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To Lorna Byrne








Preface



The stories retold in this book, taken together and told in sequence, represent a sort of folk history of the world.


But more than that, they work on many different levels. They are part of a mystical tradition.


Many describe dramatic events not in the physical world but in the realms of gods, angels and other spiritual beings. Many follow people who entertain gods and angels unawares, or travellers between the worlds who slip through into alternative realities. These stories may show what it feels like when the spiritual realm intrudes on the everyday, when spiritual beings break through, when we suddenly feel a presence, or when we, unwittingly perhaps, step through into a world that is different – upside down and inside out.


Many of these stories have long loomed large in the collective memory but can still quicken the blood today, because they represent great turning points in spiritual evolution – or, to put it in modern terms, turning points in the evolution of consciousness.


According to mystical tradition, this evolution is the unfolding of a divine plan. Great spiritual beings lead us era by era, stage by stage, drawing us out and helping us to evolve. When we fight, when we love, when we are tested to our limits and find a kind of victory in a kind of defeat, we are following in the footsteps of gods and angels, following patterns of meaning and behaviour that they have laid down for us.


But, as with all things mystical, this history is not simply linear. Because time does not operate in the same way in the spiritual worlds, there may be historical events which are in a sense still going on. Events in world history may also be recapitulated in all our individual lives, so that we must each endure an exile in the desert and go on a quest for the Holy Grail. Some events may have been re-enacted as part of religious ceremony. For example, the story that has come down to us as Cinderella originated as the sacred drama of Isis, enacted in the temples of ancient Egypt. Some stories, including those of rebirth, may have been part of initiation rituals, where someone was ‘born again’ into a higher state of being or consciousness. And some of these rituals are still being re-enacted in secret today.


In the form that they have come down to us, these stories are meant to be wise. They are ‘teaching stories’, meant to work on us at what we today might call a subconscious level, but they are also intended to help us become more conscious of the shapes and mystical patterns of our lives. I will argue that this is one of the reasons why stories are important. Stories, I want to suggest, tend to show the immanence of the divine in human experience.


That is why great events in the unfolding of the spiritual history of the world can be seen in stories which might seem entirely fictional – in fairy stories, tales of the Arabian nights and folk tales of encounters with elemental beings and the spirits of the dead.


No great story is mere fantasy – and neither is fantasy.1


* * *


These stories are arranged chronologically. In the early chapters I retell the great stories of human beginnings in order to show how epoch after epoch, stage by stage, the fundamentals of the human condition were put together.


Divine intervention and intelligent interaction with spiritual beings, spiritual guidance, spiritual testing – all of this is unquestioned in these early stories and writ large there. The tellers of these mythic tales were not interested in the material world in the way we have become interested in it since the scientific revolution. For them, the great miracle, the great wonder, was not so much the beauty and complexity of the outer world as the beauty and complexity of the inner world of subjective experience. They explained how we came to experience life as we do.2


So it was because of the passion of Venus for Adonis that desire can sometimes be destructive. It was because Loki, the Norse Lucifer, stole a magic ring forged by the dwarves that even the best of us can become acquisitive and narrowly selfish. Because of Odin and Mercury, we are intellectually curious. Because of the Sun god, we are given the assurance that if we act wholeheartedly and risk everything, we can ultimately defeat the forces of darkness.


Later in the book we will see that because of Moses a passion for justice runs through us like a mighty river. Then because of the Buddha, we are capable of compassion for all living beings, and because of the great mystics of Arabia, we have learned the delights of falling in love.


The story of the medieval founders of Hatha yoga is tied up with the story of Christian Rosencreutz and the introduction of teaching regarding the chakras into the stream of Western mystical thought. We shall see that one of the two great scientists of the spiritual in modern times, Carl Gustav Jung, was advised by a disembodied guide, just as Socrates was guided by his daemon. The other great scientist of the spititual in mordern times, Rudolf Steiner, gave a detailed account of the journey of the spirit after death.


Some themes will recur, and so too will some characters, including the sometimes dangerous and disturbing figure of the Green One, who reappears in different forms and will appear finally to announce the end of the world as we know it.


In the case of some chapters I have unravelled commentaries out of the stories in order to make explicit the turning points in history that they dramatize. In other cases I have been shy of interposing myself.


I take it as axiomatic that, as Ibn Arabi, a Sufi mystic and guiding light in this book, said, ‘No single religion can fully express the Reality of God.’ Throughout I look at the work and teachings of schools including the Kabbalistic, Sufi, Hermetic, Rosicrucian, Masonic, Theosophical and Anthroposophical, as well as the work of individual mystics such as Plato, Plotinus, Paracelsus, Christian Rosencreutz, Jacob Boehme, Rudolf Steiner and Lorna Byrne, asking if their restatements of the wisdom of ancient times can help us find a language to talk about them in modern terms.


I look, too, at the work of the great storytellers of modern times, writers who ask if there is a mystical dimension to our lives, if the world is shot through with meanings we did not put there, if we really are engaged in interaction with unembodied intelligence. In the age of scientific materialism this is perhaps the greatest philosophical question, and novelists, from Dostoyevsky and George Eliot to David Foster Wallace, have looked for mysterious patterns, mystic traces and otherworldly influences not in the epic lives of heroes, but in ordinary, everyday lives.


* * *


I have written this book partly to ask an outrageous question: what if the claims of world religions are true? What would history look like then? Is it possible to give an account of creation which is creationist but cannot be instantly dismissed as absurd by scientists?


What if other large claims are true? What if Joan of Arc really was directed by angels when she defeated the English armies? What if Bernadette of Lourdes was visited by the Virgin Mary?


Of course it is not possible to prove these extraordinary events scientifically, but if you weave them together to form a historical narrative, does a coherent account of the world emerge that can be set against the conventional, scientifically correct one? Can a meaningful history be built out of stories of angelic intervention, mystic visions and otherworldly experiences – the rubble discarded by sensible historians?


Is it possible to trace the same patterns in the world today? Do great spiritual beings still intervene in the decisive way that they intervened in the lives of Moses and Joan of Arc? In the last third of the book there are stories of the disturbing experiences of an American president, of miracles witnessed by thousands in Spain, of angels who appeared to Jews persecuted by the Nazis in Hungary and to schoolchildren attacked by a rebel army in the Congo, as well as to people leading apparently ordinary urban lives. The Sacred History provides evidence of first-hand experience of the otherworldly across the ages, and I want to suggest that the sheer volume and consistency of this testimony is remarkable. 3


* * *


We live at the intersection between two planes, a mental plane and a physical plane, and we can hop from one to the other. Both planes stretch off into the distance and make us wonder about where we come from and where we are going.


Philosophers have always asked which plane came first and which is more reliable, more knowable. Does one depend on the other for its existence? The philosophical question with the greatest implications for how we face the world is which is more real – mind or matter?


Leading on from this, are we here because the universe made us this way, or is the universe the way it is because its purpose is to create us? Is mind the primary constituent of the universe? Are value and meaning inherent in the universe? Are fundamental moral laws woven into the fabric of the universe? Or did we invent them?


Did we invent love?


Believing that mind came first and is in some sense more real is the religious or spiritual view of life – and is what nearly everyone believed for most of history.4 Believing that matter came first is the materialistic and atheist view. It started to become popular with the advent of the scientific revolution and is now the prevailing view, at least among the educated élite. Today the intellectually dominant view asserts that mind or consciousness only came about as a chance fizzing together of certain chemicals.


The philosophical term for the ‘mind came first’ view is idealism. It’s a confusing term, because outside academia it is more often used to mean the pursuit of high ideals, while students of philosophy, at least those studying in the Anglo-American tradition, encounter it as a quaint theory of knowledge which no one really believes anymore and which was last seriously defended in the eighteenth century by Bishop Berkeley.


