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ALCHEMICAL
LIGHTWORK



“There are books that capture the longings and hopes of a pivotal era in history and give them a form that catalyzes collective change. Alchemical Lightwork may well fill that role for our time. Combining the contemporary spiritual movement of lightwork with the wisdom of classical alchemical texts, this book offers a path out of the darkness of our ‘enlightened’ dark age toward individual and collective spiritual regeneration.”

JOHN MICHAEL GREER, AUTHOR OF THE KING IN ORANGE,
THE TWILIGHT oF PLUTO, THE DRUIDRY HANDBOOK,
AND THE WAY OF THE GOLDEN SECTION

“This luminous book weaves light, love, and creativity into a network of associations that enhance and support human spiritual development. Versluis traces the various stages of alchemical transformation for the integration of the inner and outer, of the soul and body, through ‘steps of light’ leading to wholeness and unity. This book synthesizes alchemical history, leading figures, deep symbolism, visual art, and sacred texts with a hidden history of elemental, esoteric teachings and ancient mysteries. A passionate counternarrative to the current spiritual uncertainty, this book offers a brilliant reformulation of alchemy as a path of personal spiritual discovery. Beautifully illustrated with rare alchemical prints, this is an inspiring guide to inner transformation!”

LEE IRWIN, AUTHOR OF ALCHEMY OF SOUL
AND DIVINE FEMININE GNOSIS

“Through the ancient craft of spiritual alchemy, Arthur Versluis guides us on a journey through stages of restoration both physical and mystical. This is an important book that can initiate profound changes both within us and in the world. Highly recommended.”

JOHN MATTHEWS, AUTHOR OF THE PROPHECIES OF MERLIN
AND COAUTHOR OF THE COMPLETE KING ARTHUR AND
THE LOST BOOK OF THE GRAIL

“This is a truly light-filled book that speaks to our nigredo age in the language of alchemical transmutation, lighting the way to a restored wholeness for ourselves and our society.”

CHRISTOPHER MCINTOSH, AUTHOR OF
THE CALL OF THE OLD GODS,
OCCULT RUSSIA, AND OCCULT GERMANY

“I recommend this book—with its superb color illustrations—to any reader or student of alchemy who seeks to move beyond the endless repetitions found in contemporary publications.”

R. J. STEWART, AUTHOR OF EARTH LIGHT,
THE UNDERWORLD INITIATION, AND
ADVANCED MAGICAL ARTS
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There are spiritual, intellectual, and sensible perfections of light. The first is that inaccessible light which sees all things, but is comprehended by nothing. The second is a spiritual reality, whose nature possesses no place, yet is entirely whole in every part of his circumscription. By the third we understand the sensible perfection of the sun, moon, and stars. Because heaven and earth differ not essentially, being originally from one chaos, but in the order of beings and prime termination. Therefore kings, rulers and magistrates, and others eminent in charge, are called lights, as having relation to supreme light.

PATRICK SCOT, THE TILLAGE OF LIGHT








Matter . . . is the house of light. . . . When [light] first enters it, it is a glorious, transparent room, a crystal castle, and he lives like a familiar in diamonds. . . . At last the earth grows over him out of the water, so he is quite shut up in darkness.

THOMAS VAUGHAN, AULA LUCIS






He that desires to be happy let him look after light, for it is the cause of happiness, both temporal and eternal. . . . Nature herself dictates to us that our happiness consists in light.

THOMAS VAUGHAN, AULA LUCIS







TABULA SMARAGDINA



Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus

1.I speak not fictitious things, but what is true and most certain.

2.What is below is like that which is above, and what is above is like that which is below, accomplishing the miracles of One.

3.All things come from the mediation of One, so are all things born from this One.

4.Its father is the Sun, its mother is the Moon. The wind carries it in its belly; the earth nourishes it.

5.It causes works of wonder (telesmi) and is the completion of the whole world.

6.Its power is complete if it be turned toward earth.

7.Separating the earth from the fire, the subtle from the gross, with care and ingenuity.

8.Ascend wisely from the earth to heaven, and then again descend to earth, uniting what is above and below. Thus you will realize the glory of the whole world, and all obscurity and darkness will fly far away from you.

9.This is the power of all powers, as it overcomes all that is subtle, and permeates everything solid.

10.Thus is everything created.

11.From here proceed wonderful adaptations, of which this is the process.

12.Therefore I am called Hermes Trismegistus, having the three parts of the philosophy of the whole world.

13.That which I had to say concerning the operation of the Sun is completed.




INTRODUCTION

The Emerald Tablet and the Path of Light


I speak not fictitious things, but what is true and most certain.

