The skeptical materialist sees a//
myths as primitive fictions, superstitious
relics from an earlier era of human
development. The shared feature of both
viewpoints is a lack of nuance, and a black-
and-white fervor for objective truth- of
which both the fundamentalist and the
skeptical materialist considers himself to
be the exclusive guardian.

Mythorealism takes a different
view. Myth is "that which never was, but
always is," a definition both profound and
ancient. The philosopher Sallust was the
author of this striking insight, but he was
by no means alone in this view. It has often
been assumed that the ancients actually
worshiped idols of wood and stone in and
of themselves, believed the sun to be
literally driven in a cart across the sky, and
so forth and so on. In his book On Images,
the philosopher Porphyry pours scorn on
such interpretations, making it clear that
the symbolic interpretation of mythic truth
is no modern phenomenon:

I speak to those who lawfully may hear:
Depart all ye profane, and close the doors. The
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thoughts of a wise theology, wherein men indicated
God and God's powers by images akin to sense, and
sketched invisible things in visible forms, I will
show to those who have learned to read from the
statues as from books the things there written
concerning the gods. Nor is it any wonder that the
utterly unlearned regard the statues as wood and
stone, just as also those who do not understand the
written letters look upon the monuments as mere
stones, and on the tablets as bits of wood, and on
books as woven papyrus.’

It has been seriously suggested by a
number of writers that the Greeks literally
conceived of Zeus as dwelling on Mt.
Olympus, along with all of the other
Olympian gods. There may have been
ancient fundamentalists who thought
exactly that, but Porphyry's account of
Zeus is of a panentheistic creator God and
First Cause of all:

The authors of the Orphic hymns supposed
Zeus to be the mind of the world, and that he
created all things therein, containing the world in
himself... Zeus, therefore, is the whole world,
animal of animals, and god of gods; but Zeus, that
is, inasmuch as he is the mind from which he brings
forth all things, and by his thoughts creates them.
When the theologians had explained the nature of

? On Images, Porphyry, Fragment I,

Translated by Edwin Hamilton Gifford
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god in this manner, to make an image such as their
description indicated was neither possible, nor, if
any one thought of it, could he show the look of life,
and intelligence, and forethought by the figure of a
sphere.*

The representations of Zeus
depicted in painting and statue are merely
symbolic, attempts to represent abstract
principles in perceptible form:

But they have made the representation of
Zeus in human form, because mind was that
according to which he wrought, and by generative
laws brought all things to completion; and he is
seated, as indicating the steadfastness of his power:
and his upper parts are bare, because he is
manifested in the intellectual and the heavenly parts
of the world; but his feet are clothed, because he is
invisible in the things that lie hidden below. And he
holds his sceptre in his left hand, because most
close to that side of the body dwells the heart, the
most commanding and intelligent organ: for the
creative mind is the sovereign of the world.’

And so it is, as well, with the other
gods, all of which are faces or
manifestations of one underlying essence:

* On Images, Fragment III
> On Images, Fragment 111
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In all these ways, then, the power of the
earth finds an interpretation and is worshipped: as a
virgin and Hestia, she holds the centre; as a mother
she nourishes; as Rhea she makes rocks and dwells
on mountains; as Demeter, she produces herbage;
and as Themis, she utters oracles: while the seminal
law which descends into her bosom is figured as
Priapus, the influence of which on dry crops is
called Kore, and on soft fruits and shellfruits is
called Dionysus. For Kore was carried off by Pluto,
that is, the sun going down beneath the earth at
seed-time; but Dionysus begins to sprout according
to the conditions of the power which, while young,
is hidden beneath the earth, yet produces fine fruits,
and is an ally of the power in the blossom
symbolized by Attis, and of the cutting of the
ripened corn symbolized by Adonis.

It is not the minds of the ancients
that were unsophisticated but those of their
modern critics, mistaking symbolism and
mystical analogy for a primitive
cosmology, an attempt to explain terrifying
natural forces through childlike fables.

If myth is that which never was, but
always is, then it cannot be reduced down
to specific events occurring at a specific
time in a specific place, and any attempt to
do so misses the mark. The truths of myth
are eternal truths, not historical facts. By
interpreting higher truths as historical facts,
the fundamentalist actually reduces them in
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his own understanding, cutting off his
access to a direct and personal insight.

The skeptical materialist, on the
other hand, denies such insight altogether.
According to the definition of atheism
given in Robert T. Carroll's Skeptic's
Dictionary, "Likewise, some conceptions
of God are so confusing as to be little more
than gibberish. How can one disbelieve in
the 'ineffable ground of all being'? The
expression has no meaning for me and I
suspect that those who claim it is
meaningful to them don't know what
they're talking about."

The reason Mr. Carroll makes this
assertion is quite simply ignorance. Certain
experiences are so transformative and
magical, so completely outside of daily
experience, that they demand a new
language. Anyone who has experienced the
unio mystica in any degree knows the
futility of attempting to use ordinary
language to describe what one has seen
there. To call it "ineffable" is simple fact. It
would no more be possible to define this
phrase to Mr. Carroll's satisfaction than it
would be to describe sight to a blind
person, but anyone who has had the
experience will recognize it immediately.
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This does not imply that it is meaningless,
but that it bears too much meaning to be
fully explicated.

The skeptical materialist tries to
argue away these experiences because he
has never had them. He doesn't know what
the mystic is talking about and so it sounds
like nonsense to him. It's as if a blind man
were to attempt to explain away the
existence of sight. He can operate in the
world without it, and he can explain
everything in his experience without
reference to it, so wouldn't it be easier to
assume it doesn't exist in the first place?

7- The images of the mythic realm are
symbolic and not literal, but they cannot
be reduced down to anything merely
psychological or merely physical. Mythic
symbols are allegorical of something
more fundamental, providing access to
essential truths.

So if myth is not to be taken
literally, then how is it to be taken? In the
words of the French artist Jean Delville:

Understood in its metaphysical sense,
Beauty is one of the manifestations of the Absolute
Being. Emanating from the harmonious rays of the
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Divine plan, it crosses the intellectual plane to shine
once again across the natural plane, where it
darkens into matter.

The neoplatonist Plotinus says
much the same thing:

Beauty is the translucence, through the
material phenomenon, of the eternal splendor of the
One.

In other words, the Absolute- the
transcendent reality of all mysticism-
emanates or spontaneously generates a
divine Beauty, manifesting as first Mind
and then Matter. This language is
allegorical as well, but this particular
allegory is a significant one, hinting at the
underlying reality behind all myth, whether
cultural, artistic or personal. The William
Blake quote given above fleshes out the
same idea a little more thoroughly- in the
world of the human imagination we can
encounter something larger, a universal
mind or imagination of which every
individual mind is a unique expression. As
Blake would have it, "There exist in that
eternal world the permanent realities of
every thing which we see reflected" in the
material realm. "All things are
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comprehended in their eternal forms in...
the human imagination."

Blake himself was an enthusiastic
creator of personal and artistic myths. His
view of the mythic process is
fundamentally the same as that of Jean
Delville, as well as that of Plotinus before
them. Inside our own imaginations, we can
encounter the transcendent, manifested in
almost infinite forms. Each of these
manifestations is a glimpse of
transcendence, and is at the same time a
unique Mystery, because the transcendent
reality cannot be understood intellectually.
To see through the Mystery is to glimpse
the One. When we encounter transcendent
reality, we generate mythic images in order
to picture it, to turn something that cannot
be communicated into something that can.
Angels, saints and archons, gods and
devils- all of these possess a spiritual
reality, as manifestations of the wonder and
the horror at the heart of the world. The
outer forms of these mythic entities are
culturally determined, but the essence
behind them, the numinous power, is the
essence of our world. Although Delville
speaks of the Absolute, and Plotinus of the
One, the windows onto this higher reality
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are infinitely varied. Every culture and
religion produces a different view of that
reality, and every individual person
produces a different view of it. The myths,
therefore, are neither facts nor lies- they are
paths on the Way.

8- The experience of the realm of myth is
most transformative when it is met at
the source, experienced as an ineffable
mystery, and confronted directly. All
second-hand interpretations (whether
anthropological, historical or
psychological) are a step away, useful
only intellectually but not
fundamentally.

The philosophy of Mythorealism is
a mystical philosophy, a term liable to both
confusion and censure. Yet the most
venerable philosophies of the Western
world were explicitly mystical in certain
respects. As Plato has Socrates say in the
Phaedo:

And I conceive that the founders of the
mysteries had a real meaning and were not mere
triflers when they intimated in a figure long ago that
he who passes unsanctified and uninitiated into the
world below will live in a slough, but that he who
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arrives there after initiation and purification will
dwell with the gods. For 'many,’ as they say in the
mysteries, 'are the thyrsus bearers, but few are the
mystics, -meaning, as I interpret the words, the true
philosophers.

The mysteries to which he refers
are the Eleusinian rites, of which Socrates
himself is thought to have been an initiate.
It is indeed from these 'mysteries' that we
derive the word 'mysticism.' But in what
sense were they 'mysteries' and what
relevance does this have to our philosophy?

The word 'philosophy' means 'the
love of wisdom,' a wisdom that has for far
too long been interpreted as strictly secular
and rational. Sophia, however (the
'wisdom' in question), was not restricted to
intellectual understanding but included
something special, an insight that Plato
tells us was reserved for the gods. Humans
could never possess Sophia but only 'love'
her; thus the word 'philosophy,' or
philosophia. This is a type of wisdom that
"passeth understanding," a wisdom
ineffable by its nature. So what is meant by
the ineffable?

If I possess any factual
understanding I can share that knowledge,
and through my explanation you will come
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to understand. I can describe almost
anything- a place I have visited, or an
experience | have had- and give you at
least a partial knowledge of it. Not so of
the ineffable- it defies all explanation. I
could tell you about it until you were
exhausted and you would not understand it,
or be any closer to having such an
experience, unless you were ready to do so.
The ineffable is mysterious; it cannot be
explained, because intellectual
understanding cannot reach up to it. Even
the most complete description of the
experience of satori or "enlightenment" in
Zen Buddhism will not give you a satori
experience, and whatever intellectual
understanding you acquire of it in the
process will be grossly inadequate- very
much more so than, for example, your
understanding of London from my
description of it. A Mystery, in other
words, is not merely something that should
not be revealed, but something that cannot
be revealed. It must be experienced
directly, or not at all.

But while the ineffable cannot be
explained it can be evoked, through
metaphors and riddles and ritual actions, all
of which are designed to create the
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conditions in which you will have the
greatest likelihood of a direct experience,
gnosis as the ancients called it. This is what
Socrates means when he speaks of
"figures," the metaphors used in the
mysteries to lead the would-be initiate to
this direct experience. The experience of
this gnosis is the route to Sophia, the
wisdom that is the goal of all true
philosophy, although Sophia can never be
fully possessed by any mortal. One who
has experienced gnosis feels that he has a
certain and profound conviction about the
highest questions, although this conviction
can neither be logically proven nor fully
explained.

Mythorealism is a modern
philosophy of personal gnosis (although
not a Gnostic philosophy as such, because
we are not tied down to Gnostic doctrines).
"Mythic" because the symbolic and poetic
language of myth creates the conditions for
gnosis, the direct and unmediated personal
experience of the ineffable Mystery.
"Realistic" because this mystical
understanding is to be manifested in the
everyday world, with full respect for
scientific understanding and no conflicts
with known scientific fact. Natural
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philosophy (or what we would now call
science) and mystical philosophy are two
separate fields, but if they both seek after
wisdom then there should be no
contradiction between them. This way of
thinking is "philosophy" because we are
seekers after wisdom, and "mystical"
because the type of wisdom we seek is
inherently mysterious, something that can
be evoked but not fully explained. One can
only understand it at all through direct
experience, an experience that must be
unmediated and intensely personal.

The works of Joseph Campbell and
Mircea Eliade, and of C.G. Jung before
them, have been very influential. These
writers honored the mysterious and
transcendent element in the study of myth,
while concentrating on the psychological
and anthropological aspects. An
unfortunate result of this is the tendency to
be reductionist, not so much on the part of
these researchers as on those they have
influenced. It is essential to understand that
all abstract schemes, in which core
elements and mythic structures are boiled
down and examined, are second-hand and
mediated by nature. They are analysis and
not gnosis. As such the insight they offer is
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academic and not fundamental, no
substitute for direct experience. Mysticism
and psychology are simply not
interchangeable.

9- Any specific myth contains a mythic
problem, or in some cases a complex of
mythic problems. The nature of a mythic
problem is a profound mystery, the
solution to which is a transcendent
insight, a transformative seeing-beyond.

D'Aquili and Newberg, in The
Mpystical Mind, present particular mythic
stories as encoded problems,
representations of the existential dilemmas
of a particular religion or society. These
problems, according to D'Aquili and
Newberg, are "always presented in
antinomous form in the surface structure,
that is, in terms of juxtaposed opposites
such as life-death, good-evil, or heaven-
hell." Whatever the society perceives as
most fundamental, the core problems at the
center of its view of the world, are
transformed into myths. In the resolution of
the mythic story the opposites are unified,
incorporated into a transcendent unity. This
resolves the dilemma and creates a more
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fundamental sense of underlying
wellbeing. In merely reading or hearing the
story, however, the emotional impact of
this is limited, so most societies and most
religions incorporate the option for more
transformative experiences. Through
community ritual or mystical practice the
mythic structure is acted out, and the
resolution of the mythic dilemma is felt
much more powerfully.

The experience of this "cognitive
unification of logically irreconcilable
opposites" is the conjunctio oppositorum,
in which the participant experiences a
breaking-down of boundaries and a sense
of timelessness, a shift in viewpoint from
the temporal to the eternal. According to
these authors, some of the more extreme
"hyperlucid states" (as they call them) can
actually "cause a certain degree of neural
instability, allowing for the forming of new
connections between neurons. If the new
connections form in a certain way, the
result may be a realignment of one's
understanding of one's self and the
world..."

In other words, the brain under the
intense emotional stimulation of such a
"hyperlucid state" can effectively
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reprogram itself, resulting in long-term,
physically measurable changes that would
have a direct effect on one's functioning in
everyday life. The nature of this
restructuring, of course, depends on the
myth, and on the particular spiritual insight
or gnosis to which it gives access. A
specific myth from a specific culture- such
as the myth of Persephone, enacted in its
ritual form in the Eleusinian Mysteries, or
the myth of Orpheus as enacted in the
Orphic Mysteries- gives access to a more-
or-less predictable experience of gnosis,
the Mystery of that particular myth. There
is, thus, a particular gnosis for the
Eleusinian Mysteries, another for the
Orphic Mysteries, and so on. (Or, more
accurately, there once was, as these
particular Mysteries have been lost to
time.)

A more recent example would be
the Mystery of the Holy Grail, as presented
in medieval epics such as Wolfram von
Eschenbach's Parzival, and even more so
in the High History of the Holy Grail.
What began as a tale of the chivalric quest,
with roots in both Catholicism and pre-
Christian Celtic myth, became in its full
development a mystical allegory, encoding
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a gnosis unique to the Christian West. The
knight on the quest for the Holy Grail must
unravel the Mystery, asking the mystical
question that alone can heal the Wasteland.
As Jack Courtis says in his Rosicrucian
Quest for the Holy Grail:

We all share the landscape of the Grail. It
is important to understand that the knights and
ladies we meet, the castles and forests we discover
and the ritual objects we use, are all symbols of our
own inner spiritual state. As the foolish knight
Parsifal, we begin the Quest by discovering the
Waste Land. We must redeem the Land, but we can
only do that by redeeming the wounded king. We
can only do that by redeeming ourselves.

The Eleusinian, Orphic, and Grail
Quest Mysteries represent particular routes
to the acquisition of gnosis, and to the
spiritual transformation that attends on its
finding. These are not, however, the only
Mysteries. It is one of the assumptions of
Mythorealism that the magic is available
now, and not only in some unreachable past
or far distant land. In works of art and
literature, in dreams and nightmares, in the
spiritual paradoxes of everyday life, we can
be confronted with the same great
questions, and we can find our own
answers through our own questing. When
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we unravel the key to the myth we can see
beyond, transcending our petty particulars
to glimpse the universal.

10- The insight that can be attained
through the experience of myth is
suggestive of an ethics, providing a
doorway to human excellence in every
facet of life.

Reality and Relationship are the
same thing. When we say that a thing is
real, what we mean is that we are in a
relationship with it, even if we are unaware
in any conscious sense of that relationship.
The floor under my feet is a real thing to
me because | am in a relationship with it,
but the most distant star in the most distant
galaxy is also quite real, even if my
relationship with it is so subtle that I will
never become aware of it. The gravitational
pull of that star has an influence on my
own galaxy, an influence on my own star,
and eventually on me. We exist in a
relationship, and so both of us are real.