For most of history, though, idealism was a cosmology and an all-embracing heartfelt philosophy of life. Most people experienced the world in a way that accorded with it – what we might call ‘folk idealism’.5 Most believed that ‘in the beginning’ there had been a great Cosmic Mind – ‘God’ in Western traditions. They believed this Cosmic Mind had created matter and meant it to be. They also experienced this Cosmic Mind rearranging the cosmos in response to prayer and their innermost hopes and fears, guiding them, and rewarding or punishing them for their actions. Sometimes they experienced a spiritual presence and sometimes what we might now call collective hallucinations.6


Today’s intellectual élite, squarely on the side of scientific materialism, tends to mock mystical and spiritual experience, to deride it as woo-woo. Rather than make any serious attempt to engage with the data of spiritual experience, loud and insistent atheists talk as though the question had been settled. But we must not let ourselves be bounced into accepting this. For instance, when it comes to what happened ‘in the beginning’ there is no decisive evidence – in fact no evidence that is anywhere near decisive. There are only tiny scraps of evidence for the Big Bang and no evidence at all for what went before. When it comes to the beginning of creation, neither believers nor atheists have much to go on. Huge inverted pyramids of speculation are balanced on pinpricks of evidence.7 In this area, as in many others, certainty is simply an inappropriate response to the nature and amount of evidence we have. In a recent book, the American philosopher Alvin Plantinga argued similarly that we can’t rule out that evolution has come about by design – but we can’t rule out the contrary either.8


* * *


If the evidence from science is sparse, are there other sources of knowledge to draw on?


The word ‘mystic’ comes from mystae, from ancient Greece, where certain individuals were chosen for initiation in institutions called Mystery schools, which were attached to the great public temples. Everyone knew of the existence of these schools, but only a few were privileged to discover what was taught in them. In these highly secretive enclosures the mystae were educated and put through a series of extreme tests, which might involve long periods of fasting and sensory deprivation, spiritual exercises, sometimes even drugs. The process was designed to induce mystical experiences.


Mystics were enabled to pierce the veil that keeps spiritual beings inaccessible to most people. They were enabled to communicate directly and consciously with the constructive forces of the universe, the forces that according to idealism, control the greater part of ourselves and our environment.


We shall see later that at its core the arcane knowledge that the initiates gained was a practical knowledge of the manipulation of matter by the human mind that started with human physiology. Initiates were taught how to generate psychosomatic effects within the human body and then how to move matter outside the body by the power of mind alone. They were therefore able to work in the world in ways closed to normal, everyday consciousness. They might become prophets or healers or demonstrate other extraordinary gifts. They might originate new ideas in the arts, in philosophy and in science. They knew the spiritual algorithms by which the Cosmic Mind shapes the world around us. Sometimes, as we shall see, they knew this with mathematical precision. Many of the greatest Greeks and Romans, including Socrates, Plato, Aeschylus, Pindar, Ovid, Vergil, Seneca and Cicero, were initiates of these schools.


Then as now, some mystics achieved these altered states and the other ways of knowing that come with them through these techniques of initiation, while other mystics were simply born with the capability. In The Sacred History we will learn from the testimony of both types of mystic. The history told here is the human story as related by people with this alternative or higher consciousness, these other ways of knowing. Drawing on the wisdom of mystics down the ages, including Ibn Arabi, Hildegard of Bingen, Rudolf Steiner and the remarkable modern mystic Lorna Byrne, I have tried to make clear what spiritual beings have intended by their interventions in human life.


This book is a visionary history and, as I say, I cannot prove any of it. That would of course be impossible. But it has long struck me that at the level of spiritual and mystical experience, all the great religious traditions merge. The experiences of a yogi in the forests of India, a dervish in the Arabian desert and Lorna Byrne on the outskirts of Dublin seem to be remarkably consistent. Sufi mystics talk about an Otherworld, a place with objective reality but accessed via the imagination. People can enter it through portals in many different parts of the globe, yet convene at the same place and meet the same spiritual beings.


* * *


At the end of the book I want to propose what I call ‘the argument from direct personal experience’: if the universe has been created by a Cosmic Mind, our experience of it should be very different than if it has come about by accident.


How are we to assess our experience, how are we to test it in the light of this? Evidence in favour of a Cosmic Mind will tend to fall in the category of the mystical. But we find it hard to talk about mystical experience in the abstract. Apart from a few little-known mystics, few people have tried to do this, with the result that we have no ready language to describe it. And finding it hard to talk – or think – about mystical experience, we are perhaps more likely to fail to recognize when we are having a mystical experience.


George Eliot wrote about this failure to recognize: ‘The golden moments in the course of life rush past us and we see nothing but sand; the angels come to visit us, and we only know them when they are gone.’9


So, lacking a conceptual framework, how can we consider such experiences – and the questions of life and destiny? I suggested that stories could be an arena for this …


Before the scientific revolution, human consciousness was focused on certain central facts of the human condition: that we have very little say in the great events of our lives, that the events with the greatest bearing on our happiness come at us unbidden, and that there is a controlling intelligence at work which is not our own. Ideas like these are not common currency these days, but the American novelist David Foster Wallace wrote about them in language which is fresh, contemporary and immediate:




Both destiny’s kisses and its dope-slaps illustrate an individual person’s basic personal powerlessness over the really meaningful events in his life: i.e. almost nothing important that ever happens to you happens because you engineer it. Destiny has no beeper; destiny always leans trenchcoated out of an alley with some sort of Psst that you usually can’t even hear because you’re in such a rush to or from something important you’ve tried to engineer.10





There is a very great and stark truth underlying all these considerations of meanings of life. Without a pre-existing Cosmic Mind to mean it, the cosmos, life itself, cannot by definition have any intrinsic meaning – only the temporary, partial meanings we may choose to project onto it. Without a pre-existing Cosmic Mind, notions of destiny make no sense.


Yet as David Foster Wallace and others have suggested, many of us do sometimes have intimations of higher and absolute meaning. The world is against us, we have a run of bad luck, we duck out of a test and it comes round to meet us in another form, we experience premonitions, meaningful coincidences, dreams that are trying to tell us something, suddenly we understand with total clarity what someone else is thinking, we feel special connections with people we meet, we experience a moment of happiness then realize that everything in our lives has been leading up to it, we fall in love and feel sure it is meant to be …


Stories about otherworldly patterns and mystic traces can sensitize us to patterns like these in our own experience. They encourage attentiveness to complex, subtle, inner events which, if idealism provides an accurate picture of the world, are at the same time experiences of the inner workings of the world and evidence for the great forces that weave together to create, maintain and move it. The stories in this book have been chosen to help bring such patterns into focus.


When we read stories, we enter a mysterious place full of paradoxes and enigmas and puzzles, and we may well realize that life is like that too. Great fiction opens us up to our own depths and the depths of the world we live in. It can show us a world soaked through with intelligent energy, a world that means to communicate with us …


I hope you will enjoy these stories and read them in the spirit they were intended.








INTRODUCTION
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The Mystic Vision


‘God save us from single vision.’


William Blake


There are people living amongst us who can see the world of angels as clearly as they can see the rocks and stones and trees that the rest of us see. These people have many names, some of them rude, but here we shall call them mystics.1


Sometimes they live and work within organized religion, but more often they live apart. They tend to be solitary, perhaps lonely figures.


Organized religion has always found mystics a bit of a worry. If you’re a sincere, hard-working priest, who prays for faith but worries in his heart of hearts that he has never really had a mystical experience worthy of the name, it must be hard if a few miles down the road there’s a young woman who talks with angels all day long. How can you defend the Church’s dogma with confidence when you suspect that others have direct personal experience of realities you only know about in theory?


It goes without saying that atheists are hostile to mystics too. For them, visions of angels are simply delusions. I’m only too aware that if certain psychiatrists of an authoritarian bent got hold of some of my friends, they’d try to have them certified as schizophrenic.2


In the face of such hostility, one common misunderstanding needs to be cleared up: the mystical vision is not necessarily inconsistent with the scientific view. Mystics aren’t calling into question the evidence of our eyes. They’re not even saying that life isn’t happening in the ordered way that science describes. What they are saying is that events are happening because angels and other spiritual beings are planning them. Because they’re working behind the scenes to make them happen.


How do they know this? Sometimes mystics see only what we see – the physical world. Sometimes they enter a visionary state in which the physical world fades from view and they see only the spiritual world.3 At other times they see the two worlds interweaving. A mystic may see an event with their two physical eyes – such as a mother deciding to double-check the seatbelt that holds her baby’s car seat in place – while at the same time seeing the same event with a third, more spiritual eye. From this perspective the mother’s guardian angel is at her shoulder prompting her to turn and look again, because the clip isn’t safely clicked into place. As she does so, the baby’s guardian angel smiles with gratitude and is illuminated with the brilliant clear blue light of understanding.


What the third or spiritual eye sees may lie outside the physical world, but that isn’t to say that it is inconsistent with what the two other eyes see. Rather, it opens up a new dimension that weaves in and out of the physical world.4


It’s important to bear this double vision in mind as we come to consider the creation. Here, mystics and scientists are, I believe, looking at the same series of events. They are merely looking at them from very different points of view.