EMERALD TABLET





In a dream, many years ago, I was given a numinous book—one bound in ancient leather and wood covers bearing many enigmatic luminous alchemical glyphs, and held together with a special clasp—to convey into the future. To this day, I can still see it clearly in my mind’s eye. In the dream, I accepted that responsibility—or to put it more exactly, the dream described what I was actually doing. Already by that time, I had spent many years engaged in working with little-known traditions in inner alchemy, meaning ways of visualizing and working with spiritual images in a process of inner transformation and awakening. So when I shared the dream with a close friend working in the tradition of inner alchemy, he replied that it made perfect sense. The dream reflected something very real, and he understood that intuitively. This book is one manifestation of that dream.

What is this book about? Ultimately, it is about our individual and shared future. Someone reading this book likely has come to recognize cracks in what was once our familiar world. Outwardly, there appear to be many reasons for pessimism. Materialistic progress exists, of course, but anyone can see that inherent in our outward technological power, for all its apparent magic, is also the destruction of nature, of cultures, indeed, of what it means to be human and to flourish with nature. Outwardly, our world is ailing, and inwardly, we know something is deeply wrong.

What is wrong will not be fixed by technology. Artificial pseudo- worlds might divert some people for a time and might be lucrative for those who produce and control them, but artificial intelligence along with artificial “reality” is just that: artifice. It is illusion and delusion atop an exploitive technological system, and neither we nor nature can flourish in such a system—the very idea is laughable. A very different direction is necessary.

Many of what are proposed as “green” solutions to the ecological destruction being wrought around the world actually are extensions of the very system that produced the destruction. For instance, the process of extracting the minerals needed to produce electric cars creates vast pit mines and is essentially just another industrial exploitation system that actually does more harm to the environment than the benefit of electric cars can balance out. There is no quarter given to culture or spirituality in such a system. The fundamental problem is that an authentic path forward can’t come from within the closed loop of the system itself.

There have been experiments involving more ecologically sound and sustainable communities from the hippie era onward, and of course many before that, though the vast majority of them, being communal, collapsed relatively swiftly. In this century, new models for ecovillages have been developed. These new models are not communistic but rather encourage individual and family groupings in an area or region so that aspirations and orientations can be shared without losing individual ownership and familial continuity.

These ecovillage experiments and related secession movements of various kinds are a major step forward. However, while we see such ecovillage or intentional community experiments emerging, they are often without any distinctive cultural and spiritual orientation. Sustainability is all very well, but divorced from spirituality and culture, it is truncated—really an extension of the system that produced it—and cannot flourish. Something more is necessary; we know that instinctively. Flourishing means that we grow and prosper as creative human beings on a spiritual path toward awakening, in a thriving natural world.

A wild array of contemporary ideas and theories circulate in social media and in new age books or websites, variants waxing and waning in popularity, often announcing an imminent new age, some derived from quantum physics, multidimensionality, 5-D, starseeds, galactic communiqués, or other variants of “channeling.” These and many other ideas and perspectives emerge, become popular, and then wane as their replacements wax in turn. They are presented as exciting and new. At the same time, they are also presented in ways that appear disconnected from our shared human cultural and spiritual riches.

One aspect of this book is to suggest how one recent development, “lightworking,” or working with and in light, can be understood in relation to the profound and ancient tradition of alchemy, especially Western alchemy, which can be traced back into the distant past. Contemporary lightworking is generally intuitively understood as heeding an inner calling to radiate light and love, and avoid getting caught up in dark, materialistic, and fear-driven selfishness. Through the ancient wisdom tradition of alchemy we can understand this calling more deeply. Alchemy, which centers on color, light, and illumination, offers us an understanding of light and how to work with it in our own spiritual practice and our own movement toward awakening.

Even if we already have learned about or have experience in working with light, alchemy provides us with invaluable images, symbols, parables, texts, and guidance for spiritual practice in relation to nature, other people, and ultimately a transmuted individual, community, and world. Alchemy provides us with a larger map and with a sense of direction. Drawing on the ancient alchemical tradition, we begin to see how we can move toward illumination and develop a vibrant spiritual community in a flourishing natural world.

What is the essential message of alchemy? It is that we human beings are fallen, but can be restored, and that likewise the world is in decline, or fallen, but it also can be restored. What is the means of renewing individuals, cultures, and nature? The alchemical process of illumination, conveyed through symbols and riddles. Alchemy returns us, returns the world, to original purity.