But not all relationships are created
equal. There are degrees of Relationship,
and thus degrees of Reality. The Hassidic
philosopher Martin Buber explored this
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idea with great insight in 7 and Thou, a
classic account of what might be described
as the spirituality of relationship. In
Buber's account there are two
fundamentally different types of
relationship, of which the first is a
relationship between a subject and an
object, an / and an /t:

He perceives what exists round about him -
simply things, and beings as things; and what
happens round about him - simply events, and
actions as events; things consisting of qualities,
events of moments; things entered in the graph of
place, events in that of time; things and events
bounded by other things and events, measured by
them, comparable with them: he perceives an
ordered and detached world. It is to some extent a
reliable world, having density and duration. Its
organization can be surveyed and brought out again
and again; gone over with closed eyes, and verified
with open eyes. It is always there, next to your skin,
if you look on it that way, cowering in your soul, if
you prefer it so. It is your object, remains it as long
as you wish, and remains a total stranger, within
you and without.

The second type of relationship is
very different, described by Buber as I and
Thou (which in this case is simply a
translation of the German Du, the familiar
and intimate form of You):
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It is not outside you, it stirs in the depth of
you; if you say 'Soul of my soul' you have not said
too much... Between you and it there is mutual
giving: you say Thou to it and give yourself to it, it
says Thou to you and gives itself to you. You
cannot make yourself understood with others
concerning it, you are alone with it. But it teaches
you to meet others, and to hold your ground when
you meet them. Through the graciousness of its
comings and the solemn sadness of its goings it
leads you away to the Thou in which the parallel
lines of relations meet. It does not help to sustain
you in life, it only helps you to glimpse eternity.

Buber's language is obscure and
evocative, but the insight he wants to share
with us is clear enough: we can relate to
anything and anyone we encounter as an /¢
or a Thou. This distinction is easily
recognized in our daily lives. Let's say [ am
walking down the street with my thoughts
on an errand, scarcely noticing the faces
that pass me by. You might happen to be
one of those faces, but that hardly matters.
I don't encounter you as another person
with a real life and a real existence, but as a
mere object in my field of consciousness, a
moving and talking doll. I hardly notice

% Excerpts from I and Thou by Martin Buber, found
at http://buber.de/en/i_thou
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you unless you force me to, and even if |
do notice you, you remain an object- a
means to some other end. The clerk who
sells me my coffee or the attractive woman
I feel desire for. And then, by some random
chance (a fleeting expression that moves
across your face like a cloud passing in
front of the sun; a joke or a small kindness)
I really see you, I encounter you as a
totality, as a human being. It isn't that you
aren't selling me coffee or that I'm no
longer physically attracted to you, but that
these things no longer define the limits of
our interaction. We can really see each
other, we are really alive to each other,
even if only for a single moment.

I can think of another example from
my personal experience. Young children
don't tend to see their parents as having an
independent existence. It isn't something
they think about in the first place, and so it
was for me when I was a small child. Once
in a great while, however, it would
suddenly strike me, and I would realize
with an almost uncanny feeling that my
mother was a person, that she had thoughts
and feelings and motivations of her own.
From an all-powerful and all-knowing It,
she became a Thou, an experience I found
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uncomfortable at the time. Many people
never grow out of this stage, applying it to
all their relationships. The other person is
just an object, a means to one end or
another, not as real as [ am. This is barely
Relationship, and by the same token it is
barely real.

I-1t relationships have a kind of
falseness, an unreal or shadowlike quality,
like the experiences in a dream. The It-
world is the "real" world as that is
generally understood, but in what sense
should we call it real? The criteria for
reality are classically three: agreement
between multiple observers, continuity
across time, and a sense of vivid presence.
This vivid presence or "feeling of reality"
is the phantasia catalyptica, a lovely term
from the Stoic philosophy. Anything we
experience as an It has a kind of solidity
(the solidity of "objective fact") but it is
lacking in vividness. It looks real but it
doesn't feel real; it is dull and mundane. It
is thus, in the classical sense, only partially
real, lacking in the fullness and presence of
the phantasia catalyptica.

Everyday life in an It-world is
encountered as meaningless, empty of life
and spirit, and in extreme cases, horrifying.
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To distract oneself from this pseudo-
existence requires constant diversion, an
attempt to give the shadows vividness and
reality through a superficial intensity. The
majority of our art and culture can be
described in these terms.

Whatever I encounter as a Thou, however,
is both vivid and real- an alive and intimate
presence with a real existence, with which I
can have a real relationship. No one in an /
and Thou encounter has ever been bored,
or ever felt the need for distraction or
entertainment. The / and Thou encounter
with reality is the phantasia catalyptica,
real life and genuine intensity, the presence
of the sacred. And the most wonderful
thing about this sacredness is that it
encompasses everything, the sidewalk and
the passing cars just as much as the sea and
the sky.

The phenomenal world in its objective
nature might remain unchanged, but the
experience of the phenomenal world is
completely different, because the extent to
which it is experienced as real is as distinct
as sleep and waking, or even as distinct as
life and death. Think back to a time in your
life that was unusually vivid- the first
month of a new relationship, or a personal
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crisis, a time when every little thing that
happened seemed intensely significant,
when days felt like weeks and you could
recall every word of every conversation
because it all seemed to matter so much.
Almost everyone has experienced such a
time, and regretted its loss, even though it
would actually be very difficult to live
daily life in such a state for very long. The
word we use to describe that state is
usually "magical," an apt term with
intriguing implications. The way we use
the word "magic" here implies "more real,"
in other words more vividly experienced.
So if the world of 7 and It is the world of
phenomena, then the world of 7 and Thou
is the world of magic- phenomena
supercharged, the world transformed. The
objective facts are the same, but their
meaning is not. Myth (in this case, the
presence of the sacred) is incarnated in the
waking world. Because there are not, in
reality, two separate worlds, but one world
whose magic we too often forget. The
waking world and the world of myth are
one and the same, and every tiniest detail
of our so-called mundane existence bears
vivid witness to that fact, if only we saw
those details as they truly are.
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Buber himself did not feel that we
could live permanently in the world of /
and Thou. It is simply too difficult to
maintain that awareness, and too difficult
even to function in the world when every
single encounter and moment is a brush
with the eternal. We fall back into the It-
world because we can more easily survive
there. My own experience bears this out.
After an extended period of struggle and
suffering in my life, I had a dream of
almost traumatic vividness and clarity. I
stood on an island, and the crashing of the
ocean waves was more intense and present
than if I had been there in the flesh- so
much more intense and present that I could
easily have said that this dream was more
real, and my experiences of watching the
ocean in the waking world were "only a
dream." The presence of the ocean before
me was a confrontation, a Thou more vivid
and actual than I was myself. The sense of
magic in the scene was indescribable but
uncanny, a breath of cold wind from
another world. And then the water began to
shine. As I cried out with a kind of exalted
horror, a woman appeared, floating across
the surface of the ocean as it glowed from
within. Her arms were outstretched, and
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although the expression on her beautiful
face was serene and gentle, the
supernatural power of her presence was
utterly terrifying. I woke up in a state of
awe, with an insight and understanding into
my situation that seemed to have come
from nowhere. I had been granted a taste of
gnosis.

The after-effect of this dream or
vision was more significant than the dream
itself. I could now see both the nature of
my own suffering and a way to transcend
it, an approach rooted in surrender rather
than strength. And the joy I felt as a result
was all-encompassing, a euphoria so
constant and intense that I could barely
function. Every person that I saw on the
street was unique and beautiful; every
detail of the sidewalk was alive with
magic. Every moment of every day felt
utterly perfect, to the extent that I didn't
care at all if I lived or died, as anything that
could possibly happen seemed equally
wonderful. I found it almost impossible to
work because I simply couldn't focus. The
vivid magic and joy of the world was just
too intense.

I spent hours of every day just staring at
the ceiling, laughing occasionally from
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sheer exuberance. I felt myself to be in the
presence of God, the Absolute shining out
from every atom. The magic burned in me
like a constant fever.

This kind of ecstasy is a wonderful
experience, yet at the same time it has an
unbalanced quality. I was neither
psychologically nor emotionally mature
enough to fully integrate what I was
experiencing into a functional life. Spiritual
revelation can be a dangerous thing,
particularly without extensive character
work. I couldn't live in that state forever, or
I would have collapsed, overwhelmed by
my own bliss. Spiritually speaking, I had
drunk too deep, and it was now time to pull
back or be overcome. I pulled back after
about a month, asking God to take the
euphoria away from me before it drove me
crazy.

I stepped out of the world in which
everything was a Thou, and
heartbreakingly beautiful for that fact. I
returned to the It-world. But the insight or
gnosis that I had received was not lost to
me as a result. I still carried it, deep inside
me, and I remembered its implications. Our
encounters with the magical realm generate
an ethics of their own accord, as long as we
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can tell angels from devils. I had changed
permanently as a result of that encounter,
and mysteries I had struggled with for
years no longer drove me to make bad
decisions, to mistreat other people in the
service of my inner demons. This was by
no means a completed process, but the
transformation was nevertheless a genuine
one. And it all began in the Realm of Myth,
in a dream encounter with some divine
power.

A dream of the symbolic and poetic
(the "Realm of Myth") had given me access
to the ineffable Mystery, the direct and
entirely non-symbolic magic of the
everyday world. The supernatural terror of
the raging ocean, the shining waters and
the woman of the waves, had caused me to
see the magic and the wonder of the
waking world for what it really is. The
sense of otherworldly uncannyness I had
experienced in that dream is what Rudolf
Otto called the numinous, the feeling of the
contact with the divine or numen.

Otto defined the numinous as "the
feeling of the wholly Other," and described
the nature of the numinous experience as
the mysterium tremendum et fascinans, the
"terrible and fascinating mystery":
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The fascinosum is a feeling of joy,
gratitude, pleasure or unrush of grace, at catching a
glimpse of the Ultimate, or numen; the tremendum
is a reaction of awe, horror, fear, or a feeling of

being overwhelmed.”

Otto considered this numinous
feeling to be the basis of all religion, or at
least of its non-rational side. His definition
of the numen as the "wholly Other," the
completely alien or supernatural, has some
interesting implications, particularly when
taken in conjunction with Buber's I and
Thou form of spirituality. I hasten to add
that Buber himself did not make, and
would probably not have agreed with, the
implications I am about to draw from the
conjunction of these two ideas.
Nevertheless, I feel that examining Buber
and Otto side by side yields some
interesting possibilities.®

Otto described the numinous
feeling as a sense of "weird awe and

7 Frank Barron, "Creativity and Personal

Freedom," 1968 p 266, using Otto's terms
¥ All quotes are by Rudolf Otto, as found in 4n
Outline of Rudolf Otto's The Idea of the Holy by
Michael W. Clark, Ph.D.
athttp://web.ncf.ca/dy656/earthpages5/otto.htm
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shuddering dread before the mysteries of
the transcendent." This feeling may be
interpreted either positively or negatively.
"It may mean evil or imposing, potent and
strange, queer and marvelous, horrifying
and fascinating, divine and daemonic, and
a source of 'energy."

It is felt, for instance, in a haunted
house, or in certain circumstances in nature
such as an isolated mountaintop or a grove
of trees. Shrines, churches and temples
tend to be built at spots that are felt to be
numinous, and in ancient times were often
dedicated to the particular numen or
spiritual power that was felt to be resident
there. (In the Shinto religion, for instance,
the numen is the Kami, and particular
temples enshrine particular Kami.) The
essential nature of the numen is that it is
profoundly alien, a glimpse of something
from beyond our world. "The numinous is
thus felt as objective and outside the self."

It is, in other words, not only
"Thou," but more profoundly and
completely "Thou" than anything in
everyday reality. It is not so much "Thou"
as "THOU."

IfI am in an I and Thou
relationship with you when I have a vivid
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and intimate sense of your presence as a
unique and actual individual, then how
much more so when this sense is so
powerful as to overwhelm the self, to
appear more real than I am?

So it was in my dream, in which
every element from the shining ocean to
the divine female seemed more real than
everyday reality, with a far more vivid
impression of the phantasia catalyptica. In
certain religions (described by Otto as
"primitive," which is not a view I share) the
result of this is divine possession, as the
overwhelming THOU of the numen
eclipses the I: "Here the numinous appears
as religious mania, possession by the
numen, intoxication, and frenzy."

The numen is an experience of
hyper-reality- reality so intense as to
overwhelm, so beautiful as to be
horrifying, so convincingly real as to make
the self seem unreal by comparison. And
what is it that is overwhelmed in this
experience? The limited "I" of the ego. It
quails in terror and even disappears,
leaving behind only the reality underneath,
a reality we call "divine." And when the
relative self has been annihilated by this
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means, the divine power shines through in
all its glory. The result is a revelation.

Here we have a means of describing
the mystical experience, in every form
from animist spirit-possession to the unio
mystica, spiritual union with God or the
Absolute. This is not to imply that the
spirit-possession of the animist is actually
identical with the unio mystica, but simply
that they both involve the eclipse of the self
by the numen, of an I by a THOU. And
where there is no longer an I, there is no
longer a Thou, but only one reality- the
Absolute.

If Reality and Relationship are the
same thing, what we have here is a Reality
so powerful that it destroys Relationship,
erasing itself at the same time. It is neither
Real nor Unreal, but transcends them both.
It thus fulfills all the criteria of the Divine
Darkness of Pseudo-Dionysius, which is to
say it has no criteria at all, for it is beyond
all categories:

Neither does anything that is know it as it
is; nor does it know existing things according to
existing knowledge; neither can the reason attain to
it, nor name it, nor know it; neither is it darkness
nor light, nor the false nor the true; nor can any
affirmation or negation be applied to it, for although
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we may affirm or deny the things below it, we can
neither affirm nor deny it, inasmuch as the all-
perfect and unique Cause of all things transcends all
affirmation, and the simple pre-eminence of Its
absolute nature is outside of every negation- free
from every limitation and beyond them all.’

? Pseudo-Dionysius, The Mystical Theology
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II- Mythic Resonance: Aesthetic
Principles of Mythorealism

1- There is something more, a magical
reality behind reality. This hidden
reality is the realm of myth.

From the very oldest stories and
songs of the human race, to the ongoing
appeal and relevance of fantastic art, our
species has always felt that there are two
realities; the waking world or mundane
world and the world of magic, the
otherworld of dreams and visions. Some
people have always taken this otherworld
as a literal fact; others have always
dismissed it and disbelieved in it.
Visionaries, mystics and poets have always
taken another perspective, as articulated
brilliantly by Li Ho, the T'ang Dynasty's
"ghostly genius," who described the mythic
realm as being "between somewhere and
nowhere." There is much more than what
we see in front of us; there is a magical
reality. This reality is not bound, however,
by the prosaic and narrow viewpoint of
traditional occultism- William Blake knew
it better than Aleister Crowley. The
universe of myth and magic cannot be
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reduced to something that happens in a
particular time and place, to something
about which we could formulate objective
laws and a kind of technology.

This world is as vast as our
imagination and still more vast, as deep as
the unconscious and still more deep. It is
accessed primarily within the mind, but it
is not defined or limited by the human
psyche. It cannot be reduced to archetypes
although it generates all archetypes. It
cannot be reduced to any anthropological
theory although it contains all patterns. It's
not that there is some other place or other
universe where the magic is literally real in
the prosaic sense, a universe that impinges
sometimes on our own. That would be a
"somewhere." Nor is there no such place,
for that would be a "nowhere." The realm
of myth doesn't literally exist at all, and yet
it doesn't not exist. It is in this paradox that
the magic is found.

Another way of saying this is that
the two worlds are a single world. The
world of magic is our own world, and the
horror and wonder of the mythic realm are
simply the waking world in its deeper
sense, seen clearly with the eyes of the
visionary. The aesthetic viewpoint of
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Mythorealism is based on this
understanding and its expression in art,
seeing the invocation of the Mystery as the
artist's vocation.

2- The task of the Mythorealist artist is
to invoke this reality, incarnating it
within the waking world.

Li Ho was an unusual figure in the
history of Chinese poetry- often referred to
as the "ghostly" or "demonic" genius, he
devoted himself to the otherworld, painting
vivid word-pictures of the Yin realm.
William Blake was an English poet and
painter who created an entire mythology of
his own, illustrating it in his Prophetic
Books. Beksinski was a modern Polish
artist, who created seemingly photorealistic
portrayals of a fantastic world, of
crucifixes topped by monstrous spiders and
empty, gigantic cathedrals made of blood
and flesh. Three artists with almost nothing
in common in terms of cultural heritage or
artistic technique, but all of them shared a
common mission: the incarnation of
another world within the mundane realm.