If you turn to Chapter 1 of Genesis in the Authorized Version of the Bible, the sequence of events is as follows:




And God said Let there be light … Let there be a firmament … Let it divide the waters from the waters … Let the dry land appear … Let the earth bring forth grass … Let the waters bring forth abundantly the moving creature that hath life … Let the earth bring forth … the beasts of the earth … Let us make man …
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God creating the world with mathematical precision. (Illustration to Brunetto Latini’s Li Livres dou Trésor).





If you strip out the poetic language, what is this describing? It is a sequence in which subatomic particles (‘light’) are followed by gas (‘firmament’), followed by liquids (‘the waters’), solids (‘dry land’), primitive vegetable life (‘grass’), primitive marine life (‘the waters bring forth abundantly the moving creature that hath life’), land animals (‘the beasts of the earth’) and finally anatomically modern humans (‘let us make man’). Looked at this way, Genesis is consistent with the modern scientific view.


Atheists who want to discredit the biblical account of creation always point to the idea that it took place in only seven days. But the Bible clearly never meant to say that the world was created in seven days in the modern sense of the word ‘day’, because a day is the measurement of the revolution of the Earth in relation to the sun, and in the beginning neither Earth nor sun existed. In Genesis the word ‘day’ must mean some vast unit of time like an aeon. Genesis is giving an account of events before time as we know it was measurable, perhaps before it even existed.
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The Archangel Raphael sent to Adam and Eve. (Illustration to Milton’s Paradise Lost by Gustave Doré)





So, what’s the problem? Why the bad blood? Because Genesis says that God planned this sequence of events. He meant creation to happen and made it happen. He said, ‘Let it happen,’ and saw that it was good.


* * *


What is even more provoking is that the Bible also says that angels helped carry out his intentions and rejoiced at them.5


The Bible is the source of many stories of angels, but there are other sources, too, some just as ancient. The myths and legends of the Jews, the Talmud and the mystical traditions of the Kabbalah, which we will examine later, expand on the descriptions of angels in the Bible.6 Mystics have always claimed to have insights into the role of the angels that may not be explicit in scripture but are perhaps alluded to and encoded within it. In Jewish and Christian mystical tradition, the Archangel Michael had a special role in the creation of human form, for instance, and the deeds and personalities of Michael and other angels lie hidden between the letters and words of Genesis. As we shall see, there are also sacred and mystical traditions from other religions that seem to be telling the same stories about the same beings.
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St Michael helping to mould the human form. (Italian miniature of the thirteenth century).





Let us now gaze into the great vistas opened up by these mystics and visionaries, the panoramas of armies of angels, dynasties of angels, angelic leaders, angelic heroes and, yes, bad angels. In what follows we will see galaxies expanding and collapsing and angelic civilizations rising and falling.


Are the battles of angels the product of human fantasy, as the atheists insist?


Or are our lives and loves echoes of the lives and loves of angels?





1

Softly Falls the Dew



In the beginning there was no time, no space, no matter – only darkness.


Scientists have almost nothing to say about this time – and neither do mystics. Whichever way you look at it, it’s almost impossible to discover anything at all about this darkness or even to find any words to begin to describe it.


But whilst scientists claim it was nothing more than nothingness, believers claim it was nothing less than the teeming mind of God.


It is from this point of disagreement, on an issue about which both sides should admit that they know almost nothing at all, that great epoch-making arguments have flowed – the inquisitions, the persecutions, the imprisoning, the torture, the executions, the wars that continue into modern times.1


One thing we all know for certain, whichever side we are on, is that in order to get to where we stand today, there must have been a transition from a state of no matter to a state in which matter began. Scientists have offered theories to explain this very mysterious transition, such as the ‘steady state’ theory that says that matter is coming into existence all the time, that it is steadily precipitated out of the darkness. Then, of course, there is the Big Bang theory. This says that matter and space and time all sprang into being at once, bursting out of a single dimensionless, timeless point called ‘the singularity’. But whether it happened steadily or in one quick splurge, that is to say whatever the speed of the process, if you had been there with two physical eyes and been able to look at these events through the most powerful microscope, you would have seen very fine, at first almost abstract subatomic particles evolve and take shape as atoms. The cosmos was becoming suffused with stuff in the form of a very thin mist.


You might have been reminded of the wonder you felt as a child when you woke at dawn and went out into the garden to find that dew had precipitated out of thin air. Even though it looked as if it hadn’t rained overnight, the early rays of the sun revealed a lawn sparkling with drops of water. In Jewish mystical tradition the mystic dew of creation is sometimes thought of as softly falling from God’s great shaggy mane.2


Or you might have been reminded of the wonder you felt in the chemistry lab when amongst the Bunsen burners and racks of test tubes you first saw beautifully shaped crystals forming in a solution, as if ideas from another dimension were squeezing into our material dimension. And if you are a believer, that is exactly what did happen – and that other dimension, the one that lends shape and form to our material dimension, is nothing less than the mind of God.


In the visions of the mystics, the process of creation began when God began to think – when thoughts began to emanate from the mind of God, wave after wave of them. And in the same way that wave after wave dashing upon the shore smoothes the pebbles on the beach, so wave after wave coming out of the mind of God fashioned the first matter.


Look at this mystic version of events more closely, look with imagination, and you can see that these waves of thoughts are actually made up of millions of angels. The first wave is made up of gigantic angels who fill the whole cosmos. Next comes a wave of lesser angels which the greatest angels have helped to create, and together these generate a third wave of smaller angels. This sequence flows down until we finally reach minute spiritual beings. They work to weave together what we recognize as the material world around us, the rocks and stones and trees.3


Equating the thoughts of God with angels may seem odd. These days we tend to have a lowly conception of our own thoughts, seeing them as abstract things which hardly exist at all. But there is an older, perhaps more illuminating way of looking at thoughts that comes from the great religions. This sees thoughts as living beings, with a level of independent existence and a life of their own as we send them off into the world to do our bidding.
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God brooding. Creation myths describe how matter came to be and how the fundamental laws of the universe were put in place. Because time is a measure of the movement of objects in space, what they describe can be said to take place before time as we know it started to tick over. According to the Big Bang theory, matter and the fundamental laws of the universe came into being after a very short interval of time – sometimes said to be a fraction of a second or a few seconds – after the initial explosion. But in a sense, if time had not yet started, any measurement of this interval is arbitrary. It could equally be thought of as long enough for the battles of angels, the loves of the gods and the rise and fall of civilizations that mythology describes. For an animated representation of this, see: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PeasdIUJ86M





We will return to this way of looking at thoughts later, but suffice to say here that everyone who prays believes something similar. People who pray are engaging in an activity that is an echo of God’s creation of the cosmos.


* * *


The question is, when you pray, when you wish upon a star, if you want something strongly enough and in the right way, does the cosmos respond? Or does the influence only go one way – from matter to mind? This question – of whether or not there is an interaction between mind and matter – lies right at the heart of today’s cutting-edge intellectual debate.


Any sincere attempt to answer this important question involves considering your innermost feelings, your deepest, most private fears and highest hopes. It also calls on your subtlest powers of discernment and most subjective interpretations of your experiences. Only you know what you pray for in your heart of hearts. Only you are capable of assessing how your prayer has been answered. You are the best judge of what any particular moment means to you. We are talking about the subtlest shifts and shades of the interior life here – not issues that are accessible to measurement or scientific testing.
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Hindus have a very beautiful image. They say God dreamt the world into existence. Here Vishnu, the Supreme God of the Vedas lies dreaming on the cosmic serpent. (Early nineteenth century engraving.)





Sometimes scientists try to argue that the only questions worth asking are the ones that admit of scientific testing. But this point of view is only scientific and does not take account of areas of experience where science has nothing useful to contribute. The militant atheists among scientists tend to be highly suspicious of these areas and to suggest that we don’t really have these experiences. In his essay On Life Tolstoy wrote about this encroachment, this attempt to trick us into believing we are not experiencing what we are in fact experiencing: ‘The false science of our day assumes we cannot know the one thing we really do know: what our reasonable consciousness tells us.’


For an atheist, physical objects are the measure of what is real. According to idealism, on the other hand, mind is more real than matter. The cosmos is imbued with mind, charged with it. Matter is alive with it and pulsates with it and responds to it. Mind is rearranging matter all around us all the time.4 And we too can have a say in that. We may change the course of history just by sitting alone in a room, being quiet for a while and thinking about it …


Belief in the power of mind to move matter is what distinguishes religious and spiritual thinking, and this moving is the quintessential supernatural event.


And yet we who call ourselves religious or spiritual often behave as if there were no such thing as the supernatural. We often go along with the atheistic view. Perhaps it’s that we tend to compartmentalize our spiritual beliefs? For example, we tend to accept an account of history in which God and the supernatural play no part.


* * *


Mystics assert that as well as working together to create the material world, angels have guided humanity to great turning points in history.


I have been fortunate in the writing of this book to have the help of a remarkable woman called Lorna Byrne. She has seen and talked with angels all her life. She has always had a very special relationship with one of the higher angels, an angel who has played a vital part in the human story and who has a particular mission in our own age – the Archangel Michael.


Shortly after I heard about Lorna, a friend told me that the head of a religious order in Rome had been to see her, and a senior theologian at a Dublin college consulted her if he wanted to know if what he was writing about the different orders of angels was right. Since then Lorna and I have become firm friends. Sometimes I have been able to read her some of the stories preserved in mystical tradition and ask if the angels agree, and on occasion she has helped stories and traditions about angels come alive for me.


* * *


Does the mystic dew still fall?


From birth we are creatures that are part coming into being and part dying. As we age, we become fixed in our ways and the dying part begins to predominate. The skull pushes its way outwards, against the skin. But even in old age we still receive vivifying influences, especially when we are asleep. Then the mystic dew is precipitated again, sparkling in the deep dark depths of our minds. We wake up refreshed, with renewed life and purpose.


This may be seen as the work of angels standing at our bedside, protecting and teaching us and preparing us for morning. They commune with our spirit while we are sleeping. They embrace us and comfort us, and so we wake up knowing somewhere deep inside us what we need to do.





2

Mother Earth and Father Time



‘What’s this war in the heart of nature? Why does nature vie with itself, the land contend with the sea?’


Opening lines from The Thin Red Line, directed by Terrence Malick1


If human eyes had existed in the beginning, they would have seen vast waves of mist, finer and more subtle even than light. This soft and nurturing mist, carrying the potential for all life, was Mother Earth.


Then, says the Bible, ‘Darkness was upon the face of the Earth.’


By drawing on the legends of the Jews and the creation myths of neighbouring cultures, we can see some of what lies behind the biblical account. Myths all around the world tell this story:


Mother Earth was blasted by a searing dry wind. To human eyes it would have looked as if the mist was being churned up by a typhoon, but mystic vision detects something like a human form hidden in the storm – a long-boned giant, hooded, with scaly white skin and red eyes. The darkness was the spirit of Saturn. He was armed with a scythe, and he swooped down, pressing himself on top of Mother Earth with black delight.


‘Don’t be afraid. Let me just … lie on you.’


Did he want to make love to her? Or was his only desire to squeeze the life out of her? There was an ambiguity to his deeds that would leave a scar, a chasm in the deep structure of the cosmos.


You might have thought that Mother Earth would be terrified as she felt the giant’s cold breath, his exhausting, leaden presence weighing more and more heavily on her. You might have thought that she would fight him off, try to push him away. But she knew this had to be, that it all had to happen according to plan. So, as he tried to cover her, she spread out and embraced him. She held him so he could not rise up and fly away again.


‘You’re a man!’ she coaxed him.


Ah yes, he thought – but he then found he couldn’t look up. He could only manage another thin metallic hiss.


She wanted him to draw her in closer, as close as it is possible for one being to be to another. She wanted him to work his way down into her and she up into him.2


To Saturn it seemed as if her reserves were limitless, as if she were absorbing all his strength, draining him. But the irony was that for her part she began to fear she couldn’t hang on much longer either. It felt to her as if she had nothing left, that he was the stronger. He was succeeding in suffocating all the life out of her, and if he did, she knew the consequences: there would never be life anywhere in the universe. It would forever be a place of the sifting of dead matter …


‘Let there be light.’


Just when all seemed lost, there came a sound like a trumpet, and suddenly, out of nowhere, light arrived in the form of a beautiful youth with a golden mane on a golden chariot pulled by golden horses. Seven golden rays radiated from his shining brow and he rode fearlessly straight into the middle of the storm, scattering the darkness.


That this rescue had come in the nick of time set a pattern deep in the structure of the cosmos. Forever after, rescuers would come at the eleventh hour – Robin Hood rolling under the portcullis before it clanged shut to rescue Maid Marian, the US cavalry arriving to save the wagon train.


The young Sun god fought Saturn and vanquished him. Saturn is one of the names of Satan, the spirit of opposition, and creation myths all over the world would preserve a memory of these events in the stories of Saturn oppressing Mother Earth and the Sun god then vanquishing the monster.


Saturn was banished to the outer limits, where he lay coiled around the cosmos like a great serpent with his tail in his mouth. He was evil, but a necessary evil. Because of him the mists of proto-matter were no longer formless. As atoms formed, individual objects started to exist.


This grisly old tyrant would be remembered for eating his own children. What this myth points to is that what comes into existence can also go out of existence. This is the thing about being a thing – you are limited. If you can begin to be, it follows that you can also cease to be.3


In his hour of triumph the Sun god warmed Mother Earth back to life. As he did so, he sang her a beautiful song, at first soft and gentle, but rising to shake the whole cosmos. It was a song of victory and love. The song of the Sun god caused all the matter in the universe to vibrate. There’s a beautiful phrase preserved by Christian mystics to describe this agitation of primal matter: ‘the dance of the substances’. As a result of this dance, the substances began to coagulate and form myriad patterns. If you scatter powder, such as talcum powder, on a smooth surface such as a pane of glass and draw the bow of a violin across the edge, the powder will form pattern after pattern as the music and its vibrations change. The patterns formed on the glass will be like the patterns that formed then – the shapes of primitive fernlike plants.


The Greeks had a name for the Sun god who formed the world in this patterned way: they called him ‘the Word’. The Word was with God and the Word was God’s greatest, most important thought. The Word sang life into existence. When St John talked about the Word in the opening verses of his gospel, he expected his readers to understand what he meant by ‘the Word that shines in the darkness’.4


In the last chapter we saw the mysterious transition from no matter to matter. Now, with the arrival of the Sun god, we are seeing the equally mysterious transition from no life to life – the creation of the first vegetable forms.


Single germs joined together and formed vast floating nets of interweaving luminous threads that dissolved and came together again in ever more complex patterns. At the centre of these patterns there formed a trunk with its branches stretching everywhere. This vast vegetable being at the heart of the cosmos, whose soft and luminous limbs stretched to all corners of it, was Adam.


Plants don’t reproduce in the sexual manner characteristic of animals. Typically a seed breaks away to form a new plant. Scientists call this plant-like method of reproduction parthenogenesis, and in creation stories it was in this way that Adam’s limbs broke off to form Eve. Adam and Eve were the vegetable seeds of what would eventually become humanity, and this is what the Bible means to tell us when it says Eve was created out of Adam’s ‘spare rib’.


By parthenogenesis, then, Adam and Eve populated the whole cosmos. Their children and their children’s children evolved into complex vegetable life forms, including plants’ sense organs shaped like flowers. In time the universe was as full of these gently palpitating flowers as the night sky is full of stars.


This vegetable stage of development is remembered in the Bible as the Garden of Eden. Because there was as yet no animal life in the cosmos, Adam was without desire and so without care or dissatisfaction. He lived in a world of endless dreamy bliss. Nature yielded a never-ending supply of food in the form of a milky sap, similar to the sap in dandelions today. Angels tended this garden and humanity lived in uninterrupted communion with them and could see beyond them and gaze on the kind face of God Himself.5


Throughout history a rumour has persisted that it is possible for individuals to regain this blissful state. Later, we will follow this rumour to its source and ask if it is true.6





3

The Angel Michael and the Serpent



There is something horrible in life. We don’t know what it is, but it is coming towards us whether fast or slow, from in front or behind, from inside or out, or in a strange knight’s move through a dimension we do not know.


And in those first moments, amid the green shoots and the flowers, something was stirring. A whiff of sulphur was followed by a flash of lightning and a clap of thunder. The peace of the sun-drenched garden was rent by a livid red-horned snake, sparkling all over as if covered with diamonds, sapphires and onyx, and with an emerald on its forehead. Coil upon coil quickly unravelled. This snake was so bright that foliage in the garden cast shadows by its light. It shot with dazzling speed up to the trunk in the middle of the garden and wrapped itself around Adam.1


Adam began to thrash around, feeling something never felt before. Never had pain been felt anywhere in the world before, because up till then the only living things had been plants.