This is the first aspect of the
Mythorealist aesthetic- the notion that
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some art can actually bring the realm of
myth into the waking world, manifesting it
for all to access. Some novelists of
contemporary fantasy take this process still
further, creating fictional portrayals of the
interaction of the mythic realm and prosaic
reality- stories in which a London office-
worker discovers a fairyland beneath the
subway tunnels, as in Neil Gaiman's
Neverwhere, or a puzzle box opens a
doorway to a race of sadistic immortals, as
in Clive Barker's The Hellbound Heart.
Wallace Stevens said that poets
were the "priests of the invisible," a phrase
that could be applied to any Mythorealist
artist. Art understood in this way is a
shamanistic practice, not in the pseudo-
psychological New Age sense, but much
more explicitly'®. The artist of this sort, as
a priest of the invisible, travels up in spirit
to the land of his visions, his own kingdom
in the realm of myth. He captures a
glimpse of gnosis there and brings it back
when he returns, incarnating it within his
artistic creations. When his painting is

' T am using "shamanistic" here in the
anthropological sense, meaning "not part of a
shamanic cultural framework, but sharing
similarities with shamanic practices."
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viewed or his poem is read, the

gnosis encoded within it is invoked and
released, taking the viewer or reader on a
spiritual journey. Insofar as he is receptive
to this journey, to its horror and wonder, he
soars upward to the realm of myth to see
what the artist saw there.

This is the exoteric or outer sense
of the Mythorealist aesthetic, applying only
to a certain type of art, a certain range of
moods and genres. In the esoteric or inner
sense it has a broader application, to all art
of any kind, in fact. To everything there is
a magic, an essence or inner life, a poetic
truth. The common goal of all art is to
manifest this truth, to capture and evoke its
essence. (Technically speaking- and this is
an important distinction- the magic and the
inner truth are here the truth of a particular
relationship rather than of the "thing in
itself".)

The failure to evoke this essence creates a
sense of cliche, of tedium and stereotype.
To succeed in evoking it is to be original
and brilliant, even if what is said has been
said before. The reason for this is that the
purpose of true art is not originality but
insight- the kind of spiritual insight the
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Buddhists call mindfulness, or "fully awake
participation” as I refer to it.

The insight contained within a
piece of art encodes the gnosis of that
artistic work, the truth that can only be
experienced, not intellectually known. A
haiku about a frog in a pond contains the
gnosis of that experience, as simple and un-
mythical as it might appear to be. The
feeling of haunting honesty, of almost
frightening truth- these things are what art
aspires to, even if there is no overtly
magical theme. The Mythorealist aesthetic,
then, speaks of a certain category of art, but
also of a way to understand art in general-
and both aspects involve a touch of magic.

3- The effect of this incarnation is a
sense of mystery, the presence of the
numinous embodied in art. This
experience of numinous power is mythic
resonance.

The presence of the mythic realm is
announced by the feeling of the numinous-
the same feeling that leads worshippers to
choose a certain spot rather than another
for their holy shrine; the same feeling that
leads you to shudder in a strange old house,
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or makes the hair on the back of your neck
stand up in a lonely clearing in the forest.

The numinous feeling as manifested
in art is called mythic resonance, which can
be described as the power of a work of art
to serve as a path to the mythic for a
particular person. The same work of art
may have mythic resonance for me but not
for you, or it may have mythic resonance
for both of us, but to different degrees or in
different ways. It is not limited to an eerie
feeling, although it often does create an
eerie feeling.

When Neil Gaiman's Sandman
story became a modern mythology, to the
extent of almost being taken literally by a
great many fans, that is an example of
mythic resonance on a very large scale. It
would be easy to think of other examples.

Any art that could be described as
Mythorealist attempts to create this effect
deliberately to the extent that that can be
done, to make art that functions like a
magic circle, opening a doorway between
the worlds.

4- The presence of the numinous can be
wonderful or horrible, but anything
truly numinous is actually both, wonder
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hidden behind horror and horror behind
wonder.

The theologian Rudolf Otto
described the numinous as a mysterium
tremendum et fascinans, a "terrible and
fascinating mystery." In art this manifests
in a range of moods, which could be
described as sublime or gothic,
characterized by "The semi-darkness that
glimmers in vaulted halls or beneath the
branches of a lofty forest glade, strangely
quickened and stirred by the mysterious
play of half-lights...""!

There are any number of ways to
create this effect. Here are a few lines by
the great Li Ho:

Stones split asunder, sky startles,
Autumn rains gush forth.

He goes in dreams to the Spirit Mountain
To teach the Weird Crone...

Withering orchids bade them farewell
On the Hsian-yang road.

If God could suffer as we do

God too would grow old.

Bearing my dew-plate, I journeyed alone
By the light of the cold, wild moon,

! From Rudolf Otto's The Idea of the Holy
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Already Wei-cheng lay far behind
And its waters faintly calling.'”

Li Ho's poetry contains images of
horror, particularly in lines such as this
one, from his poem Don't Go Out of the
Door:

Heaven is inscrutable,
Earth keeps its secrets,
The nine-headed monster eats our souls..."

This feeling of supernatural horror
is what Otto calls Daemonic Dread, the
most primal and basic stage in the
development of the numinous feeling.
Nevertheless this horror contains an equal
measure of wonder, the mysterium
fascinosum which provides a balance for
the mysterium tremendum:

The daemonic-divine object may appear to
the mind an object of horror and dread, but at the
same time it is no less something that allures with a
potent charm, and the creature, who trembles before
it, utterly cowed and cast down, has always at the

2 From A Golden Treasury of Chinese Poetry,
Translated by John A. Turner

13 From Poems of the Late T'ang, translated by A.C.
Graham
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same time the impulse to turn to it, nay even to
make it somehow his own.'*

In terms of artistic work, the two
elements are in a perfect balance only when
wonder holds horror inside it like a terrible
secret, and when horror also holds wonder
within it like a revelation. This and this
alone is the genuine magic, as there is no
beauty without horror and no horror
without beauty.

5- Beauty without an element of horror
is reduced to mere prettiness, and
horror without an element of beauty is
reduced to mundane fear. Neither
prettiness nor mundane fear evokes
mythic resonance.

A flower is merely pretty; a
mountain is beautiful. What is the
difference between these two experiences?

A masked killer in a slasher movie
is, at most, merely frightening. The
presence of a ghost, however, is horrifying.
What is the difference between these two
experiences?

'* From Rudolf Otto's The Idea of the Holy
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The flower appeals to our aesthetic
sense- our love of bright colors and
pleasant smells, our affinity with all that is
growing and living. This last aspect
approaches true beauty and may sometimes
reach up to it, depending on one's ability to
enter into the experience. The mountain,
on the other hand, has a feeling of vastness,
of empty spaces and open sky and dark
hollows choked with pine trees. It has a
feeling of space and time.

The mountain evokes the numinous
feeling in its sublime vastness, or in any
case it points to it. There is an element of
horror there, and thus an element of awe. It
is these factors that make the mountain
beautiful and thus much more than merely
pretty.

Stories and films about serial killers
are always popular, and they are often
mislabeled as "horror" stories. True horror,
however, is rarely present in them. As C.S.
Lewis once pointed out:

Suppose you were told that there was a
tiger in the next room: you would know that you
were in danger and would probably feel fear. But if
you were told "There is a ghost in the next room,"
and believed it, you would feel, indeed, what is
often called fear, but of a different kind. It would
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not be based on the knowledge of danger, for no one
is primarily afraid of what a ghost may do to him,
but of the mere fact that it is a ghost. It is "uncanny"
rather than dangerous, and the special kind of fear it
excites may be called Dread."

The human monsters found in such
slasher movies evoke no Dread, but only
the mundane fear that the tiger inspires- the
fear of actual harm. This sort of fear is
rather prosaic, when compared with the
truly numinous fear of a writer like H.P.
Lovecraft with his Cthulhu Mythos, or
William Hope Hodgson in The House on
the Borderland. Even the latter's Night
Land, although a deeply flawed work,
contains passages of true "Daemonic
Dread":

And they came to the great open doorway
that hath been open since the Beginning, and
through which the cold steadfast light and the
inscrutable silence of Evil hath made for ever a
silence that may be felt in all the Land. And the
great, uncased windows gave out the silence and the
light- aye, the utter silence of an unholy
desolation.'®

13 C.S. Lewis, as quoted on The Gothic Experience

website

'® From The Night Land by William Hope Hodgson
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As purple as the prose is, the power
is here- you can feel the magic of the
image; it holds both horror and wonder.
While this particular example focuses
heavily on the horror, even an image of the
most shining wonder must contain its
shadows, as in Blake's Tyger, Tyger with
its "fearful symmetry." Sometimes the hint
of darkness can be very subtle, as in this
haiku by the 18th-century master
Taniguchi Buson:

A lightning flash-
the sound of water drops
falling through bamboo'’

The image of this haiku is in no
way "dark," but there is a hint of
melancholy, a hint of coldness. The art of
sentimentality tries to have the light
without the darkness, removing even the
most subtle reminders of horror. The result
is naturally either bland or cloying, as in
the work of Thomas Kinkade, the self-
described "Painter of Light." His paintings
represent a kind of utopia, "a place where
the transient things of life give way to the

7 As found at
http://www.geocities.com/alanchng1978/index.html
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things that matter most ... faith and family,
a loving home and the people who know
and love us," according to his promotional
literature. There's no room here for a sense
of awe, no room for the uncontainable
Presence or its transformations, no room
for magic.

No artist can achieve true wonder,
and thus true beauty, without
acknowledging and honoring the darkness
as well, however subtle this effect may be.
And no artist can create true horror, if that
is his goal, without creating true beauty at
the same moment. Both aspects are
indispensable to mythic resonance, for the
mysterium fascinosum and the mysterium
tremendum are in the end the same
Mystery.

6- What true beauty and true horror
have in common is the element of awe,
an element that allows art to transcend
the personal.

It is awe that separates beauty from
prettiness, awe that separates horror from
fear. There are many moods and emotional
tones in any work of art, and the numinous
feeling is only one of them. To reduce art
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to the numinous alone would be a great
mistake. Nevertheless, that sense of awe,
an emotion that is always at least partially
numinous, manifests in many works of art
with no apparent mythic content. The
Gaelic folk song "On Saturday I was
Struck with Sorrow," a woman's lament for
her drowned husband, is so stark as to
hardly be poetry, and yet it is
extraordinarily powerful poetry:

On Saturday I was struck with sorrow.
On Sunday my sorrow deepened.

These lines could be no more
minimal, yet the numb horror of raw grief
infuses them with something not unlike
Dread, a sense of awe that stops the breath
the first time the song is heard in the
original Gaelic. The song (which was
actually written by the widowed woman)
stops being about her personal grief and
becomes something universal, a pathway to
Grief itself. It achieves a mythic resonance.

Mythic resonance should therefore
not be understood in terms of poets like Li
Ho or William Blake alone, nor only in
terms of bizarre art like that of Bosch or
Beksinki. Any time a work of art brushes
up against the universal, creating a sense of
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the eternal and transpersonal, there is a
feeling of awe. This feeling is mythic
resonance.

Such a feeling can never be
achieved by chasing after the zeitgeist, a
sure route to obsolescence and irrelevance.
That which is current is soon dated; that
which is timeless never will be. There is no
such thing as "now" when it comes to art-
by the time a trend is noticed, it is already
dying. Even when describing and evoking
the mood of a particular time and place or
the psychological state of a particular
person, artistic success is only attained by
transcending such circumstances, using
them only as a means zo transcendence. We
find our truth in a higher realm.

7- The waking world is the exoteric and
the mythic is the esoteric. Whichever
element manifests on the surface
contains the other element inside itself,
the esoteric and the exoteric in
opposition and unity. This principle is
the balance of forces.

How can fantastic art be relevant
here, in the real world of heating bills, rent
and mortgages? Can this sort of art be more

71



than escapism (which is all it is, after all, to
many of its exponents)? Should it even try?

The Neo-Thomist philosopher Josef
Pieper was not, so far as I know, an
aficionado of fantasy. He spent his
academic career as a defender of tradition,
specifically the philosophical tradition of
the Christian West, which he saw as a
timeless truth dating back to Plato and
Socrates before its flowering in the Church.
What Pieper was a champion of,
ultimately, was culture, in its highest and
most humane sense, and of leisure as its
basis. He was an enemy of materialism and
the idolatry of praxis, which would have us
believe that only practical concerns possess
any moral validity. He was thus a defender
of human values as expressed in the sense
of wonder, the only justification that he
thought should be required for either
philosophy or science. He based his
argument, in part, on a line from Aristotle:
"the myth-lover is also a philosopher in a
way, since myth is composed of wonders,"
a quote with much relevance for
Mythorealism.

In the short story "Okitsu
Yagoemon no Isho" by Mori Ogai, Prince
Sansai says, "If one looked at everything
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from only a utilitarian viewpoint, all the
things most esteemed in the world would
pass out of existence."

Prince Sansai and Josef Pieper
might well be seen as kindred spirits.
Although the culture they both cherished so
much was what is usually called "high"
culture, and fantastic art and fiction is not
often seen that way, it too manifests a
sense of wonder and cultivates a sense of
magic. The worth of such an experience
goes far beyond mere escapism.

This sense of wonder and magic, of
a Realm of Ideas, whose mystery gives a
kind of spiritual life to the Realm of
Things, is at the root of the entire Platonic
tradition within Western thought. Certain
fantastic artists and writers, such as Jean
Delville and William Blake, have been
overtly Platonist in their outlook, though
most have not. It is impossible to escape a
Platonic viewpoint entirely in your fantasy
if it really deserves the name, if your
Elfland is not merely Poughkeepsie in
medieval garb like most of the huge epic
fantasies that have for so long dominated
the genre. (With credit to Ursula LeGuin
for this wonderful image.)
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The art and literature of the
fantastic brings us face to face with this
Realm of Ideas, as translated through
image and symbol. Although a particular
piece might be set in our world, it contains
the magic of the otherworld within it like a
hidlcglen enchantment, as in this verse by Li
Po™:

I've been asked the reason for dwelling in blue-
green mountains.

I laugh without answering, heart at ease.

In the mountains, peach blossoms on flowing
waters- mysteriously vanish.

There is another Reality- not of the human realm."

Within a series of images drawn
from the waking world, Li Po gives us the
mythic. (He did the same thing in his actual
life, presenting himself as a Taoist
immortal "slumming it" on the material
plane!)

Similarly, any art set overtly in a
fantastic landscape must create a sense of
solidity and reality if it is to convince us
with its strangeness. If the lovely stories of

'8 Another T'ang Dynasty poet, not to be confused
with Li Ho

' From Dream of the Dragon Pool by Albert A.
Dalia
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Lord Dunsany have any flaw, it is in not
being quite convincing enough in this
prosaic fashion, not balancing out the
poetry with something flesh and blood. The
paintings of Beksinki, on the other hand,
are completely convincing, reminding one
of the last line from "Pickman's Model" by
H.P. Lovecraft: "But by God, Eliot, it was a
photograph from life!"

This balance between Ideas and
Things, between poetry and prose, between
the magical and the mundane, is so much at
the core of Mythorealism that it has given
our philosophy its name. Mythorealist art is
that art which is both mythic and yet
somehow realistic. When the exoteric or
"realistic" element is what is apparent on
the surface, it contains the esoteric or
"mythic" element below the surface. When
the mythic element becomes exoteric, the
realistic element provides its grounding,
retreating into the esoteric position as a
kind of counterweight.

Although these two aspects are opposites,
they form a unity in their opposition, a
concept we refer to as the Balance of
Forces. In Relationship Theory (the
metaphysical underpinnings of
Mythorealism) all of reality is seen in just
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this way, as balancing pairs of polar
opposites in dynamic tension. The Balance
of Forces, therefore, has a much wider
application, extending throughout all
aesthetic dualities and into other questions
such as those of ethics.

8- The balance of forces between the
waking world and the mythic is always
mirrored in other dualities. Whether
Appolonian and Dionysian or classicism
and romanticism, the great forces of
horror and wonder or the celestial and
the infernal, great art maintains a
balance of forces and honors both
aspects of any duality.

Friedrich Nietzsche's The Birth of
Tragedy describes two very different
tendencies in art, the Appolonian and the
Dionysian. The Appolonian tendency has
to do with order, with refinement and a
contemplative spirit. The Dionysian
tendency is the opposite, having to do with
intoxication, with passion and the
destructive urges, and even with madness.
In Hesse's novel Narcissus and Goldmund,
the ascetic and intellectual monk Narcissus
would represent the Appolonian spirit, and
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the sensual and passionate Goldmund the
Dionysian. These two tendencies, broadly
speaking, could also be described as
classicism and romanticism.