In the mystic vision of the snake and the tree we see the clearest possible image of the development of the spine, and the spine is of course the defining anatomical feature of animal life. This is creation’s third mysterious transition – from vegetable to animal life – and again the mythical and biblical account is not inconsistent with the scientific account, merely expressed in a different, more visionary way.


Adam saw a winged figure swooping down, armour flashing. Archangel Michael, champion of the Sun god, had arrived to save him before he became completely maddened by pain.


Fire flashed from the serpent’s eyes as it turned away from Adam to confront Michael. Its body puffed up with poison.


As Michael made a dive for the monster’s neck, it unleashed its coils and shot high into the air to drive him off. Michael saw his chance and plunged his spear down into the belly that now lay exposed before him. There it became stuck in the tough hide. A disgusting stench spread from the wound. Michael recoiled, but as the snake swooped low to dislodge the spear, Michael was quick and strong enough to pull it free and thrust it upwards, this time right through the neck of the snake. He pinned it to the top of the trunk of the tree.


For a few moments the great serpent writhed there and Michael glimpsed the green jewel fall from its forehead.2


The serpent was now deflating before Michael’s eyes, but all the time it held his gaze, challenging him. The serpent was looking at him as if it had somehow got the better of him, as if Michael were stupid!


Still leaning on his spear, Michael reached down and pulled his sword from its sheath with his other hand, intending to decapitate the snake with one blow.


For an instant it seemed to Michael as if the snake was made of glass and that his sword had shattered it. Then he saw to his horror that that wasn’t precisely what had happened. The snake had dissolved into millions of smaller snakes that were even now escaping, shooting off in every direction and burying themselves in the life of the forest.


Michael had won the day, but it was a victory that mixed bitter with sweet. In defeat Lucifer did indeed bring forth a sweet and wonderful thing. Because of Lucifer the light of animal consciousness was introduced into the world, and what the story of Adam and Eve tells us is that with animal life came desire.


But with desire came suffering.


And after desire came death. Because a plant reproduces by shedding a part of itself, the new plant is in a sense a continuation of the old one, and therefore in this sense a plant does not die. But an animal’s body dies completely and irrevocably.3


The spine and nervous system that are characteristic of an animal’s body bring animal consciousness and also the possibility of knowledge. Of course, with knowledge comes the possibility of error. Because of Lucifer we are animated, both in the sense that as animals we can move across the surface of the planet and in the sense that we are propelled by desire. And because of him we are in permanent danger of taking the wrong path and losing control.4
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Desire brings death (fifteenth-century engraving by Sebald Beham).





So, like Satan before him, Lucifer is necessary – but an evil nonetheless.


I say Lucifer is ‘like’ Satan because, really, in the Bible and in the world’s great creation myths there are two great primordial stories about the battle of the Sun god with a serpent monster. Of course these stories are similar and tend to become entwined in our minds, but it is worth disentangling them because they tell us related but different things about the human condition. They both tell us why life is hard – but ‘hard’ in two different senses. Life is hard in the sense that it brings us discomfort and pain and pushes us to our limits. It is also hard to understand.


The stories of the two snakes reflect this. The Saturn snake – Satan – attacks from outside, while the Venus snake – Lucifer – insinuates itself inside us. Because of Satan, the spirit of opposition, life is often hard to bear. Because of Satan, we are attacked. Because of Satan, we – like Mother Earth – are tested to our very limits, to the point where we want to give up.5


Lucifer attacks us in different ways. Lucifer makes us liable to make mistakes. He endowed matter with a glamour that would dazzle people and blind them to higher truths. He injected a paradoxical, tricky quality into the heart of the universe and at the same time injected a perverse quality into our hearts that responds to the tricky quality ‘out there’. It is because of Lucifer that, as St Paul puts it, ‘the good that I would do, I do not, but the evil which I would not, that I do’.


This is right at the heart of what it means to be human. There is no easy way out and no easy answer. The road is always fraught with the danger of death, but if we do not take that road we will die in our beds without ever having lived. We must put at risk what we value most or we will lose it anyway. Beyond a certain point there is no return. That point must be reached.


* * *


We have been retelling stories involving planetary gods – Saturn, Mother Earth, Venus and the Sun god. How is it possible to square these with the biblical account?


The answer lies in the series of emanations of angels from the mind of God. There is a little-known but deep and widespread tradition that one of the orders of angels is especially closely related to the planets: the gods of the planets are a type of angel.


The Bible is full of stories of different types of angels – including archangels, the Cherubim and the Seraphim – and St Paul refers, too, to different orders of angels: ‘In Him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, whether Thrones or Dominions or Principalities or Powers …’ (Col. 1.16). St Paul doesn’t bother to explain his lists of the different orders. Like St John when he is writing about the Word, he expects his readers to know.6


The beings called gods by the Greeks and Romans were the order of angels called Powers by St Paul.


Of course people from different parts of the world have always encountered disembodied beings they have called gods, angels or spirits. How people see them is coloured by the culture they have been brought up in. Spiritual beings also adapt themselves and take different forms suitable for different cultures. A sacred Tamil dedication addresses the deity as ‘Thou that takest the form imagined by Thy worshippers’.7


The scientifically correct view of these accounts would of course be that they are all nothing more than delusions. But if they are something more, if they are encounters with something real, if there really is a spiritual dimension, then we would expect to find beings there that are recognizably the same, albeit in different cultural clothing.


Lorna Byrne has direct, daily experience of the spiritual realm in a way that matches the accounts of great mystics of the past. Because she is badly dyslexic, and has, besides, many distractions of an angelic nature, she has never read a book in her life. She knew nothing of this mystical tradition before she met me, but has always experienced St Michael as the Archangel of the Sun and Gabriel as the Archangel of the Moon.


I remember when we first discussed this. We were walking beside a river in the countryside near Dublin – and I was surprised because Lorna had just offered to teach me how to fish! She laughed out loud, openly delighted, when I told her that Michael as the Archangel of the Sun and Gabriel as the Archangel of the Moon was a tradition not only in Christianity and Judaism but in Islam as well.
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Unembodied intelligence was commonly depicted as winged beings in ancient cultures. These three beautiful images from The Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, illustrated by numerous engravings on wood, edited by William Smith, 1848, show a winged genius – from the base of the column of Antoninus Pius – a goddess inscribing a shield and the conjuring of a spirit from a bowl.
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So, there may be conflict between religions at the level of doctrine and dogma – contradiction even – but, as we shall see, the stories and the experiences seem much the same. In what follows I try to weave the stories of gods and angels and great men and women guided by gods and angels into one story.





4

The Spider Woman Weaves her Spell



‘By recollecting the myths, by re-enacting them, we are able to repeat what the God, the Heroes, the ancestors did ab origine. To know the myths is to learn the secrets of the origins of things.’


Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality


Changing Woman lived in the canyon of the Navahos. Hers was a beautiful land, but its people were terrorized by giants and monsters who picked off travellers and ate them.


There was one great giant with a furrowed brow who could see Changing Woman was on her own. He was always hanging round. He wanted her, but she could see that his heart was black and full of hatred.


One day he noticed her twin sons’ footprints in the sand and jealously asked who had made them. Changing Woman said she’d made the tracks herself with her hands. But she wasn’t sure the giant was convinced, and on days when she feared he might be returning she’d hide her sons in a hole in the middle of her hut which she would then cover up with a slab of sandstone.


The boys survived to grow tall and strong and when it was time for them to learn how to hunt, she helped them to make bows and arrows. But this provoked a strong yearning in the boys. They said they wanted to hunt with their father. It was only natural.


‘Who is our father?’ they asked.


‘You have no father,’ she said. But they persisted and eventually she admitted that their father was the Sun god who lived far away, far beyond the Grand Canyon on an island in the middle of the great ocean. She told them that it would be impossible for them to find him, that they would never survive the journey – the traps, the difficult terrain, the ravening monsters …


But then, when she saw how determined they were, she let them go, with great sadness in her heart but also her blessing. She warned them about the Raven, the Vulture and the Magpie. She said they were spies for the monsters that wished to devour them.


So, when the two boys set off before dawn, they were aware as they passed between the trees that they were being spied on every step of the way.


In the early morning light, as they were approaching a sacred mountain that loomed above the trees, they saw a trail of smoke rising from a hole in the ground. Curious, they peered down into the gloom and saw an ugly wizened old woman dressed in black tending a fire. It was the Spider Woman.