The classical or Appolonian tendency in
art, at its finest, might be seen as something
akin to shibumi, a Japanese concept
articulated here by Trevanian in his novel
of the same name:

As you know, shibumi has to do with great
refinement underlying commonplace appearances. It
is a statement so correct that it does not have to be
bold, so poignant it does not have to be pretty, so
true it does not have to be real. Shibumi is
understanding, rather than knowledge. Eloquent
silence. In demeanor, it is modesty without
pudency. In art, where the spirit of shibumi takes
the form of sabi, it is elegant simplicity, articulate
brevity. In philosophy, where shibumi emerges as
wabi, it is spiritual tranquility that is not passive; it
is being without the angst of becoming. And in the
personality of a man, it is . . . how does one say it?
Authority without domination? Something like that.

The Appolonan spirit has been most
fully developed in the East, where the
cultivation of spiritual tranquility was seen
in some schools as being essential to art. Li
Ho was left out of all the official
anthologies for being out of sympathy with
this classical spirit. The Dionysian or

77



romanticist tendency, on the other hand,
has been more fully developed in the West,
with our concept of the artist as a Byronic
hero and of the tortured, solitary genius,
although we have a rich tradition of
classicism as well. This is not to suggest
that the romanticist tendency cannot be
found in the East at all- where
Confucianism represents the classical
spirit, Taoism is the romanticist. The Asian
literati class, however, was predominately
Confucanist, and thus predominately
classicist in its outlook. Thus the Shisendo,
or "Hall of the Poetry Immortals" in Kyoto,
built by the eccentric samurai, poet and
calligrapher Ishikawa Jozan and hung with
the portraits of thirty-six greats of Chinese
classical poetry, is a serene and
contemplative place with the aesthetic of a
temple. If the Shisendo had been hung with
the portraits of men like Percy Bysshe
Shelley, Edgar Allan Poe and Charles
Baudelaire, it would be almost impossible
to imagine it. In any case it could never
have taken the form that it has.

It might be imagined that
Mythorealism, as a philosophy of the
otherworldly, would be exclusively
romanticist and Dionysian. However, this
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is not the case. While many elements of the
Mythorealist aesthetic outlook could be
described as neo-romanticist, the Balance
of Forces applies here as well. The more
deeply and reverently it is applied, the
greater the art:

That which is serene and orderly must lead
us to a core of transcendent awe. That which is
beautiful on the outside must be sublime in its
depths. Those things that inspire us must also
possess us. And dread must live at the center of
love, or there is no love. There is only sentiment.

And yet the opposite of all these statements
is equally valid. The poetry of chaos must have a
hidden architecture. The poetry of hell must lead us
toward heaven. Those emotions that possess us
must also inspire us. And love must live at the heart
of dread, or there is no dread. There is only
ugliness.

When the infernal manifests in the
apparent features of a poem, its hidden places are
celestial. When a poem displays the bright serenity
of the celestial, the awe of the infernal is at its heart.
When we smile in tranquility, there are shudders
behind. And when we tremble in fear at the
presence of some numinous power, we rest in the
arms of our gods at the same moment.

The two worlds are a single world- this is
the great mystery of the balance of forces, and the
reason why it is a monist philosophy and not a
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dualist one. The world of myth and the waking
world are exactly the same.*’

9- Invoking the power of the numinous
and manifesting it in art, the
Mythorealist artist can present a mythic
problem, a fundamental unresolved
dichotomy whose solution contains an
insight. Buried within the story is an
illumination.

The mythic problem is a type of
riddle, a spiritual contradiction or
dichotomy around which a particular myth
is generally constructed, the solution to
which is the Mystery of that particular
myth. The mythic problem generates a
sense of illumination and transcendental
unity if the riddle is solved, but of spiritual
suffering and even horror if it is not.

In my Noctiviganti Saga, for
instance, this is the Reconciliation Paradox,
the classic Judeo-Christian "problem of
evil" as re-imagined through that fantasy's
bizarre mythology:

To the one fact in all the universe, we’re
subjective. We exist only in relation to It, not
independently. And the nightmares and Lords of the

*From The School of Silence by C.S. Thompson
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Abyss are just shadows, just illusions. And from Its
perspective, they’re all so beautiful- burning angels
from before the Fall, both forgiven and innocent.
That’s the Reconciliation Paradox- the existence of
evil. If evil exists, the universe is wrong. And yet
those who have seen it know that it’s right. So how
can this wonderful universe contain such things in
it? How can the world be both heaven and hell?

The problem of evil is potent for
Westerners, as it has played such a
significant role in our spiritual history,
dating all the way back to Zoroaster. The
mythic problems of other cultures are
naturally different, as the spiritual
contradictions they struggle with are
different in the first place. The struggle
between human compassion and the
potential cruelty of a man's duty is the
central theme of the Bhagavad Gita,
resolved in the end by the teachings of
Krishna. This resolution, however, cannot
be known- merely reading the Bhagavad
Gita will scarcely lead one to illumination.
The mythic problem must be wrestled
with- owned, suffered with, and in the end
confronted- and only then can there be an
answer, just as personal for the reader as it
was for Arjuna.

A work like the Bhagavad Gita is
of course a scripture, and far more potent
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with mythic resonance than any fiction.
Nevertheless a fictional work can embody
the same struggles, and help lead the reader
or the viewer of that work to the same
insights. The genre of yakuza-eigo in
Japanese cinema, with its conflicts between
giri (or "obligation") and ninjo (or
"personal feeling") explores much the same
territory.

The story of Prometheus is a
classical myth, in which Prometheus steals
fire from the gods for the benefit of the
human race, and is punished by having a
great bird chew on his entrails for all time.
The mythic problems implicit in this story
are explored fictionally in Silverlock by
John Myers Myers, in which the crime of
Prometheus was to give us consciousness
rather than fire. The main character,
Shandon Silverlock, is given the
opportunity to judge his benefactor, egged
on by the demon Faustopheles, who sees
Prometheus as the author of all human
suffering. Another fictional treatment of
the same set of mythic problems would be
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, with its
subtitle "The Modern Prometheus"- a work
with a great deal of mythic resonance.
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It is not always possible to state the
mythic problems contained in a story quite
so clearly, but their presence is attested by
the story's impact- the ability certain stories
have to transform one's life, as Silverlock
did for me and as some other book has no
doubt done for you. This kind of
illumination. however, is in the nature of a
grace- it's not something that can be taught
in a writing course or planned out in an
outline.

10- Neither the mystery nor the
illumination are intellectual in nature,
therefore they cannot be planned out
intellectually. They must manifest
spontaneously, unfolding out of the
realm of myth as if uncaused and
unsought-for.

When I started writing the
Noctiviganti Saga it was intended as a pulp
adventure story, a tribute to my love of
film noir and dark fantasy- a contemporary
combination of Black Mask and Weird
Tales. As the story unfolded, however, it
became much more complicated, exploring
rather heavy mythic themes and an
unorthodox take on mysticism. You can
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never decide ahead of time on the big
themes of a particular story, not unless you
want to create the sort of fiction that feels
like it was written with one eye on the
latest How-To book and another on what
your writing-circle friends are going to say
about it. Such fiction is forced and
artificial, giving away too much of the
hidden architecture of any work of art.

J.R.R. Tolkien always denied that
The Lord of the Rings was in any way an
allegory for World War II as many critics
assumed. Tolkien, in fact, despised
allegory. Yet what had begun as a virtual
children's story, all about the adventures of
a loveable hobbit in a fairy-tale kingdom,
became over time a modern myth, an epic
of almost Old Testament scope and
grandeur.

From the Mythorealist point of
view, mythic resonance in the broad sense
is the goal of every work of art- to touch
the transcendent, to incarnate some aspect
of universal truth through some particular
truth. Mythic resonance in the special or
narrow sense is most certainly the goal of
all fantastic art- to transport the reader to
Elfland and away from Poughkeepsie, or
even better to show us the Elfland within
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Poughkeepsie. Neither type of mythic

resonance is an intellectual experience, and

neither type can be planned or controlled
by the intellect. The Muses won't come at
your bidding, and although they can be
courted, they cannot be seduced. Their
love, like all love, is a state of grace:

White clouds of snowdust,

Pylons, cranes and lights,

A world abandoned, just outside the glass.

A thousand miles away,

But I remember.

And there are things I still don’t have to ask.

It’s all unearned-

Each time your eyes went through me,

Each time your fingers brushed my hand,

Each time.

A grace withdrawn is still a grace, regardless.
And there is nothing here that’s truly mine.

I’ve been to Mars and back, seen all the wonders.
The ice of space has melted in my hand.

I’ve dreamt in the Abyss, and I have wandered
Beyond the waking world to understand.

I’ve ridden every late night winter highway

And there is only one thing that I’ve learned-
Such things as grace cannot be kept forever.
Don’t wish for things that you could never earn.’

! Poem by C.S. Thompson

&5



II1- The Balance of Forces: Ethical
Principles of Mythorealism

1- Just as there are two realities (the
waking world and the mythic realm) so
there are two complementary principles,
which can be described as the human
law and the sacred law. The human law
is the social contract, the general
agreement between human beings as to
righteous behavior. The sacred law is a
spontaneous response, a sense of awe
and reverence before the numinous
power, which carries an implication of
divine command.

It is part of the doctrine of the
Catholic religion that mankind has an
inborn moral sense, an inner compass
given by God. However, the social
contracts of different cultures are as
distinct from each other as can be
imagined, or so they appear to be on the
surface at least. Why is this so? If mankind
truly has an inborn moral sense, then why
do some cultures have such customs as
honor killings, vendettas between family
groups, slavery or human sacrifice? Are
some cultures simply morally corrupt,
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deviating from a single divine standard? Or
is there no standard at all, but only custom,
arbitrary and meaningless at the core?

A basic understanding of the social
contract may have some usefulness as far
as it goes, but it assumes that the human
law is all there is to morality, and I don't
believe that to be the case. Consider our
reaction to the world we live in, the primal
forces faced by our most distant ancestors:

Heat lightning on a mountain ridge
in almost total darkness. The blue
emptiness of the desert sky. The black
gulfs of the ocean. These things, though
also natural forces, have something else in
common- they encourage, they generate, a
sense of reverence and sacredness. Man
first feels the urge to worship because of
forces like these.

Vast openness and limitlessness; a
sense of awe. The feeling born in us from
these hints of eternity is morally neutral in
and of itself. No one would think to speak
of the desert as good or evil except by way
of analogy. And yet there are moral
implications.

We naturally feel that there are
ways of living and thinking that bring us
closer in kind to this awesome freedom,
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this unfathomable abundance and power,
this world without end. There are also ways
of living and thinking that make us smaller,
that shrink us spiritually and mentally, that
take us further from the source.

All that which brings us closer to
the source is, by its nature, something holy.
All that which pulls us further away is what
is meant by "sin." The world numbers
among the righteous some of its very worst
sinners, and fails to recognize holy men.
From this we can see that there are two
separate laws- the social contract regulating
interactions between humans, and
something very much more fundamental.
The distinction here is an exact parallel to
the division between the waking world and
the mythic realm, and just as in that other
distinction, the two worlds are in fact one
world. The question of how they can be
reconciled into a functional whole, a way
of life with intrinsic meaning, is answered
for me by the Balance of Forces, "the
esoteric and the exoteric in opposition and
unity."

2- Ethical principles appear to vary
greatly between cultures, but this is less
true than it appears to be. Local
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variations are caused by specific
circumstances and should be respected
as such, but once these are accounted for
a pattern emerges: the rights of those
who are considered fully human are
remarkably consistent. What is essential
to recognize is that all are fully human.

Let us imagine three different
cultures, with three different systems of
law and morality. The first of these is a
democratic republic, with officials elected
by majority vote. Citizenship is restricted
to owners of property, and sixty percent of
the population are actual slaves, owned by
the citizens and forced to work for them.

The second society we will imagine
is a tribal system, with chieftains selected
for their battlefield prowess. The culture
has no slave class, and all men are
warriors, while women are responsible for
raising the children. In the event of a battle
between tribes, the women of the defeated
warriors are divided up among the victors,
to become second wives, third wives, and
so forth and so on.

The third society we will imagine is
a nomadic culture, in which men do all the
physical labor while women make the
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decisions. The lifestyle of these nomads is
pastoral and largely peaceful, but there is
no role for men in political life.

Three cultures more different from
each other would be hard to imagine, yet
none of them individually is an untenable
option. What they don't have in common is
obvious enough. So what do they have in
common?

Within each of these three societies,
notions of right and wrong would be
roughly the same, as different as they
might seem on the outside. It might be
permissible in the republic to beat a slave,
but it wouldn't be acceptable to strike a
citizen. It might be quite normal in the
tribal society to kill enemies in war, but
murdering your neighbors would seem just
as criminal to them as it does to us.

A free citizen in the republic would
surely never be deprived of his vote, his
accepted rights to due process of law, or
his personal liberty. He wouldn't be forced
to work without pay, or to obey arbitrary
orders. A fighting man of the tribal society
wouldn't be forced to marry against his
will, and wouldn't be treated as the spoils
of war. A woman of the nomadic society
wouldn't be treated as a beast of burden.
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In each case, the rights of a full
citizen would be more similar than
different, with the differences coming
down to local conditions and the
similarities to a broader principle. What is
that principle exactly? The one first
articulated by Immanuel Kant, to treat
other people as ends in their own right
rather than means. And in every case, those
who are not full citizens are treated as
means to some other end. What that means
is that some are human, and others are
considered not human in the fullest sense.
Whatever progress humanity has made
over the course of history- and any such
progress has been limited indeed- it comes
down to this, an ever-widening definition
of who qualifies as an actual human.

The democratization of society is
itself an aristocratic ideal, or rather the
growth and expansion of aristocratic ideals.
Many words which are now applied to
whoever deserves them were once given a
much more restricted meaning. Dignity, for
instance, was a kind of gravitas, a noble
spirit and intrinsic respect, as it is today.
But it was also part of the definition that it
was applied exclusively to noblemen. We
have no noblemen now, but the concept
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remains, transformed by the alchemy of
time and change into a universal aspiration,
a quality to which anyone may attain and
of which all have some measure.

The word gentleman is of the exact
same category- a person who behaves in a
certain way is considered a gentleman,
regardless of his familial lineage. But in
earlier times, it was not so. 'Gentleman' at
that time referred to a social class, to one's
status as a man of leisure and one's descent
from a significant family.

The word noble is now a quality,
the characteristic of a virtuous act, a self-
sacrificing choice. Not very long ago it
referred to a title, to the ownership of a
great deal of land and one's power over its
inhabitants.

The values of the modern world
allow for no such parasitism, no such
privileged caste at the apex of society. But
the best of that dead class is preserved
today, in the survival of its highest ideals
and their expansion to a wider sphere.

It is my belief that these elite ideals
are not properly elite at all, but simply the
fullest expression of a human life. And it is
the growing realization that we are all
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human, truly human in the complete sense,
which I refer to as ‘democratization.’
There is no one without a measure
of dignity, no one at all. Just as no
nobleman in the ancient times would have
taken another nobleman as his personal
chattel, so no person may be used by
another as a means to an end, for to do so
would violate the whole concept of dignity
and leave it meaningless. The noblemen of
that ancient time discovered the principle,
but they had not discovered a more
important principle- that it applied to
everyone. In those days the notion of
humanity was a matter of degrees,
beginning with the members of one's own
people and caste, and diminishing with
distance. Some people were more human
than others, and this was taken for granted.
The fact is that the distinction
remains, but the basis is altered. All of us
are equally and fully human- but only in
potential, only in the extent to which we
live the ideal and extend its reach. Dignity,
gentle courtesy, noble self-sacrifice- these
things mark the genuine human, the human
who is what he was intended to be. One of
the characteristics of a genuine human is
that he treats everyone else as a genuine
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human, without requiring them to earn the
privilege. A society entirely composed of
such true noblemen would be a society of
sages, and one with no further need of a
government. Such a society would awaken
from the rule of Law as if from a bad
dream.

3- The essential right of a human being
is to always be treated as an end and
never as a means. This has implications
in both realms. Recognizing anyone we
deal with as a human being, we must
treat them ethically. Recognizing the
divine in them, we must treat them
reverently.

The very phrase "social contract,"
as outdated as it might be, implies a
bargain- a merely expedient arrangement
between equal powers, each of whom
could otherwise act with impunity. If there
is nothing in it beyond expedience then it is
ultimately meaningless, as there is no
inherent reason to honor a contract in a
world without transcendent values. I might
not rob you or murder you in such a world,
but only because it is not convenient, or
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doesn't suit my purposes or my
inclinations.

Many people in the modern world,
however, have given up on transcendence,
or at least on the idea of a divine lawgiver.
The specific laws and customs we follow
are given by man, and the assumption too
many people have as a result is that it
really is just expedience, the rules of the
game as we choose to play it- and rules that
are very much open to interpretation.

If we acknowledge, however, that
there are two laws, and that the human law
gains its meaning and power from the spirit
of reverence, the instinct of the sacred, then
the matter is different. Understanding that
some of our actions will raise us upward,
that some ways of living will tend to bring
us closer to the source, we will strive to
live up to that standard in all of our actions.
Willing to live in the spirit of nobility, we
will honor the same nobility in everyone
we meet. On the level of our social
interactions, the exoteric aspect, we will
behave as men and women of honor and
accept nothing less of ourselves. On the
level of the spirit, the esoteric aspect, we
will naturally reverence the sacred in
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everyone we meet, viewing each of our
interactions as a divine service.

4- Ethics, therefore, has two levels- the
social and the mystical. It is necessary to
follow a set of rules within the social
sphere, but these rules are only made
meaningful by the sacred reverence that
underlies them, the honoring of the
divine in all. Without the magic, they are
empty.

The problem with applying the
sacred law is that it has no form, so it gives
us no specific answers. It provides us with
a sense of reverence, but not the solution to
any particular problem. The problem with
the social law is that it has no principle, no
underlying force behind it except social
expediency. It provides us with a set of
guidelines, but no reason to respect them
except convenience. How, then, can the
two be united? By incarnating the sacred
within the mundane.

Herbert Finagrette, in his study of
Confucius, recognizes this exact principle
in the philosophy of the ancient sage:

Instead of being diversion of attention
from the human realm to another transcendent
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realm, the overtly holy ceremony is to be seen as the
central symbol, both expressive of and participating
in the holy as a dimension of all truly human
existence. Explicitly Holy Rite is thus a luminous
point of concentration in the greater and ideally all-
inclusive ceremonial harmony of the perfectly
humane civilization... Human life in its entirety
finally appears as one vast, spontaneous and holy
Rite: the community of man.*

This is an application of the
Mythorealist creed, "when Myth
incarnates in the waking world," to the
questions of ethics. Our sense of
spontaneous awe, our sense of the holy, is
applied directly to our personal interactions
and to the social rituals of human life. This
isn't because of any particular concern with
social rituals themselves; all these are
manmade and artificial. It is because of a
deep respect, so deep as to have a
worshipful quality, for that which lies
behind all our social rituals- the dignity and
nobility of the spirit to which our species
aspires.

Opinion polls have sometimes been
used to attempt to measure happiness, by
asking the respondents to rate their own

** From Confucius: The Secular as Sacred by
Herbert Finagrette
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happiness. Such an approach is completely
misguided. Some of the most desperate
people I have ever known considered
themselves to be very happy, because they
had never experienced real happiness and
had no idea what it was. When Einstein
said that happiness was the life goal of a
rutting pig, he hit the nail on the head,
because the kind of happiness most people
are looking for is not happiness but
contentment. The satisfaction of a
reasonable percentage of one's desires, and
the avoidance of all but the bare minimum
of suffering- this isn't happiness in the first
place. The problem comes with viewing
happiness as a kind of feeling, equivalent
to joy or pleasure, when it's not a feeling at
all but a state of being.

When Aristotle undertook to
examine true happiness, the word he used
was eudaimonia, which is more accurately
translated as "flourishing." A life that is
flourishing is not merely content, but a
superb example of what a human life can
and ought to be, fully engaged and alive on
multiple levels. "Fully awake participation"
is the phrase that I use, which means to
incarnate the magic of whatever you're
engaged in, whether that's adventure and
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career accomplishment or marriage and
child-rearing.

This "flourishing" is a complex and
multi-layered thing, that has to do with
how engaged you are with every aspect of
a full life, and how well you can balance
out all its different aspects. When you
become open to a range of life you've never
experienced before, your range of
engagement and of flourishing happiness
expand as well. Happiness is not, therefore,
a thing that can be quantified, or a question
that can be asked on an opinion poll. It is
all of life.

5- The ethical ideal is thus a balance of
forces, a rigorously honorable surface
and a mystical interior; stoicism on the
outside and mysticism on the inside. This
can, under the right circumstances,
become reversed.

The determination to put integrity
first, to rate honorable behavior and
choices above all lesser motivations, was
the heart of the ancient Stoic philosophy.
Although Stoicism as a whole is an
extreme viewpoint, the Stoic method for
conquering life's struggles and tribulations
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is a heroic one. Internal factors such as
moral decisions are considered
fundamental; external factors such as the
events of life are considered irrelevant, as
they are not within our sphere of control as
moral agents.

The spirit of classical Stoicism is an
Appolonian spirit- calm, dignified and self-
contained, but refined and aloof. We must
bear in mind, however, the words of C.S.
Lewis:

Holy places are dark places. It is life and
strength, not knowledge and words, that we get in
them. Holy wisdom is not clear and thin like water,
but thick and dark like blood.

We need Dionysus as much as we
need Apollo, the mystic as much as the
stoic. This is the balance of forces:

The complete person, the fully human
person, is a balance of forces- an Appolonian and a
Dionysian, an Epicurean and a Stoic, a philosopher
and a mystic- and able to use all of their advantages
at the same time.
Such a person displays a cool and stoic self-control
in the face of disaster, but a drunken abandonment
to the joy of life when it is time to celebrate. He
manifests the high pride of the pagan heroes when it
is time to fight, and the gentle self-effacement of the
Christian saints when it is time to love. Or more
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accurately, such a person displays all these qualities
simultaneously, with each quality either manifesting
on the outside or becoming internal, depending on
where it is needed at that moment- the exoteric and
the esoteric in opposition and unity.

In the sort of character that [ am
describing, there is a balance or even a neutralizing
principle between the inner life and the outer life.
Such a person is a stoic on the outside and a mystic
on the inside, self-willed and self-controlled in all
his relations with the external world, but drunk with
glory in the privacy of his spirit, as if he was always
on his knees in spontaneous awe. On the outside she
manifests a spirit of conquest, not of other people
but of all obstacles, while on the inside she
understands surrender. She cultivates a spirit that is
heroic, high and noble, capable of great sacrifices
and great deeds, while in her own mind she lives in
a state of unconditional service and acceptance of
whatever must be.

Conversely, when he is overwhelmed by
beauty and drops to his knees, he maintains a quiet
place of calm inside. When he is compelled to
surrender by a superior force, he maintains at the
same moment an unconquered spirit.

When it is necessary to be stern on the
outside, he is gentle in his heart. When it is
necessary to tread softly on the outside, she remains
unmovable within the mind.

There could be a thousand examples of this
kind of thinking, but the ideal in each case is a
balance of forces, a harmonious whole in which all
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of our faculties have a part- and to which every
philosophy can contribute something. >’

The world we live in is a world of
war. Conflict is built in to nearly every
level of the natural order, from warfare
between ant colonies to a virus's battle
against the immune system. Even animals
that eat only plants live by destroying other
forms of life, and many of them fight each
other for dominance or territory. Rather
than attempting to be purely peaceful- a
form of creature manifestly unsuited for the
world as it really is- we must understand
conflict, facing the hard realities and
learning to live with them. To fetishize
warfare and violence however, is a sick
state of mind, a morbidly unbalanced
position that is blind to suffering. What is
needed, once again, is a balance of forces.

Between the Christian spirit with its
message of "turning the other cheek" and
the pagan spirit of joy in battle, there exists
a balance of forces in the concept of
chivalry. Broadly defined and deliberately
idealized, what that means is this: extreme
competence in the sphere of conflict,
tempered by humility and compassion.

* From Prayers for Nothing by C.S. Thompson
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The ability to turn the other cheek
whenever it is a matter of mere personal
feelings, and to stand up to fight without
hesitation when it is a matter of right and
wrong.

This can take the form of engaged
pacifism- the pacifism of living saints such
as Thich Nhat Hanh, who has literally
braved machine gun bullets to do the work
of compassion. One form it can never take
is apathetic pacifism, the pacifism of those
who refuse to resist evil because they
"don't like violence." The true name of
apathetic pacifism is simply cowardice, a
word that no longer carries much moral
force but was once seen as being worse
than death.

Chivalry in a modern form could do
much to undo the evils of our era. Every
age has its own evils, but our particular evil
is this: a vapid, cynical and materialistic
spirit of hedonism, which permeates the
post-Industrial societies. The spirit of
chivalry is a spirit of heroism, a spirit of
service and self-sacrifice. That's exactly
why it is seen as laughable, in the eyes of
those who acknowledge no values.
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6- The ethical balance of forces can take
on a number of shapes, manifesting a
variety of understandings. Shifting
fluidly between points of view is called
ringing the changes, allowing the seeker
to obtain the benefits of all philosophies
and all spiritualities. The ideal is to steal
the light, regardless of where it might be
found.

In this era of trendy and
insubstantial cynicism toward the great
religious traditions of the world, it is
necessary to cultivate a profound and
sincere respect, not only for a particular
religion or tradition but for the institution
of religion in general.

The demands and seductions of the
world are constant, and the "red dust" (as
the Taoists call it) of secular affairs, would
long ago have obscured any spiritual
insight discovered by any great visionary in
ages past, if there had not been a stable and
consistent means of perpetuating these
insights and passing them on. However
corrupted any particular institution may at
times have become, tradition still acts as
carrier for the highest truths, preserving
them so that they can still be accessed in

104



every generation. Mystical insight is the
core and essence of every great religion.
Mysticism does not exist in opposition to
traditional faith; it is often an expression of
it, though many mystics are not affiliated
with any particular religion.

Some readers might be inclined to
consider Mythorealism a religion, but this
is something it cannot be, because religion
of any kind requires some sort of
established doctrine. Apart from our core
conviction of "when myth incarnates in the
waking world," we have no doctrine at all,
emphasizing as we do the need for a direct
and unmediated personal experience of
mystical truth. This is no barrier to any
individual Mythorealist being a committed
believer in a traditional religion, but as a
Mythorealist he would naturally seek out a
direct experience of that religion's core
mystical insights, taking the doctrines and
myths of that religion as a key to its gnosis.
The Mythorealist, therefore, may be a
Christian or a pagan, a member of any
other religion, or of no religion at all.
What makes you a Mythorealist is a
philosophical stance, a commitment to the
concept of myth incarnate.
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There is a concept from the Taoist
tradition called "stealing the light." To steal
the light is to set faults aside, ferret out
what is best about a person, and interact
with him on that level. The same concept
can be applied to religions, to spiritual and
philosophical traditions, and to institutions.
The idea here is to find what is worthwhile,
to find the gnosis or the mythic insight,
even in a doctrine with which one
disagrees. The result of adopting such a
view is profound respect, a sincere
willingness to honor others, and a
reluctance to condemn or dismiss their
views except where morally necessary.
Sweeping dismissals and judgments are
entirely too common, reflecting a
superficial spirit and a lack of maturity.
The approach of "stealing the light" is a
moral decision, a spirit that reaches out to
others and makes an effort to understand
them.

It is also a manifestation of "ringing the
changes," an approach to understanding the
world derived from Relationship Theory:

The method of thinking I'm talking about
can be applied to many things, not only to issues of
myth and reality. It is a way of thinking that flickers
between points of view like flames flickering along
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a roof-beam. It might seem like sloppy thinking, but
that wouldn't be accurate: it's fluid thinking, in the
way that intelligent and creative people tend to do
naturally, and it more closely approximates our
situation in the world than a more strict and
inflexible method could do.

The world is made up of an infinite range
of interactions... of points of view that sum to our
total experience. No partial perspective can be
considered complete; none can claim to be absolute.
To Ring the Changes is to dance between
possibilities, to preserve the freedom to see out of
more than one set of eyes.**

7- Honorable behavior is a difficult
burden, and the sacred law is a mystery.
To achieve one and understand the
other, self-cultivation is a necessity.

I was having a conversation once
with a secular friend, one who expresses
great hostility to all organized religion. She
stated that only a few Christians actually
followed their religion's central tenet,
which she interpreted as the golden rule.
The mystery of the incarnation and the
crucifixion, whose magic is central to
Christianity, was completely irrelevant to
her, and the religion reduced to an ethical
tenet of rather bland applicability. When a

** From The Forbidden Science by C.S. Thompson
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faith is reduced to a single maxim, the faith
itself becomes unnecessary, window-
dressing to be dispensed with.

The conversation put me in mind of a
Chinese anecdote, in which a poet asks a
Buddhist monk to define his religion in a
single sentence. His answer, when put to
the test, is the golden rule, which at first
disappoints the poet. "So this is what
Buddhism amounts to?" he protests, "A
child of eight could explain that doctrine!"

"A child of eight could explain it,"
replies the monk, "But an old man of
eighty will have trouble practicing it."

The golden rule, like any other
ethical maxim, is beyond our abilities,
achievable only sporadically and
inconsistently. Our actions won't live up to
our own ideals, leaving us in the position
of one of Epictetus's students, who asked
the Stoic master if there was any difference
between the uninstructed and those making
spiritual progress. Epictetus replied that
there was- just as there was a difference
between drowning in five feet of water and
drowning in fifty!

So we turn away from merely
secular ideals and merely secular goals,
seeking out the gnosis in one of its many
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forms. And what do we find? The
numinous horror and wonder, the
mysterium tremendum, is a mystery whose
roots run dark and deep. Even if we
glimpse the Mystery, we have difficulty
applying it, slipping away again and again.
We make choices that cut us off from the
source. We run after pleasure and away
from pain, hurting anyone who seems to
stand in our way. The horrifying realization
that one has lived such a life (as all have,
or nearly all) is at the root of religious
guilt, a dark force that has done terrible
harm:

These deeds cannot be touched,

They can't be found.

They pass beyond the grasp of man
Like clouds.

And purity and innocence

Are gone

Before we realize what we have done.
Bright thunder on an empty plain,

A light

That flares then disappears into the night.
The soul that knows itself

Must twist and turn

In vain repentance

Like a baited worm.

But guilt can heal no sins,

And what is more,

Stands self-obsessed
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And rotted at the core.

There's no escape

And all condemned must stand,
With ashen face

And white, uplifted hands,
Unless the self can die

And leave them shorn

Of all they are

And all they've ever done.”

This spirit of guilt and self-hatred is
a form of egoism, cutting the sufferer off
from the source, and is thus a sin in its own
right. Guilt is not the answer. What is
needed instead is to confront the darkness,
to seek out spiritual forging, and to accept
the challenge- can 1 learn to live up to my
ideals, to incarnate the Mystery? Will I do
what is needed?

8- The process of self-cultivation is a
forging of the spirit, an intense
confrontation with the deepest
mysteries. This also manifests a balance
of forces, which has been expressed
historically in a number of forms.

Another balance of forces, and one
related to chivalry, is found in the concept

> Poem by C.S. Thompson
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described by the Japanese as bunbu ichi, or
"martial and literary arts as one"- the same
concept as that of the Renaissance man in
Baldassar Castiglione's masterpiece 7The
Courtier, or the "five excellencies" of
Chinese culture, the mastery of poetry,
martial arts, painting, medicine and
calligraphy. These specific cultural forms
are not terribly important, but the general
concept of a flourishing human being as a
master of both cultural and physical
disciplines, which is common to all. The
balance of forces takes many forms, but
since ancient times it has been known and
practiced in both the East and the West. If
this is a world of conflict, then we should
master conflict, and as this is also a world
of beauty, we must learn to manifest that
beauty. Not everyone is cut out for the
martial arts, but not everyone is cut out for
the practice of art or poetry either. The
concept here is to achieve the greatest level
of mastery that is within our reach, and to
achieve it within as wide a range of human
achievement as possible. For one person
this might mean a serious practice of both
fencing and calligraphy; for another it
might be freerunning and a musical
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instrument, or dancing, poetry and
mathematics.

The specific mix of disciplines is
less important than their breadth and depth,
and the seriousness with which one
approaches them. In the guild system of the
Middle Ages, each guild possessed its
"mystery," referring to the trade secrets of
that particular craft. Fencing guilds, for
example, initiated their members into what
they called the "mysteries of the sword" or
arcana gladii, while stone masons initiated
their own members into the mysteries of
masonry. Alan Watts has suggested that the
use of the word "mystery" here might be
analogous to the Japanese do, alluding to
the practice of an art as a Way of life, a
way of approaching the world in its
totality. Practitioners of the Japanese
budo or Martial Ways speak of their
particular do as "spirit forging," and this
same approach can be taken to the
mysteries of any art, and to the balance of
forces between them all. In the practice of
an art as a genuine discipline, one engages
in battle with the deepest mysteries,
forging one's own spirit in the quest for
perfection.

112



9- The resolution of a mythic problem
can produce a transcendent insight,
transforming the seeker utterly and
preparing the way for still greater
journeys.