‘Who are you and what are you doing here?’ she rasped.


‘We don’t know who we are,’ they admitted. ‘And we don’t know where we are going.’


They explained that they were the sons of Changing Woman and that they were on a quest.


‘Are you trying to find your father?’


When they nodded, the Spider Woman beckoned with a grey scaly hand. ‘Come down into my lodge.’


They squeezed down to find that the underground walls were covered with webs as thick as cloth and clogged with bones.


‘Don’t be afraid,’ she said. ‘I will tell you how to find the House of the Sun god.’


She explained that the journey ahead of them was long and dangerous and that their father lived on the far horizon on the other side of the ocean. To reach him they would have to pass deadly obstacles – through rocks that would clash together to try to crush them, through a forest of reeds that would slash them to ribbons and across dunes of boiling sand that would burn the flesh off their bones.


‘No man can survive these tests without the talisman I am about to give you,’ she said. She handed them a hoop made of three feathers torn from live eagles and instructed them to hold it in front of them. She told them to look their enemy in the eye and say:




Put your feet down with pollen.


Put your hands down with pollen.


Put your mind down with pollen.


Then your feet are pollen.


Your body is pollen.


Your mind is pollen.


Your voice is pollen.


You are beautiful.


You are still …1





They set off again armed with the artefacts and wisdom of the Spider Woman. The rocks of the Grand Canyon parted to let them through, the reeds softened and the dunes quietened and lay down. Then on the shore a rainbow suddenly appeared in front of them and they crossed over the ocean by walking on it and at last reached the House of Sun.


Their father would not at first believe they were his sons. He made them wrestle him and then made them endure a sweat lodge that would have killed any ordinary man. When they survived these tests, he finally recognized them and gave them helmets made of flint and arrows of lightning and deadly sunbeams. He said, ‘My sons, these are the weapons you will need to destroy the monsters that are ravaging your mother’s kingdom – but I am the man who must strike the first blow. Because it is I who must kill the great giant with the furrowed brow.’


And so it was that the three men set off to make the return journey arm in arm …


Many years later, when the fighting had ceased, the battle had been won and the monsters eradicated, when it was again safe for children to go out alone, a little girl was playing in the woods. She saw a trail of smoke emerging from a hole in the ground. She peered down into the gloom and all of a sudden a gnarled old face thrust up in front of hers.


‘Come down, my dear. Come down and sit with me.’


The little girl climbed down a rickety old black ladder and took a seat next to the Spider Woman.
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The wise woman.





‘What’s that called?’ she asked.


‘That’s a loom, my dear, and what I am doing is called weaving,’ said the Spider Woman.


And for the next three days and nights she taught the little girl how to weave. The little girl watched open-mouthed as the Spider Woman’s hand flitted rhythmically backwards and forwards across the loom. The Spider Woman hummed as she worked in complex patterns of light and colour, going round and round like the stars and the planets, as if she were bringing the very world into existence with form and colour and harmony and secret meaning. The girl perhaps had an inkling, even if she couldn’t have said so, that a cosmic web was being woven into existence in which every part was related to every other part, and all centring on a hole in the middle of the cloth.


‘Always leave a hole in the middle of the blanket, my dear, won’t you?’ warned the Spider Woman. ‘Like spiders always do. Otherwise you may get caught in your own web!’2


‘I am all that has been and is, and shall be, and my veil no mortal has hitherto raised.’ The Graeco-Roman historian saw this inscription on a shrine in Sais in Egypt. It was dedicated to Athena, but Plutarch believed that it had originally been dedicated to Isis. The little Navaho girl encountered a creator goddess known by many different names in different parts of the globe.


In the course of this book we will meet this mysterious Initiatrix in many different forms, some of them very familiar. She is the medium through which the divine enters our lives. She is frightening because she employs the supernatural to combat dark forces, but we will see in the next story how her intervention foiled a Saturnine plot to deprive us of the divine altogether.


* * *


From the point of view of materialism, myths like these represent elements of the subconscious – in the Freudian account they are memories of our infancy, the gods being our parents in fancy dress. From the point of view of idealism, on the other hand, they represent a historical account of how human experience was put together, the laying down of successive silts that would become the aggregates of the human psyche.


I first came across the Spider Woman in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, which contains a shortened version of her story. Campbell’s great achievement was to see the essential unity that lies behind myths and legends from all over the world and to show how the same stories are told in different cultural guises. Perhaps partly because of the influence of Jung, he tended to understand myths as embodying great psychological truths rather than historical truths. The journey of the hero through his sequence of trials is the journey of everyman and everywoman through their own life. The myths reveal the great patterns of the unconscious.
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The Angel of the Night from L’Art Byzantine).





I think that is a great truth and an important aspect of reality that we all intuitively respond to and believe to be true, but I also think it is not the whole story. Something which is nowhere laid out explicitly and systematically in the writings of the great Austrian mystic Rudolf Steiner but is everywhere implicit in it is that myths and legends originate from different stages of human development. Looked at in this way, prompted and guided by Steiner, as I have been in these chapters, you can see that on one level myths are collective memories of great turning points in human evolution and that they may be put in a proper chronological order.





5

Isis and the Mystery of the Perfect Fit



Once upon a time there was girl who worked tending the fire in the kitchen of a great palace. It was a hard life and because she was permanently blackened by soot from the fireplace, everyone called her Cinders.


Although she was at the bottom of the heap, much put upon by the family and other servants, she dreamt that one day her prince would come …


The story of Cinderella is a version of a drama acted out in the temples of ancient Egypt. In the original, Cinderella was blackened with soot because she was in mourning, because the prince she was dreaming of was missing, presumed dead. She had been roaming the world, searching for his remains, and her quest had reached its climax – in pantomime terms its ‘transformation scene’ – while she was working in disguise as a servant in the kitchens of the palace of the king of Syria.


In this original version, she was called Isis and her prince was called Osiris:


Osiris was a popular king, a mighty hunter who rid the land of many monsters that were ravaging it. One day he returned from one of these hunting expeditions to find that his giant of a brother, Seth, was organizing a gala dinner for him.


After dinner there were games and Seth announced he had made a beautiful wooden chest, inlaid with gold and silver and precious stones. He said that whoever fitted the chest perfectly could keep it.1


One guest after another tried the chest, but they were all too fat for it, too thin, too short or too tall. Eventually Osiris tried. ‘Look,’ he cried, ‘it fits! It fits me like the skin I was born in!’


Everyone looked on, amazed, but they were even more amazed when Seth and his henchmen leapt forwards and slammed down the lid. They hammered in nails and filled all the holes with lead. The chest was now a coffin.


Seth and his men carried the chest down to the banks of the Nile and launched it onto the waves. There it floated for many days and many nights until it washed ashore.


A tamarisk tree gradually grew around it, wrapping it in its branches until it became entirely enclosed in the tree. In time this tree was chopped down and used as a pillar in the new palace of the Syrian king.


In her grief Osiris’s young wife, Isis, had cut her hair short and covered herself in ashes. She roamed the world looking for her man.


Eventually she pitched up at the court of the Syrian king. She no longer had any of the trappings of royalty and could only find work as a skivvy in the kitchens.


But one night she had an extraordinary vision: she saw Osiris imprisoned in the old tree that held up the central hall of the palace.


The next morning she fought her way into the throne room and managed to convince the king of her true identity. He allowed her to cut through the bark of the tree and prise open the coffin. She was also allowed to carry the body of Osiris away from the palace to a small island, where she began to use oil and magic arts to revive him.


But Seth had magic powers too. He and his cohorts were hunting by moonlight when they saw Isis cradling Osiris on the banks of the island. Swooping down on them, they snatched the body and gleefully hacked Osiris to pieces. Seth wanted to make sure this time, so he had the pieces of the corpse buried in remote parts of the land.


Isis had to set out again on her travels, accompanied this time by her darker-skinned sister Nepthys. She transformed herself into a dog, the better to seek out and dig up the parts of the corpse.
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Osiris and Bastet. Different civilizations from different eras remembered the gods at different stages of their evolution. On the way to helping humans to evolve the anatomy we know today, and before all animal forms had been absorbed into the human form as the crown of creation, the gods adopted the anthropomorphic forms remembered by the Egyptians.





Eventually they assembled them all and took them to the island of Abydos. There Isis bound the parts together with a strip of white linen and brought just enough life back to her husband so that he was able to impregnate her.


Isis, the mother goddess, was now carrying Horus, the future Sun god.