In the legend of the Holy Gralil, a
knight finds himself in a Wasteland, a
landscape maimed both spiritually and
physically:

As for the grass, it grew as scant as hair
In leprosy; thin dry blades prick’d the mud
Which underneath look’d kneaded up with blood.*

The reason for this blight on the
land is a terrible curse, inflicted on its ruler
the Fisher King, who is kept alive by the
power of the Holy Grail. Upon reaching the
Fisher King's castle, the knight is witness
to a strange procession, in which a young
man carries a bleeding lance and a girl
carries the Grail itself to the Fisher King or
his father. Warned previously against
talking too much, the knight keeps his
silence, not knowing that if he had only
asked the right question then both the

26 From "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came"
by Robert Browning
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Fisher King and the Wasteland would have
been magically healed. The Grail Question,
as enigmatic as a koan, is this: "Whom
does the Grail serve?" The legend gives us
No answers.

The Grail legend, perhaps even
more than most, is a spiritual allegory. The
images are built up from a rich
combination of Pre-Christian Celtic
symbolism and the Christian mysticism of
the Middle Ages. The journey through the
Wasteland is the spiritual journey, and the
procession inside the Grail Castle is a
spiritual crisis, resolved not by answering
the right question, but by asking it. There
could hardly be a clearer example of the
mythic problem, a riddle or paradox in
which gnosis is encoded, presented in the
form of a mythic story.

The great myths of every religion
contain similar problems, though most of
them were probably not created as
deliberate allegories. I propose that, in
many cases, they derive from dreams, and
that the symbolism contained within such
mythic dreaming is the mind's language for
describing spiritual reality. Unraveling the
gnosis within such a dream or sequence of
dreams is all the more powerful an
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experience for being spontaneous, an
uncalculated and direct revelation rather
than a form of therapy. Mythic dreams, or
"night wandering dreams," as we
sometimes call them, are glimpses of direct
and unmediated gnosis, the sort of
experience Mircea Eliade would have
called a hierophany, "breakthroughs of the
sacred (or the 'supernatural’) into the
World."

Such dreams in ancient times were
known as epiphanies or theophanies, and
often led to significant life decisions or
even the founding of new shrines or sects.
In many accounts of encounters with the
Fairy realm, it is obvious by reading
between the lines that the narrator of the
encounter was actually asleep, and that his
meeting with the Fairy creatures occurred
in a magical dream.

When one encounters such a night
wandering dream, it is important not to
analyze it, not to seek for an intellectual or
psychological understanding. As I was told
by a child in just such a dream, things are
not that simple: "You need to stop trying to
understand. Sometimes a thing has five
meanings, but grown ups always want it to
have one."
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By grappling with the spiritual
problems inherent in such mythic dreams,
the Mythorealist can in time achieve a
sudden epiphany, an insight of truly
transformative import. Such insights can
bring the questions of ethics beyond the
need for rules. A word of caution is,
however, in order.

The mythic problem is no simple
matter, and its solution or apparent solution
is not always benevolent. The Bhagavad
Gita was the favorite reading of both
Mahatma Gandhi and Heinrich Himmler, a
fact which should serve as a sobering
reminder that wisdom is in what we do
with gnosis rather than in gnosis itself.

The infamous "Bloody Baron,"
Ungern von Sternberg, experienced
mystical revelations which utterly
convinced him that he was an incarnation
of the Tsagan Burkhan, a Mongolian God
of War. Armed with this dubious vision, he
founded a celibate order of "Military
Buddhists," actually warriors from the
Mongolian steppes mixed with Cossacks
and Japanese mercenaries, who became
known as the "Savage Division" in the
Russian Civil War. The Bloody Baron
surrounded himself with Tibetan lamas and

116



fortune-tellers, and managed to get himself
declared an avatar of a Buddhist "wrathful
deity" by none other than the thirteenth
Dalai Lama, but his reign of terror in
Siberia and Mongolia ended in front of a
firing squad. Clearly the gnosis the Baron
found in his visions was of an unenviable
sort. The sacred aspect of moral law may
derive from the numinous realm, but all
gnosis must sustain and rest in humanist
values or else the mysterium tremendum
becomes a mysterium horrendum, and the
angels of light turn out to be fallen angels
after all.

10- When the relative self falls away
from us, we incarnate the source. When
acting from within this divine reality, no
rules are needed.

The Neo-Confucian philosopher
Ch'eng I once met a farmer who had been
wounded by a tiger. When hearing a rumor
about a tiger attack, this man's neighbors
were naturally alarmed, but there was a
look on the farmer's face that was
somehow different from theirs. As Ch'eng I
said, "Even a young boy knows that tigers
can hurt people, but his is not true
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knowledge." True knowledge only comes
from meeting the tiger. So it is with gnosis.

There is a lot of talk among
spiritual seekers about the concept of
enlightenment, which is easy enough to
understand on an intellectual level.
Intellectual knowledge about gnosis is
useless- the intellect can't go there in the
first place.

I've done a certain amount of study
in the past few years, but study can only
lay the groundwork. It can't cause you to
see. Taking a break from my studies one
night, I went out for a beer, at a nightclub
where most of my friends are regulars. The
place was crowded that night and charged
with energy, the social magic of
conversation and seduction. There were
people dancing, the girls looking like birds
with dark plumage, turning and wheeling
through a nighttime sky. I went to order a
beer, selecting my favorite English ale. It
was cold and as crisp as an apple, with fat
beads of water standing out on the pint
glass like little jewels.

My life has had the usual share of
sorrows and troubles, and perhaps more
than the usual share of bad decisions. I was
in a petty street gang when [ was a young
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man, and I've fought with my fists too
many times to keep count. I used to drink
far too much whiskey; and I've had two
divorces, a fact not unrelated to the above.
At the time of this experience I was newly
married for the third time, and my wife was
pregnant with our baby girl. I mention
these things only to provide some context,
and not in the spirit of a confessional- we
all have our histories. One thing that is
certain, however, is that I have as many
flaws as anyone else, leaving me convinced
that if I could have such an experience it
could happen to anybody, as long as they
are in the right place at that moment to
receive it.

I was raising the pint glass to my
lips, savoring the flavor and the spirit of
the place, when it suddenly occurred to me:
if there's no such thing as this self of mine,
as all the sages teach, then what is there to
be enlightened?

The thought hit me like a
transformation, and I actually burst out
laughing. Personal enlightenment doesn't
exist at all- it's just a joke the sages tell,
except that there are no sages either. /¢'s the
whole universe that's enlightened, and
everyone and everything in it. A wave of
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joy seemed to split the world, to transform
everything in the world into an invisible
light, an unspeakable and holy bliss- and
then I realized something else. This is the
way the world a/ways is. You just can't
usually see it.

Pur Technikon, the great creative fire,

That governs all! The unconsuming flame,
The white-heat fervor of a chaste desire,

The uncaused cause, the name without a name.
Your Way demands, through some eternal law,
Unwilled yet perfect, that with every breath,
We breathe the fury and the fearful awe

Of that which lies beyond both life and death.
Your Way demands abandonment so pure
That there's no word for any thought but, "Yes,"
Drawn upwards, ever upwards, by the lure

Of walking, eyes wide open, into bliss.”’

Speaking of spiritual insight,
Ch'eng I once said: "What is meant by
being transformed is to enter into the spirit
and be natural with it, so that one can
apprehend without thinking and hit upon
what is right without effort."**

While I was in that state of seeing, |
felt an unconditional and truly joyful love

" Poem by C.S. Thompson

¥ From A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy,
translated and compiled by Wing-Tsit Chan
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for every person I saw. If I had remained in
that state I would have needed no laws, no
rules or social codes, no conception of
honor. The only thing I would have had to
do was to act naturally from within that
source, and none of my actions would have
gone astray- if I could have stopped
laughing long enough to do anything.

I can't live within the source- I don't
know if anyone can. And I don't think that
this was a special experience, in the sense
of being in any way unique. Most people
get at least a glimpse of it, and that is really
all I had. The importance of the experience,
to me, lies elsewhere- in the conviction that
the magic is as real as the mundane world,
that it's the same thing as the mundane
world, that there is nothing mundane.

Anything in our moral life that goes
beyond mere expedience, that touches in
any way on transcendental values, lives in
reference to that fact.
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IV-Relationship Theory:
Metaphysical Principles of
Mythorealism

1- Perception occurs through the
meeting of unlike things. In other words,
there is no perception without contrast.

The philosophy of Mythorealism is
supported by a metaphysics, developed by
David Douglas Thompson and further
refined by Jason Thompson. This system in
its entirety is referred to as Relationship
Theory, an epistemology and ontology
defined by relationships. Like any system
of metaphysics, the goal of Relationship
Theory is to address the question of what is
fundamentally real, and in what ways we
can have knowledge of this reality.

The question of what we consider
real has been confused by language, by
unstated assumptions within the question
itself. Before we can ask what we consider
real, we ought to ask what we mean by
that. If we mean, somehow, what is
absolutely real, then the question is
unanswerable. The objective perspective is
not available to us, and it is logically
untenable that it ever could be- unless a
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man could somehow step out of the
universe, abstract himself from all his
particulars, and watch the whole thing from
outside. So the question of what is
objectively real is an incoherent one- it
presupposes what might be called a "God's
eye view," which is simply not available to
us whether there is a God or not.

The most extreme alternative,
however, seems intuitively false- that is, to
consider all of reality to be completely
subjective, controlled by our thoughts and
beliefs alone. According to this view of the
universe, all I can say is what is real to me,
and my view is no more or less valid than
any other- regardless of its relationship to
observable fact. This extreme form of
subjectivism is simply untenable- when we
step off a building, we fall, and it doesn't
really matter what we think about it.

The opposite extreme, however, is
equally untenable, whether it takes the
form of religious fundamentalism or its
sister-under-the-skin, the philosophy which
could be described as skeptical
materialism. Both viewpoints, though bitter
enemies, share one thing very much in
common, that being their belief in
objective truth, of which they portray
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themselves as the exclusive owners. The
only real difference between them is the
route to this truth, which fundamentalists
construe as a particular mythology, while
followers of skeptical materialism rely
instead on empirical observation. It must
be said that of the two, the empirical
method has proven far more effective and
accurate as a way of explaining the
physical world, but that simply doesn't
justify any claims to absolute knowledge.
Skeptical materialism (which is not at all
the same thing as the science it idolizes)
uses our ability to explain the physical
world to deny the spiritual, boldly
proclaiming that anything that cannot be
experimentally confirmed is intrinsically
meaningless- although, as such a statement
cannot be tested experimentally, it is
meaningless by its own terms. It is nothing
more, in fact, than a starting assumption
around which to build a particular
worldview, and in no way superior to any
of the other unprovable assumptions
around which the world's philosophies are
necessarily built.

What is needed is a more precise
and yet more flexible understanding of
what we mean by reality, one that
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adequately accounts for all observed
phenomena without making any
unsupportable claims to objectivity. This is
what Relationship Theory attempts to do.
The complete system of Relationship
Theory is rather complex, including a
method for examining the patterns and
changes within networks of relationships
known as the Zed Tree, and a system for
describing the interactions between ideas
known as Information Physics. All of these
permutations, however, share a set of
foundational principles, beginning with the
assertion that there is no perception
without contrast.

Suppose any situation in which
there is no contrast of any kind- a field of
white light or a pitch-black void, to use the
most extreme examples- and the result is
blindness. An example from the real world
would be the condition known as whiteout,
in which the white sky of a winter storm
and the white of the snow on the ground
produce snow blindness. For anyone to see
anything, there must be some form of
contrast, and this applies to other forms of
perception as well. If your hand is at a
higher temperature than the water you dip
it into, then the water will be perceived as
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cold. This won't happen if the water and
your hand are both at the same
temperature. A piece of silk feels smooth to
the touch because it is smoother than your
own skin. Perception is always a kind of
confrontation, in which two things which
are in some way unalike come into contact
with each other.

This principle, on the face of it, is
intuitively obvious, and as such it has been
acknowledged for centuries. The early
Christian mystic Pseudo-Dionysius, for
instance, in his Mystical Theology of the
fifth or sixth century AD, describes the
light of God, in its sheer abundance, as a
"Divine Darkness." Without any form of
contrast, light and dark are the same.

What is less obvious to the intuition,
however, are the implications of this
principle. This encounter between unlike
objects is by definition a relationship, an
interaction between entities. The moment
we encounter the world, we encounter
relationship.

2- The perception of contrast occurs

through an interaction, a relationship
between the parties involved.
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I look down at the desk on which I
am writing this and am aware of its
presence, due solely to a series of
interactions. Beams of light passing into
my eyes, changing as they are reflected by
the lens, create a picture in my mind. My
hand resting on the surface of the desk
sends a message to my brain, creating a
sense of its solidity and shape. All these
experiences are perceptions of contrast, of
that which is other than me in its encounter
with me, of an entity which is contrasted in
some way with the other factors in its
environment and the interactions of that
entity with those other factors. Without this
interaction between opposing entities, I
would be unable to perceive the desk at all,
or anything else.

Our entire experience of the world
we live in, the premise underlying all daily
existence, is the interaction between things
which are unalike. If either factor is not
present then there is no perception. Two
entities that did not interact, either directly
or indirectly, could not ever become known
to each other or affect each other in any
way. They would, essentially, not exist to
each other, although for this to really be
possible in a strict sense they would have
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to occupy different universes. Two entities
which were so completely alike that no
contrast could be perceived between them
on any level would not be perceived as two
entities but as one. To exist in the universe,
we require the other. Erase the other and
you erase the world.

3- Therefore a thing cannot be known in
and of itself, but only as part of a
particular relationship.

I shall not be relying, in making this
argument, on quantum mechanics, even
though it is very fashionable to do exactly
that. The underlying argument is very
much older, and in no way unique to
Relationship Theory. Its purpose, in terms
of the theory, is that of a stepping stone,
and quantum mechanics, for this purpose,
is probably not relevant- or at least not as
relevant as it has been made out to be. The
great physicists who developed quantum
mechanics- men like Heisenberg and
Schroedinger- were thinkers of broad
education and profound understanding,
familiar with mysticisms both East and
West, and very much in sympathy with
them. Yet they all rejected any superficial
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connection between philosophical
mysticism and quantum physics, or any
particular relevance of quantum mechanics
to the subject/object problem.”

Quantum uncertainty is not the
basis for our position here, but something
we encounter on a daily basis. There's no
way for me to see you as you see yourself,
because I cannot have the experience of
being you from the inside but only from the
outside. I don't encounter you at all, but my
interpretation of you. This is obvious
enough, of course, but its application is
very much broader. I cannot see the table
as it is in itself, but only as it appears in
its relationship with me. I cannot see this
book as it is in itself, or the walking stick
in the corner, or the floor beneath my feet.
There is nothing whatsoever that I can
experience objectively, because everything
I do experience must be mediated by my
senses, and then by the mind that interprets
that information. What I encounter in all
my interactions is simply a flow of
information, a set of relationships of which

** Any reader who doubts this assertion should read
Ken Wilber's Quantum Questions, an anthology of
writings on philosophy and mysticism by the
physicists in question.
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I am a part. Objectivity is an abstract
concept, and the actual experience of an
objective perspective is not even
hypothetically possible for us. It is
therefore meaningless to speak of what is
objectively true, when there is no objective
perspective available to us. The only
exception to this is abstract thought,
mathematics and pure logic, because those
are closed systems of pre-defined terms.

None of this is a new insight, of
course- in fact, it's practically a cliche, and
certainly one of the most debated concepts
in Western philosophy. What is different
about Relationship Theory is what we do
with this information, but before we get
into that any further we should briefly
examine the debate itself.

The debate, as it was initially
framed, was between Skeptics and
Dogmatists. The Skeptical schools of
ancient philosophy, such as the Pyrrhonists
and Academics, questioned our ability to
know anything at all with certainty due to
the limitations of both our reason and our
senses. The Dogmatic schools, such as the
Stoics and Epicureans, believed that our
senses give us valid information about the
world we live in, and that this information
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could be correctly assessed and analyzed
by human reason, producing certain and
objective knowledge.

According to the peculiar
worldview of the Pyrrhonist philosopher
Sextus Empiricus, ataraxia or mental
tranquility is an unintentional side effect of
refusing to hold any settled opinions. By
refuting the validity of any argument using
the "Ten Modes," the philosopher naturally
attains "suspension of judgment," which
leads to peace of mind as a kind of
afterthought. The Ten Modes of
Suspension of Judgment as described by
Sextus Empiricus are as follows:

1) The argument from differences
in animals. 2) The argument from the
difference between men. 3) The argument
from the differences in the senses. 4) The
mode based on the circumstances. 5) The
argument based on positions, distances and
places. 6) The argument based on
admixtures. 7) The argument based on
compounding. 8) The argument from
relativity. 9) The mode concerned with
frequency or rarity of occurrence. 10) The
argument from customs.

The conclusions that we would
draw from these modes are rather different
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from the conclusions of the Pyrrhonists,
but the modes themselves are surprisingly
useful in articulating some of the central
principles of Relationship Theory.

According to the argument from
differences in animals, a thing cannot be
said to have any particular property in an
absolute sense, because no two species will
perceive it alike. That which seems large to
an ant might seem small to a cat, while the
object a person would call "green" would
appear "dark" to a creature that could only
see in black and white. A creature that
could see in the infrared spectrum would
perceive an almost entirely different object.
It cannot, therefore, be large or small,
green or dark or anything else- at least not
absolutely.

The argument from the difference
between men is basically the same. No two
people will ever perceive an object in
exactly the same way, and this occurs at
the level of direct perception as well as
interpretation. To a colorblind person, for
instance, red and green are identical, while
a person with the condition known as
synesthesia might hear colors as sounds.

Even our own senses do not agree
with each other, according to Sextus
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Empiricus. Is an apple "round" or "red" or
"sweet"? All of these things, of course, but
are they separate qualities, or
manifestations of a single essence,
interpreted variously by the various senses?

Then, too, our senses give us
different information in different
circumstances- when dreaming or
intoxicated, or after taking hallucinogens.
They give us different information, as well,
at different times or from different angles,
from different distances or in different
places- as when a straight stick appears
crooked in water, or when large objects
appear small from a great height.

Nothing ever appears on its own,
for that matter, but with something else,
which must always be taken into
consideration in its evaluation. The
temperature of water, for instance, is
effected by its container, and there’s no
way to measure it without any container.
The water itself is not a single thing, but a
compound made of hydrogen and oxygen
in a certain proportion- and if you change
the compound, it’s no longer water.
Everything in the physical world is just
such a compound, so none of these objects
exists in its own right, but only
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circumstantially. If gold were simply lying
about in heaps on the ground, it would not
be valuable, and if water was rare then it
would be supremely so. Gold, therefore, is
not valuable absolutely, nor water the
opposite, but the value of each depends on
their frequency or rarity. It also depends on
such things as custom- the Aztecs of
ancient Mexico are said to have held gold
in small esteem (although they used it for
decoration), but to their Spanish
conquerors it was worth more than life. A
hedonist might value gold for the pleasures
it will buy, and a king might value it as a
symbol of his power and majesty. A
follower of the Stoic philosophy would
despise gold as a mere "indifferent," and
might even choose not to drink water for a
time as a form of discipline.

The conclusion of all of these
arguments is the "argument from
relativity." The absolute or essential
natures of things cannot be known, but
only the way they appear to be in some
relative sense.

These arguments are rather dated
and may strike the modern reader as
sophomoric. In some cases they may
contain false assumptions or over-state the
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argument (as J.L. Austin pointed out in
Sense and Sensibilia, a stick in water
doesn't actually look very much like a
crooked stick; it simply looks like a stick
under water.) All that the Ten Modes
actually demonstrate is that all the
information we possess about the world is
relative by nature, relevant only within the
context of a particular relationship. Every
specific example given by Empiricus can
be reduced down to this- within the context
of this particular relationship the thing
appears thus, but within the context of this
other relationship it appears this way
instead. It is therefore not possible to know
the thing absolutely, but only in the context
of a particular relationship. It is manifestly
impossible to observe anything outside of
context, abstracted from all relationships,
in order to know it "objectively." The level
of uncertainty might vary with
circumstance, but it cannot be removed
entirely under any circumstance.

The debate shifted, in later
centuries, to one of Idealism versus
Materialism. Idealists such as Bishop
Berkeley considered reality to be
essentially mental, while the Materialists
considered reality to be material. The
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philosophy of Bishop Berkeley, so often
maligned, has been simplified to the point
of caricature by most ofits critics.
Berkeley's essential point was exactly this-
that reality is the same thing as perception
or relationship, and that whenever we say
that a thing is real, what we mean is that
we are able to perceive it or interact with it.
Berkeley took this in a bold direction by
denying matter, but when closely examined
the controversy over this seemingly
extreme view is largely an issue of
terminology.

Berkeley was not denying the
reality of the external world; he was simply
denying the validity of absolute reality.
That is, he refused to concede that any
object or entity does or can exist in some
absolute sense that can be divorced from
the particular relationships of which it is a
part. Berkeley chose to express this insight
by giving primacy to mind, denying the
existence of matter as that is generally
understood. Relationship Theory avoids the
problems raised by Berkeley's choice of
terminology. Rather than giving
ontological priority to either mind or
matter, we concentrate on relationship
itself, a thing directly experienced. Reality,
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to us, is simply relationship, and whether it
occurs within a mind or not is not the
primary concern.

4- Reality is what we experience or
perceive. When we say that something is
there, we mean that we are in some sort
of relationship to it.

It is entirely possible to grant some
validity to either the materialist or the
idealist point of view. Still, from the
perspective of Relationship Theory neither
viewpoint is necessary in the first place. If
you accept the basic principle of
Relationship Theory- that reality is the
same thing as relationship- then all the
metaphysical difficulties presented by
either perspective would seem to be
resolved. When we say that something
exists, all we mean is that we are in a
relationship with it. The degree to which
anything exists to me is precisely the
degree of that relationship.

Thus, fire is real because I can feel
its heat. I perceive it and relate to it and
that is its reality, in the context of this
particular relationship. If there is some far
distant planet, of which I have no
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knowledge, but which nevertheless exerts a
gravitational pull on the star around which
it orbits, affecting how that star appears in
the sky above me, then once again we are
in a relationship. To ask whether the fire or
the planet "really" exists begs the question
to whom? If I am in a relationship with
them- any sort of relationship- then they
exist to me, to precisely the degree of the
relationship itself. Whether the fire is
conceived of as material or mental is
simply irrelevant, when all my actual
interactions with it are determined by
relationship, and not by some objective
reality which is by nature unknowable.

When we say that something exists,
we mean either that we have a relationship
with it, or that something or someone else
does, which is to say the same thing by
extension. To say that something does not
exist is to say that it is not part of the web
of relationships that makes up the world.

It is not meaningful to speak of
proving or disproving the existence of a
thing- if we experience it, we experience fit,
and if we do not then we do not. The only
things that necessarily exist are abstract
logical concepts, and likewise the only
things that necessarily don't exist are
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logically impossible concepts, concepts
whose own terms cancel them out. An
impossible thing is a thing that cannot be
experienced- no one, for instance, can
experience a square circle. The degree of
existence a thing has is determined by the
degree to which it can be experienced, and
only those things that are logically
impossible cannot be experienced in any
degree.

5- There are things we directly
experience- things with which we are in
a direct relationship- and things we
experience only secondhand, with which
we are in an indirect relationship. One
can give only provisional assent to the
reality of any indirect relationship.

The basis of our epistemology is
found in two different types of "assent to
impressions," provisional assent and direct
assent. "Direct assent" refers to unmediated
and intensely personal direct experience,
which has a reality of its own untouched by
explanation, dogma or theory. Direct assent
corresponds to gnosis, in its original sense
of direct personal knowledge derived from
hands-on experience. One example would
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be the satori or "enlightenment
experience," taken in isolation from any
explanation or dogma derived from that
experience. "Provisional assent" refers to
our attitude to any specific dogma or
explanation- no impression is assented to
without reservation, but only to the extent
to which it conforms to observable facts. A
distinction must be drawn between
immediate experience- the actual moment
of the experience itself, prior to any
conscious interpretation or theorizing- and
what Berkeley refers to as mediate
experience, experience mediated by
explanation or dogma, or received second-
hand. Direct assent is given only to
immediate experience; only provisional
assent can be given to mediate experience.
I believe I have two hands because
I experience having two hands. The same is
true of the coffee in my cup every morning.
The fact that [ was born on earth a few
decades ago is less solidly experienced, as |
cannot remember every moment of that
time nor am I actively experiencing all
those moments in this moment, but it fits
the available information so it is reasonable
to provisionally accept it. I believe that the
sun will rise tomorrow only evidentially

140



(and thus provisionally), on the basis that I
have experienced it doing so enough times
to make a probabilistic assessment
reasonable. I believe that the variety of
species on Earth is the result of a long
process of evolution, and I believe that the
solar system is approximately 10 billion
years old, but I believe both of those things
only provisionally. They reflect a
consensus of knowledgeable experts
interpreting the available facts, and I accept
the interpretation. However, I cannot
possibly know the age of the solar system
through a direct experience, so I can grant
this explanation no more than my
provisional assent.

6- A thing is judged to be real to the
extent to which it is directly and fully
experienced. Mere opinion, in other
words, does not define reality- any
description of reality must account for
the available facts, for everything which
is experienced.

In speaking of degrees of reality,
we do leave ourselves open to certain
questions. Ghosts, visions and supernatural
phenomena- these things are experienced
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by a great many people, but the prevailing
wisdom is that they do not exist. What is
the position of Relationship Theory on
hallucinations, delusions, and so forth?

In reference to all of these so-called
"hallucinations," you are justified in
concluding they exist to the extent you
directly experience them, but not beyond
that. The degree to which you experience it
is the degree to which it exists in your
experience. For instance, if you experience
yourself as having wings, but fall to your
death when you attempt to fly, then the
degree of reality possessed by your wings
must be described as "insufficient"!

Any interpretation of reality must
be functional at a bare minimum, but
assuming that your view of reality is
functional, it can accommodate a certain
leeway, a willingness to engage in
"magical thinking" without imbalance or
obsession. Mainstream thought defines
sanity by reference to an arbitrary standard
of objective reality. We define sanity by
functionality.

Some of our daily experiences are
more vivid and present, more directly and
completely experienced, and thus more
real. Others of our daily experiences are
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not vivid at all, experienced only in a kind
of haze, a disassociative condition more
like sleep than waking. One consequence
of Relationship Theory is that it validates
gnosis, because all that which is directly
experienced is by definition considered
real. The more vividly and completely it is
experienced, the more real it is.

Some spiritual experiences possess
a degree of reality, but not as much as
mundane existence. In other, more vivid
cases, the two are equivalent, and one is
justified as regarding the spiritual
experience as being just as real as any of
the other things which are experienced in
life. In other, much rarer cases, the spiritual
experience is so profound, so vividly
present and convincing, that it is
experienced as being more real than
ordinary daily reality, making mundane
reality appear like a dream by comparison.
All these degrees of reality are within the
category of direct assent, because they are
directly and personally experienced. Most
of the doctrines and ideas of particular
belief systems, not being part of direct
experience, do not fall into this category.
They are not reality but descriptions of
reality, and many of them will contradict
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each other. On what basis, then, can we
choose between them?

Extreme subjectivity is not our
doctrine, and Relationship Theory gives no
support to the abandonment of critical
thinking. Our thoughts, wishes and
opinions do not determine reality, and all
opinions are not created equal. The
epistemology of Relationship Theory
supports only a type of mental and spiritual
flexibility, not a willingness to embrace
sheer nonsense. We choose between
conflicting descriptions of reality by a
standard, and the first criterion of that
standard is empiricism. Any description of
reality must account for the facts, and by
the facts we mean all the relevant
relationships, everything which is
experienced in the context of that particular
problem. We dismiss any theories of
history, for instance, which substitute
wishful thinking and ideology for what is
actually found in the historical record. We
disregard all fundamentalisms, as the
nature of fundamentalism is to confuse the
sacred truths of myth with the facts of
history and biology. We disregard skeptical
materialism for the same reason, as no
purely materialistic description of the
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world can account for what is actually
experienced here. When Wittgenstein said,
"Where one cannot speak [distinctly], one
must remain silent," he was talking
nonsense; nonsense refuted by every poem
ever written. Humanity has experienced
magic, myth and spirituality for its entire
history, and such a fundamental aspect of
our existence and experience cannot simply
be talked away.

A great many descriptions of reality
are inadequate, incapable of accounting for
the facts as we actually experience them.
Such descriptions of reality contain partial
truths, but are not valid to an equal extent
with more functional worldviews. The first
step in our critical thinking is to sift out the
nonsense, leaving only those worldviews
which seem to account equally well for the
available facts. The second step in most
philosophic systems is to select one of the
remaining worldviews on some arbitrary
basis, a philosophical or religious dogma.
Any such selection, however, would not be
provable, as two worldviews that work
equally well cannot be distinguished from
each other on any absolute basis.
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7- Because nothing can be known in and
of itself, there is no way to distinguish
between opposing descriptions of a
system when they do account equally
well for the available facts.

The great insight of Immanuel
Kant- that we can know only phenomena
and never noumena; that we cannot know
what anything is in itself but only what we
experience of it- rules out any attempt to
choose between competing worldviews on
the basis of an objective perspective that is
not available to us. If two different
descriptions of reality work equally well,
there is simply no basis for preferring one
to the other, except for personal disposition
or ideological commitment.

The following example is from a
documentary, the account of a Peruvian
traditional healer and his client. The client
was experiencing a profound depression,
occasioned by the collapse of his business.
Diagnosing his own malady as essentially
spiritual, the man left his home in the city
and went high into the mountains, seeking
out a traditional healer. After climbing up
to the healer's home with a group of
pilgrims, the man participated in a ritual
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ordeal, staying awake for three days while
chewing on a hallucinogenic local plant.
The healer shepherded the pilgrims through
the entire experience, inducing a guided
vision with a traditional story framework, a
myth symbolizing their personal struggles.
Monsters and demonic entities were
overcome; spirit guides were consulted. At
the end of the ordeal the healer counseled
the pilgrims, providing advice on their
particular troubles. The client whose
business had failed was advised to move to
a different city, and to go into a new
business. He returned to his family with
new hope and a new direction, convinced
that the healer had cured him magically.

The question before us is: what
really happened? An anthropologist or a
psychiatrist would be likely to give one
answer, while the healer and his client
would give quite a different one. Was the
hallucinogen-induced vision a mere
hallucination? A psychological game?
Were the monsters and spirit guides
subconscious archetypes? Or was the
magic real, a spirit journey to a mystical
land? On what basis could a distinction be
made?
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If you want to say that the
experience was a hallucination, you can
adopt that perspective. You can choose to
stand on a particular rock, and to view the
situation from that vantage point, but you
can't prove anything by doing so. You are
simply choosing to interact with the facts
from within a particular relationship, in this
case that of the skeptical observer.

Or you can choose to stand on a
different rock, observing the situation the
way a Jungian might. Shamans have been
described as primitive psychiatrists, and
this account would seem to bear that out.”’
Standing over on the Jungian rock you
would speak of archetypes, psychological
forces mastered and integrated. A different
vantage-point with a different worldview,
but one with no better claim to objective
validity than any of the other ways of
explaining this situation. Or you can
choose to stand on the rock occupied by the
healer and his client, from which the
monsters and the magic are quite simply

%% Although, considering the relative speed and
effectiveness of this shaman's cure, one wonders
whether many psychiatrists wouldn't more
accurately be described as "primitive shamans."
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real, and the spirit journey to the mystical
land was just something that happened.

Given that there is no way to take a
"God's eye view," no way to establish as a
matter of fact which of these explanations
is to be preferred, Relationship Theory
simply refuses to choose. To the question,
"Was this man's experience a drug-induced
hallucination, a psychological encounter
with the subconscious, or a magical
journey," our answer is Yes.

Consider the phenomenon known
as "mountain panic," in which hikers
suddenly become convinced they are being
observed by a powerful and possibly
malevolent invisible force:

We walked along the ridge, and didn’t speak

But something followed, or the mountain stirred,
Disturbed in dreaming. On the empty peak

Bare branches rustled, and a hunting bird

Looked down at us. The air was cool and thin
And something stirred and shuddered on my skin.

At first, I didn’t look at you. The gaps

And empty places are the silent home

Of bad old dreams. I checked the survey map
Then walked ahead. And quiet and alone
Awareness followed. Something cool and thin
First brushed against, then settled on my skin.

The sky was clear. The sun was bright. The rocks
149



Were flecked with mica, flashing on the peak.

But I was eager just to hear you talk

Though I myself was not inclined to speak.

Bare branches muttered and their words were thin.
And I saw something shudder on your skin.

I looked at you. You looked at me. We knew.
Then both of us were running. In the sky

The hunting bird looked down at us. And you
Jumped over boulders, unafraid to die-

But both of us were too afraid to speak

Of what it was that shuddered on the peak.’!

As strange as this experience might
seem, it is not terribly uncommon, and has
been reported by mountain climbers all
over the world, from the Baca Ruadh on
the Isle of Skye (described by Otta F.
Swire as having "an atmosphere which can
never be captured. Perhaps it can best be
summed up by saying that it is as if 'the
terror that walketh in darkness' here walks
by day") to Mt. Washington in New
Hampshire, where an invisible and
sometimes frightening Presence has been
reported by many hikers.