Today Horus is known to many children as Jack, because, like the story of Cinderella, the story of Horus’s battle with the giant Seth would also come down to us as a fairytale. Because he would return to overthrow his gigantic uncle and rule as king of the gods, we know Horus as Jack the Giant Killer.


The story of Isis, Osiris and Horus is a very strange one, isn’t it? How can we make sense of it? Can we consider it as being in any way real or historical? I think they may begin to understand by retelling another famous fairy tale, Sleeping Beauty …


Once upon a time in a land far away, in a very happy, blessed kingdom, a beautiful baby girl was born to the king and queen. They rejoiced and organized a ball to celebrate. They invited the good and great of the land, including six of the seven fairies who lived there.


In turn each of these six fairies waved a wand and gave the girl a present in the form of a blessing that would help make her life a full and happy one.


But the seventh, a wicked fairy, was enraged at not being invited. With a flash and a bang she appeared in the middle of the ball and cursed the child. She cursed her unto death: ‘She will prick her finger and die!’


One of the good fairies stepped forward and countered the wicked fairy’s black magic with her own white magic. The sentence was commuted from death to a deep dreamless sleep that would last at least a hundred years and could only be broken by the kiss of a prince.


The king and queen had every sharp metal object removed from the palace – every pin, needle and pair of scissors, every knife and fork. The baby grew into a beautiful young girl with long dark hair and eyes that flashed when she spoke. She was loved by everyone in the palace, courtiers and servants alike.


One day she was a bit bored and happened to be wandering around the palace when she came to a part she couldn’t remember ever visiting before. She found an entrance to a tower and climbed the stairs to the top. There, in the little chamber underneath the roof, she came upon a little old woman with a gentle face and kind eyes, working on a spindle.


The princess sat and watched for a while and chatted with the old woman, and after a while asked if she could have a go on the spindle.


‘Of course, my dear.’


‘Ouch!’


And so it was that the princess dropped to the floor in a dead faint, blood ballooning out of the tip of her finger.


Seven is a sacred number in all religions and the seven fairies in this story should alert us to the fact that it has a secret mystical meaning.


Mystical teachings from around the world say that when the spirit leaves the body after death it spirals up through the seven spheres of the planets. These spheres are sometimes also called ‘heavens’. For example St Paul wrote about being taken up into the third heaven, and the phrase ‘in seventh heaven’ comes from this tradition too.


Having ascended to the seventh heaven, the spirit is reabsorbed into the great embrace of God. It then spirals down again. As it passes through each and every sphere, it receives a gift from the angel of the planet of that sphere. This is a unique and special gift it will need in its next incarnation if it is to have a happy and fulfilled life. So, for example, from the angel of Venus the human spirit receives loving qualities, from the angel of Mars the qualities of boldness, and so on.2


But the angel of the sphere of Saturn is satanic – the evil fairy. Her aim is to deaden the spirit forever by trapping it in the material world.


If we bear in mind the fact that in the fairy tale the handing out of the six blessings and the curse takes place at the ball, it becomes easy to appreciate the very strange topsy-turvy nature of this tale. Because we can now see that everything that happens when Sleeping Beauty is apparently awake and alive really happens when she is dead, and only when she is in her deep death-like sleep, which is to say dead to the spiritual world, is she alive on Earth!3


The similarities between Sleeping Beauty and the story of Isis and Osiris are too obvious to need drawing out. When Osiris is dead and nailed in his coffin he is really alive on Earth. These stories, like the other stories we have been retelling, are not really about what happens in this world at all.


In fact all the stories we’ve looked at so far – the overthrow of Saturn by the Sun god, the snake in the garden, the Spider Woman, Isis and Osiris – are accounts of events that took place in the spiritual dimension, and that’s for a very good reason: because the world of physical objects that we are familiar with today hardly existed then. The material world was like a mist, a vague, unformed, ephemeral anomaly floating in the midst of a bright and brilliant, fully formed spiritual world. The bodies of nymphs, monsters, animals, even humans were closer to phantoms than to the sort of creatures encased in solid bodies we are today.4


So, in a way you might look again at everything we’ve seen so far and say, as many storytellers say …


After all, it was only a dream …


* * *


I have suggested we remember ancient stories because they preserve turning points in human history, great events that prepared the way for life as we experience it. The great turning point in the history of humanity that Christianity calls the Fall was actually the fall into matter. Human spirits had been phantoms like the gods, the angels and the giants. As their bodies became harder and fleshier, they began to experience new joys – and new dangers too.


The story of Isis and Osiris is about how we came to be born and live in the material world for a certain limited time – and what it felt like.


Osiris was the Egyptian god of regeneration. He would die in winter and be reborn in spring. Osiris dolls, representing his corpse, would be planted with seeds that would then sprout in spring.


Because of the Osiris angel, the human spirit would become deeply immersed in the material world for the interval of a life on Earth. Because of Osiris, the tasks the human spirit faced would run deeper and be more exacting, more individual, than they could be for any free-floating spirit …5





6

Godly Lovers and Angelic Wives
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‘Angels are the powers hidden in the faculties and organs of man’


Ibn Arabi


Jupiter looked down from his throne on Mount Olympus and stroked his beard. He was looking at the flanks of a nymph clambering over rocks beneath a sacred waterfall. Io had come on since he last looked. Her skin was white and soft and with his godly telescope-like vision he could see it flecked with spray. He licked his lips.


Gods flew through the air as fast as thought itself.


As Jupiter appeared beside her, the nymph turned to slip among the trees and hide. But she heard a great booming laugh immediately behind her.


As he pinned her to the sacred grass, the muscles on his neck stood out.


Jupiter’s wife, Juno, could always see what he was thinking. In fact she could see what he was seeing, and when he closed his eyes with pleasure, she took her revenge. She who was called ‘the cow-eyed’ because her eyes were large and lovely, transformed the nymph into a white cow.


Jupiter opened his eyes and looked at Io in amazement. Even as a cow, she was lovely.


In the jovial age when Jupiter ruled the world, he and his fellow Olympians flew across the clear blue sky, and every tree, every rock, every river, every stream had its god and its spirit. Things were constantly morphing into other things. It was a magical time when creation was not yet fixed. It was a time of clear vision clouded never by doubt, never by hesitation, only by desire.
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From an engraving taken from Jupiter and Europa (by the initiate painter Paolo Veronese). The bull looks out of the picture and asks, ‘Wouldn’t you?’





If Io had been placid and gentle, Daphne was more of a tomboy. This young nymph liked to play in the woods, to gather berries and make bows and arrows. She had no thoughts of a man, but she was too beautiful to escape.


Apollo wanted her as soon as he saw her. He imagined rearranging the hair that was at that moment falling about her neck and back.


Alighting on the ground next to her, he wanted to tell her he loved her. But, perhaps knowing better than he did what he was after, she turned to run.


He called after her, ‘Don’t run away! I won’t hurt you!’


Now she was scrambling up a hill.


‘Be careful!’ he called. He worried she might scratch herself on brambles.


Just then a gust of wind blew her dress aside and the sight of her straining thighs made him move faster.


She could feel his breath on her neck. She cried out to her father, a river god, to protect her, and as Apollo grasped her hair he felt only leaves. As he put his hand round her waist to turn her and pull her towards him, her stomach became enclosed in bark and her feet took root in the earth. She had been transformed into a laurel tree.


The Afro-Roman poet Ovid, who preserved this story, told us that even now Apollo still loved Daphne. He looked at the tree he was clasping and saw that it was good.


Being very beautiful is like being the only sober one at a party: your beauty makes everyone else delirious.


And they don’t care if you feel left out. They just want to bend you to their will.


Adonis had two older women after him, Venus and Persephone. He had been put in Persephone’s care when he was orphaned as a young child, and then, when he had grown into a beautiful youth, her attentions had begun to make him feel very uncomfortable. He was starting to loathe her coming anywhere near him, and when she touched him it was as if everything faded to grey.


But now, as beautiful slim-hipped Venus came towards him, smiling, her arms outstretched, a blur around her like the flapping of evanescent wings, he felt as if he were being dragged under. She was talking to him and he wasn’t listening to what she was saying, but he knew she was offering him a thousand honeyed secrets.
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From an engraving taken from Venus and Adonis (by the initiate painter Titian).





It was hot, midday in a clearing in the woods. There were primroses on the ground and he could hear a droning like a million bees. It was true what they said – Venus was very, very beautiful. She was as beautiful as he was.