Once again we have several
options. The theologian Rudolf Otto would
describe this feeling as the mysterium
tremendum, the "terrible and fascinating

! From Ghost Shadows by C.S. Thompson
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mystery" of an encounter with the
numinous. Folklore and animist religion
speak of genii loci, the resident spirits or
supernatural atmosphere of particular
places. Generally each specific peak will
have a particular genius loci on whom the
local panic experiences are blamed, such as
Scotland's "Grey Man of Ben MacDhui."
One skeptical explanation of the Grey Man
is that "the climbers are experiencing a
sense of being overwhelmed by the
enormity of nature, next to which they feel
their own isolation and mortality." In the
mythology of the ancient Greeks, such
experiences were attributed to the Great
God Pan, thus giving us the origin of the
word "panic" itself.

Generally speaking there are only
two reactions to a story like this- to accept
it (at least to some extent) as a wonderful
ghost story, or to reject it outright as a
superstition. To the question of whether
"mountain panic" is an encounter with the
numinous, the haunting specter of a genius
loci, the visitation of the Great God Pan or
a simple sense of existential dread,
Relationship Theory tells us that those are
all different ways of saying the exact same
thing, or different perspectives on a larger
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truth. The one thing that can't be denied is
the experience itself, the relationship
between the climbers and the mountain at
the moment of panic, a relationship that
can only be described as being haunted.

The question that follows naturally
is, why does this matter? What benefit for
human living is found in arguing for the
metaphysical validity of trance experiences
and hauntings? The advantage lies in the
flexibility of a mind freed from ideology,
capable of thinking critically and yet open
to magic. This is exactly the sort of mind
we need to have in the modern world,
allowing us to benefit from the spiritual
insights of the sages and scriptures,
allowing us to hear the whispers of a
deeper reality, and yet free from all rigidity
and comfortable with science.

8- All equally functional descriptions of
a system are considered equally valid.

The conclusion the Pyrrhonists
drew from their Ten Modes was
“suspension of judgment,” or refusing to
assent to any particular opinion. Our
conclusion is very different, and it forms
the basis of our epistemology- to accept all
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perspectives at once, as long as they all
account equally well for the available
facts. Up until now I have avoided using
examples drawn from quantum mechanics,
but this particular example is too apropos
to be disregarded:

We need no longer discuss whether light
consists of particles or waves; we know all there is
to be known about it if we have found a
mathematical formula which accurately describes its
behavior, and we can think of it as either particles or
waves, according to our mood and the convenience
of the moment... In the same way, we need not
discuss whether the wave-system of a group of
electrons exists in a three-dimensional space, or in a
many-dimensional space, or not at all. It exists in a
mathematical formula; this, and nothing else,
expresses the ultimate reality, and we can picture it
as representing waves in three, six or more
dimensions whenever we so please... none of these
interpretations possesses any unique or absolute
validity. >

The author of this quote was not a
New Ager or a popular writer without
scientific credentials. He was a prominent

32 From A Universe of Pure Thought by Sir
James Jeans, reprinted in Quantum
Questions, edited by Ken Wilber.
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scientist, knighted in 1924 for his
contributions to astronomy and physics. I
hasten to add that he was not discussing the
mystical, but his point of view is exactly
ours in this particular case. In any scenario
in which the "absolute" truth is
unknowable, than all explanations that
account equally well for the available
information must be accepted as equally
valid. For instance, do other minds exist?
Yes, I know this because I interact with
them; I experience them. Do they exist
objectively, outside of my own mind? I do
not know, because there is no way I can get
outside my own mind to find out.
Therefore the absolute truth in this matter
is unknowable. If I am given two
explanations- one, "everything exists only
in your own mind," and the other, "you
interact with other minds because they
exist objectively in absolute reality," I see
that both fit the available information
equally well. So I accept both explanations
as valid perspectives, until and unless
someone can show me a valid reason for
selecting one of these viewpoints above the
other. Even in this case, I am unlikely to
absolutely reject either viewpoint, retaining
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even the less-likely of the two as having a
degree of usefulness.

9- To shift fluidly between points of view
is called Ringing the Changes. This
refers to deliberately shifting between
multiple viewpoints, considering none of
them absolute, but participating in them
all.

Nothing except for questions of
abstract logic is ever viewed as completely
true or completely false in Relationship
Theory, but only true or false to a certain
degree, varying from situation to situation
and dependent on context. If opposing
explanations appear equally true, they are
simply viewed as aspects of a larger
picture. All such explanations and dogmas
are accepted provisionally, played with to
see what they have to offer. We call this
approach to reality "ringing the changes,"
and its main characteristic is spontaneous
fluidity, the ability to shift between
multiple perspectives on the world without
psychic discomfort.

For an example of ringing the
changes, let us return to satori, which can
be explained either in the terms of
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Buddhist theology or of neurobiology.
There are observable changes in the human
brain in peak spiritual experiences, all of
which can be described in physical terms
as chemical and electrical activity in the
brain accompanied by corresponding
mental states. These experiences can
equally well be described in terms of
traditional Buddhist psychology and
spirituality, as they have been for many
centuries. Some Buddhists are unaware of
or disregard the relevant neurobiology,
while some atheists point to the
neurological evidence as supposed "proof"
of the unreality of these spiritual states-
"it's all in your head," as they would say.
Both the spiritual and the neurological
explanation can account for the available
facts; they both offer reasonable
explanations of the original and
unmediated experience or gnosis. Rather
than adopting the Buddhist view or the
neurological view exclusively, we
provisionally assent to them both, applying
each in its proper context and moving
fluidly between them. In a conversation
about the science involved we would speak
in scientific terms, and in a conversation
about the spiritual meaning of the
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experience, we would use spiritual terms
instead.

This account is an oversimplified
one, because there can be more than one
spiritual description of the same
phenomenon. For instance, a Taoist would
not explain an enlightenment experience in
the quite the same way as a Buddhist, and
neither of them would use the same terms
as a Catholic mystic. Ringing the changes
would mean the application of provisional
assent to a/l these explanations, seeing
each one as an aspect of the truth and a
partial explanation, accepting the insights
involved to whatever extent they seem
appropriate.

10- This allows one to benefit from
multiple truths, and to more accurately
approximate the world as a whole.

Returning to my previous statement
that we define sanity by functionality, the
question arises of how best to define
insanity, when we're so open to all
experiences. Dysfunctionality would be the
obvious answer, but there is more than one
kind of dysfunctionality, and insanity is a
strong term. We have already ruled out
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hallucinations. In the case of a thing you
have personally experienced, you cannot be
justified in concluding that it does not
exist, as that which exists is that which we
experience, or that with which we have a
relationship. The delusions of a psychotic,
however, are not actually direct
experiences; they are interpretations of
direct experience.

Consider the case of a sleeping
disorder, in which the sufferer sees the
dream images of REM sleep, superimposed
over waking reality. These images may be
terrifying, such as venomous spiders or
snakes, but the sufferer accepts their reality
without question or criticism while he is
having the experience. This is only a
sleeping disorder (albeit a strange one) and
is not considered a form of psychosis,
because no lasting delusion flows from it.
The sufferer believes he is seeing spiders
or snakes, but the dream passes and the
images disappear. They are not worked up
into a story of any kind.

How does this relate to the classical
three criteria for a thing's reality? These
three are vivid perception and the feeling of
real-ness, agreement between observers,
and continuity across time. Vivid
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perception, of course, is simply perception,
the phantasia catalyptica of the Stoic
school. An experience of the kind I am
discussing feels completely real, with every
bit as much surface vividness as a waking
experience. The spiders, on the other hand,
don't inject their venom- a lack of
consummation that, on reflection, seems
distinctly dream-like. Our view grants
reality to all types of perception, to
whatever degree the thing is perceived- and
the level of reality here is just below that of
true waking.

Agreement between observers is
also perception, as any other observer in
the situation would inevitably be an object
of perception in his own right. It goes
without saying that no other observer in
this situation would be seeing spiders, but
to the sufferer with the sleeping disorder
this can disprove nothing, as both the
spider and the other observer remain
objects of perception. The only conclusion
he could actually draw is that he is in a
position to give direct assent to both
perceptions, while the other observer can
give direct assent to him alone, applying (at
most) provisional assent to the presence of
a venomous spider in the room.
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As for continuity across time, the
dream images disappear again after just a
few minutes, along with the sense that they
were ever real. So out of the three criteria
for a thing's reality, the spiders possess
none completely. They appear extremely
vivid but they do not strike; they cannot be
observed by anyone else; and they don't
last for very long. They were only ever
partially real; they were less real than
waking reality. The language we use and
the distinctions we draw may be a little
unusual, but this conclusion isn't all that far
from what the subject actually means,
when he says to himself, "It was just a
dream.">’

A true psychotic, on the other hand,
does not just see things. He constructs and
maintains a personal mythology, believing
in it absolutely on an ongoing basis. Events
and interactions are re-interpreted, fitting
them into the overall story. What this is, in
essence, is a one-man fundamentalism, an
elaborate interpretation of reality rather
than direct experience. It is not personal
mythologies that are at all dysfunctional,
but to accept such a mythology as an

33 For further discussion of the three criteria, see
D'Aquili and Newberg, The Mystical Mind.
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absolute truth. (This is not to suggest that
the sufferer from a mental illness has any
choice in the matter; that depends on the
particular illness.)

The problem, in other words, is not
direct experience, no matter how strange or
unusual the experience may be. Nor is the
problem belief as such, or personal
mythology as such. A personal belief
system may be quite bizarre, without being
any more bizarre than the teachings of
many mainstream religions. The problem is
obsession.

My definition of insanity, therefore,
is this: obsessive fixation on a particular
interpretation of reality. To be obsessed
with a particular worldview is to be insane,
to a greater or lesser degree depending on
the degree of obsession and not on the
subjective strangeness of the worldview
itself. To refuse to participate in any
worldview is insipid in concept and
impossible in practice, so that is not a
viable alternative- although it is attempted
by many. The world contains many people
who don't really believe in anything. It also
contains a fair number who believe
obsessively, captivated by their own
mythologies, and to various degrees insane.
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In the words of William Butler Yeats, "The
best lack all conviction, while the worst are
filled with a passionate intensity." Both the
best and the worst here are a sorry lot.

Spiritual and mental health, then,
lie in a different direction, the method we
know as ringing the changes. The specific
examples given above are not particularly
important, they merely serve to illustrate
the concept. Ringing the changes can be
applied to everything, from personal
interactions to metaphysical questions, and
the decision to think in this expansive way
is the decision to be sane.

The cliche of the blind men with
the elephant is very much to the point here.
Rather than arguing and creating rival
orthodoxies, they should just have
compared notes. If they had known
anything about ringing the changes, they
might not have ended up too far off the
mark.

Applying the same method to the
world that we live in, can we not create a
more complete approximation of the world
as a whole, independent of all orthodoxies
whether scientific or religious?

Let's return to the example of a
personal mythology, as dramatized by

162



Hermann Hesse in the novel Steppenwolf.
The protagonist of the novel, one Harry
Haller, believes himself to contain two
natures: the fierce and lonely "wolf of the
steppes" and the cultured and civilized man
of the intellect. Torn between his two
natures, he lives in despair, unable to
reconcile himself with human society and
believing himself unfit for it, while at the
same time holding himself aloof from it
and in some sense superior. This
character's private mythology has become
destructive and dysfunctional, marked by
obsession, a fixed idea. Not surprisingly,
he considers suicide, but holds off when he
reads a pamphlet, the Treatise of the
Steppenwolf, which says exactly this:

The division into wolf and man, flesh and
spirit, by means of which Harry tries to make his
destiny more comprehensible to himself is a very
great simplification... His life oscillates, as
everyone's does, not merely between two poles,
such as the body and the spirit, the saint and the
sinner, but between thousands and thousands.**

The conclusion of the Treatise is
that what is needed is humor, for "humor
alone (perhaps the most inborn and brilliant

** From Steppenwolf by Hermann Hesse
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achievement of the spirit) attains to the
impossible and brings every aspect of
human existence within the rays of its
prism."

Haller later visits the Magic
Theater, a surreal wonderland of bizarre
and conflicting realities, all designed to
encourage the Steppenwolf to expand
beyond the fixed ideas of his private
mythology. The Magic Theater is virtually
an allegory for ringing the changes,
teaching that what is important is neither to
accept a single reality nor divide life in
two, but to live simultaneously in multiple
worldviews and to play with them all.

The concept can be applied to any
number of things, including every aspect of
mundane existence. In one's personal
interactions it is indispensable. Applying
the art of magic to one's daily life is very
much within this spirit, but I am not talking
about any formal occultism. Most esoteric
systems are both rigid and elaborate,
possible objects of obsession rather than
routes to freedom. They are things to ring
the changes on, rather than with, although
they can offer riches if approached wisely.
My preference is to approach the source,
the Realm of Myth of which all such
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systems are interpretations. I am talking
about being magic and not just "working"
it.

So how can this actually be done?
How can ringing the changes be attained
and lived? There's no easy answer, but I
can provide an example. My father David
Douglas Thompson, the creator of
Relationship Theory, passed away several
years ago. The term "ringing the changes"
was his own invention, and he never
explained why he used that term, although
it puts me in mind of a number of different
bells ringing at the same time to produce a
resonance. He was also very skeptical of
any formal system of occultism, and of
dogmatic systems in general. The core
ideas of Relationship Theory had appeared
to him in a mysterious dream, and he spent
the next few decades working out the
implications, without any formal training in
philosophy or metaphysics.

Considering the origins of the
Theory in an unusual dream, it is perhaps
not surprising that I dreamed of its creator,
more than a year and a half after he passed
away, as a bringer of gnosis from the land
of the dead:
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At the edge of the water, the mist comes in.
Sorrow brushes my neck, just as light as a dream.
There is a distant horn across the deep, flat bay-

It is only a warning to keep the boats away,

But I shudder, regardless, at the ebb and the flow,
For the things that must come

And the things that must go

For the things that dwell deep, on the ocean's floor,
And the hint of a message from the farthest shore.
2

And you stand there again, with a demon's mad
eyes,

But as silent, and solemn, and fearful as me.

And the wind drops to nothing, as empty and still
As the depths of the ocean. And there, in the chill,
We are both of us haunted. The things we have
done,

Either you as my father

Or me as your son-

Though we drown them as deep as the ocean's floor,
They cannot be erased or denied anymore.

3

It is I who speaks first. "After all, though," I say,
"I'm a demon as well. None has known me but
you."

And the wind from the ocean moans out once again
Like the cold, subtle touch of this loss on my skin.
And you nod there, in silence, inclining your head.
"Let me tell, you then, son,

Of the things of the dead,

Of the song that I heard in the ocean's roar

And the secret knowledge of the other shore."

4

So you speak, for a time, and I hear, with respect
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Of the burdens and wisdom and songs of the dead.
Then the horn cries again from across the dark bay
And you look in my eyes. "They have called me
away."

I had no chance to speak- when I blinked, you were
gone.

And of all of those words

I remember not one.

But I will have cause to recall them once more
When I stand at your side on the farthest shore.”

The reaction of a skeptical
materialist to all this is very easy to
imagine. We tell ourselves there's an
afterlife because we're afraid of our
mortality, and all heavens and hells are
mere human creations, desperate attempts
to appease our fears. Except I have no
particular opinions about life after death. I
don't know whether there's an afterlife or
what form it might take; I don't know
whether we reincarnate or whether death is
the end. I am happy to play with the idea
that that was really him, that my father
actually brought me some mysterious
knowledge "from the farthest shore" even
though I can't remember any of it. I'm also
willing to play with the idea that what I
saw was not my father, but a symbolic

3% Poem by C.S. Thompson
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manifestation from the Mythic Realm. And
I'm willing to play with the idea that this
was "just a dream."

The point is that all those options, if
they're left open and alive, preserve intact a
sense of wonder, a mysterious awe and joy.
It isn't that, because I'm playing, I don't
really believe in any of them. I believe in
all of them at once, but in none of them
obsessively.

According to a traditional proverb
from the Scottish Highlands, "he who
interprets his omens luckily will himself be
lucky." Applying the mentality of ringing
the changes, "he who interprets his life
magically will himself be magic." To think
this way and to live this way is to
"incarnate myth in the waking world,"
producing a life filled with wonder and
awe. This is a type of internal alchemy, like
that described by the Chinese philosopher
Hsuan-Tsang, in his Treatise on the
Establishment of the Doctrine of
Consciousness-Only:

Changing with the wisdom of one who is
free and at ease. This means that he who has
realized the freedom and the ease of mind can
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change and transform earth [into gold] and so forth
without fail according to his desires. *°

The phrase that I use for this is
"spontaneous fluidity," the state of
complete mental and spiritual health. With
freedom and ease of mind, earth can
change into gold. Doctrines can change
into magic gateways. Myths can change
into truths. All of this is not gained through
obsessive belief, but through a willingness
to play with the possibilities, to be changed
by them, and to incarnate them. The spirit
of madness is the spirit of fixation. The
spirit of sanity is the spirit of play.

*® From A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy,
translated and compiled by Wing-Tsit Chan
169