She seized his sweating palm and tried to smother him with kisses and Adonis could feel the sap rising in his veins too – so why not?


Because he was being overwhelmed, and he turned and ran from her.


‘Flint-hearted boy!’ she called after him. ‘Thou art not a man!’


The last thing he heard was her screaming as he speared himself on the horns of a wild boar that was at that moment charging out of the undergrowth.
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Engraving taken from the vase of Salpion. It is easy to underestimate the intellectual sophistication of the Greeks when it came to the gods. According to Macrobius, the Orphic initiates saw Dionysus as being the principle of Mind which was divided up into individual minds. The intellectual élite considered Apollo and Dionysus to be different aspects of one divine principle. Their view was by no means crudely anthropomorphic. The Greek gods of the planets are agents of the perfect fit between humanity and the cosmos. We have seen this expressed in storytelling but it was also expressed by them in numerical terms. The ancient Greeks attributed numerical values to the letters of their alphabet. Adding up the numbers attributed to letters in a word or name could yield a significant number, and it is astonishing but demonstrably true that the names of Apollo, Zeus and Mercury yield mathematical constants according to which the natural forms of the world are constructed. The numerical values of these names are the numbers that describe the shapes of equilateral triangles, squares, cubes, pyramids, octahedrons and tetrahedrons. Musical harmony is in proportion to these numbers too. (For a fuller explanation and a demonstration of the maths, see Jesus Christ, Sun of God by the brilliant David Fideler.) In modern times we make a distinction between quality and quantity, with mathematics being a description of quantity that is indifferent to human concerns. This is very far from the ancient way of thinking based on idealism. The ancients lived in a cosmos concerned for humanity, and higher mathematics was one way of describing that concern. Some people are hostile to mysticism because they see it as a lapse into lazy or infantile thinking. That is not the case here. The thinking is extraordinarily complex and insightful – but it is not empirical thinking. It is the thinking of idealism working itself out in the world and discovering the way the world works by means of this way of thinking.





As he lay outstretched, blood flowed from his side onto the ground, and where the ground was soaked, anemones began to grow.


Venus knelt to smell the flowers and caught a trace of the boy’s sweet breath.1


* * *


If Jupiter and Apollo and the other gods of the planets were angels, isn’t it odd that they behaved in such an immoral way? We expect higher moral standards from our angels.


There is a key passage in the Bible that may well be glossed over at Sunday school – and you may not hear many sermons on it either. Genesis, Chapter 6, reads: ‘The sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair: and they took wives which they chose … when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to them, the same became the mighty men of which were of old.’ The phrase ‘the sons of God’ is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to mean the angels. The Bible is here alluding to the stories of the loves of the gods.


Another thing to bear in mind is that these stories, whichever part of the world they come from, describe things that happened long before humanity devised any notions of morality. They describe what have come to be known as natural forces – and this is a clue to the historical events that lie behind these particular myths.


We’ve seen how the Bible and various myths may be seen to be not inconsistent with the scientific history of creation, but as giving an account of the same series of events from a different perspective. Io is transformed into a cow, Daphne into a laurel tree, the beautiful youths Adonis and Hyacinth into flowers, Arachne into a spider, Callisto into a bear … What these stories are telling us about is the proliferation of biological forms. They describe the coming into being of the many different species we know today – the plants, the flowers, the trees, the animals, the burgeoning of the world’s bio-diversity.2 Because matter was not fixed and bodies were soft and phantom-like, we see the proliferation of biological forms taking place with dizzying rapidity and magical ease.3


* * *


The Greek stories may be the most familiar versions, but essentially the same stories have been told all over the world. The Celtic tradition, influential on Tolkien and much modern fantasy, includes a Welsh story about a boy called Gwion:


Gwion was employed by a witch to stir a cauldron. She was brewing a transformative elixir for her ugly stupid son.


One day, as Gwion was stirring this brew, it suddenly bubbled up. Three drops spat out of the pot and landed on his hand, scalding it. Without thinking, he put his hand to his mouth.


The witch saw this and came rushing towards him. ‘That’s not for you!’ she screamed in a rage.


Gwion shapeshifted into a rabbit to flee, but she instantly changed into a greyhound and soon gained on him. Reaching a river, he turned himself into a salmon, but she leapt in after him in the form of an otter. Suddenly he soared out of the water as a bird, but she transformed herself into a hawk, snapping at his tail.


In a panic he looked far down below and spotted a pile of wheat. He threw himself downwards and landed in it, transforming himself into a grain of wheat. It will be like looking for a needle in a haystack, he thought.


But the witch turned herself into a hen and pecked and pecked at the pile until she had eaten every last grain.


After a while the witch found she was pregnant, even though she had found no one willing to impregnate her. It seemed the grain had grown inside her, and when Gwion was reborn it was as a baby with all the beauty and wisdom that the witch had wished for her son.
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Gwion





Someone cried out, ‘Tal iesin!’ which means ‘How radiant his brow is!’


And that is how a great spirit was incarnated as Taliesin, the famous Welsh bard.


We love stories that involve flying, don’t we? On a recent weekend with some old friends, including the one who had introduced me to the Welsh myths and legends, we were sitting around discussing scenes in films that make you cry. Of course there’s the death of Bambi’s mother. Someone suggested the moment when Baloo the Bear turns out not to be dead in The Jungle Book.


Someone else said, ‘When ET turns out not be dead.’


I thought of the end of that film, where the boy is cycling along with ET in the basket on the handlebars and they suddenly lift off and fly through the sky. It’s like in pantomime when Peter Pan suddenly takes off and flies over the audience – that makes us want to cry too. I think there is something deeply moving about human flight, perhaps because we all carry within us memories of the time before our material bodies were fully formed, the time when we could fly, when we were spirits living freely among spirits in a world bathed in the ineffable light of a spiritual sun. We are, I believe, deeply nostalgic about that time, and we long, too, for a time when we will be purely spiritual beings again.


That is the arc of human history as it is told in all the world’s religions. We are dipped briefly into matter and one day we will rise again and fly free of it.


The time is coming when we will soar once more.4





7

Odin and the Angelic Theory of Evolution
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‘First you were clay, then from being mineral you became vegetable, from vegetable animal and from animal man … and you have to go through a hundred new worlds yet …’


Rumi


Different angels and spirits come to prominence in different times and different places and different traditions. If the Greeks and Romans remembered the deeds of the angel of Jupiter particularly vividly, in northern Europe it was the deeds of the angel of Mercury that fired the imagination. The Norse people remembered this angel as Wodin or Odin.1


The stories of the Norse planetary gods, like the stories of the Olympian gods, show them and their rule threatened by giants but also undermined from within.


Odin knew he had to suffer to prepare himself for his world-saving mission.
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Engraving of the image of Norse deity on a gold-foil coin called a braceate, found in Denmark.





He was wounded by a spear and hung himself on the gnarled and windswept World Tree for nine days and nine nights, while the leaves whispered to him the secrets of the runes.


Then he travelled down through dense mists to dark caves, the realm of the Black Dwarves. He intended to learn from them the secrets of forging the elements.


Finally he travelled along the roots of the World Tree to find the Fountain of Wisdom. This fountain was the source of all memories, and the elderly giant who guarded it was called Memir (or Memor, ‘Memory’). He refused to let Odin drink from it unless he sacrificed his most precious possession. Odin plucked out one of his eyes. It sank in the waters of the fountain and lay in the depths, glimmering.


In the spiritual vision of the peoples of northern Europe, the World Tree stood at the centre of the cosmos. The world of humans was called Midgard or Middle Earth and the World Tree sprouted out of the middle of it, towering high into the heavens.


Near the top of the World Tree was a golden throne. Odin sat there with a raven perching on either shoulder, and every day the ravens flew all around the world, returning in the evening to tell him what they had seen.


The World Tree also held Asgard, the great city of the gods, in its branches – twelve golden castles, each decorated with the sign of one of the constellations. The only way into this golden kingdom was via Bifrost. This bridge, made of air, water and fire, appeared to the people down below in Midgard as the rainbow. Heimdell, the watchman of the gods, stood by the bridge. It was said that his senses were so keen that he could hear the grass grow in the ground or the wool grow on a sheep’s back anywhere in a hundred-mile radius.


Led by Odin on his eight-legged horse, the gods would ride out over Bifrost to battle against the giants and the trolls. The Kingdom of Midgard was bounded by mountains and beyond these mountains lived the Ice Giants, the Fire Giants, the Sea Giants, Hill Giants and the Rime Giants.
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