Alchemy is understood to unfold in colored stages, from the black, to the white, to the yellow, to the red. It is the unveiling of the light. But the process is not linear, going like a train from here to there. Rather, it unfolds in a spiral, where we return to the same place but in a new way, as the spiral unfolds. Alchemy ultimately is the unveiling of that which always was there, and it is conveyed in enigmatic, pure images of primordial nature and human beings. Hence its fascinating power. We can return to it, and to this book, and see things anew each time for the first time. It belongs to and calls us to a different way of being in the world.

Alchemy can be traced back several thousand years, and we will here be drawing on some of the earliest alchemical works that have come down to us. Alchemy can be understood in different ways. Yes, it includes ways of working with minerals and plants through heating and distillation in order to restore us and the world around us to an original paradisal harmony. And it also includes, in enigmatic images and texts, the stages of spiritual awakening.

But one can’t go successfully to alchemical texts and images as if they were a series of laboratory directions alone, a kind of proto-chemistry. Alchemy requires a different approach that isn’t materialistic or only rationalistic. Rather, alchemical images and texts are symbolic and dreamlike—they call us to a transmuted way of being in the world. This book is also like that: you will discover new insights with each foray into it.

An essential concept for understanding alchemy more deeply is initiation. But what does initiation mean? The word itself conveys the idea of a new beginning, initiating a new cycle or process. Alchemy initiates a transformative process. The word also can convey the initiatory process itself, in this sense meaning a challenging process of transmutation from a fallen to an unfallen, or restored, nature. In this second sense, the word initiation conveys a sometimes difficult process of breakdown and regeneration.

And there is still a third sense of initiation: entry into a lineage in a tradition. This tradition of alchemy, which began in timelessness, was revealed to an alchemical practitioner, who passed it along to another, who passed it along to another. The Western alchemical tradition is understood to be under the sign of Hermes Trismegistus (Thrice-Great Hermes) who is the perpetual initiator into alchemy’s secrets, and who, as we see in the Emerald Tablet, is the revealer of its mysteries. Initiation is also collaboration. I know several experienced practitioners of alchemy, one of whom I have collaborated with for many years, and we work within a branch of a much larger and longer Hermetic tradition.

It is important to understand that what we as individuals do does not occur only in the context of our own lives. There is a greater context that we must recognize and understand. Ultimately, we must think and act not only for ourselves but for our shared prosperity in the future. There is a better way to live—not only for us individually, but for all of us—and this book offers suggestions for new shared, primordial ways of being and flourishing in the world.

It is all about vision. Not a vision or the vision, but vision itself—that is, the ability to see. There are different kinds of vision, of course. There is what we clearly see with our eyes when we look out at fields and woods on a sunny day. Then there is recognizing what is within and beyond what we see with our eyes; seeing with the eyes of the spirit into hidden aspects of nature. And then, beyond these, there is vision as guidance, in the sense of envisioning, seeing what is possible, envisioning the future. We need each of these kinds of vision, and alchemical lightwork awakens all three.

Of course, this book can only be an introduction to alchemical lightwork. It gives experiential indications of how to practice, but everyone must engage in the individual work themselves. Alchemy is a path of transmutation and has many aspects and dimensions, and we will be drawing on some specific images and works to understand the process, but it is up to the reader to then explore and engage in it.

I am only the conveyor of what is in this book. The alchemical tradition already exists, the light always is, but I have been fortunate to encounter it and am in a position to share some of its aspects. All of this goes beyond any individual, and in time you may begin to see even your own individual transmutation as, paradoxically, not really your own but as part of a much greater process that transcends our apparent identities in this world.

In the Himalayas, there is a tradition of forging ritual implements in part out of meteoric iron. These implements are held to have a special kind of otherworldly power. The alchemical tradition drawn upon in this book is more than a little like those ritual tools made in part from meteors. It appears, trailing clouds of glory from another world into this one, out of the blue. It is both otherworldly and worldly.

How do we begin to heal and transform ourselves, those around us, and our relationship to the natural and spiritual realms? We have been given ways to accomplish this healing and transmutation process, and these can be found in alchemical works that are largely hidden from public knowledge and are vital contributions to the Western European spiritual tradition.

The Hermetic alchemical tradition is distinct from religious traditions such as Christianity or Islam but can be expressed in a Christian or Islamic religious context, as in the case of Christian theosophic alchemy in the tradition of the great Christian mystic Jacob Böhme (1575–1624). We often see Christian themes or symbols in the European alchemical tradition during its great efflorescence in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, and in the tradition of Jacob Böhme we see the entire alchemical process condensed into and understood as the heart of the Christian process of spiritual regeneration and illumination. This book draws from essential alchemical source works, and especially from the Emerald Tablet, but these sources are applied here in a novel way, for a different time and circumstance.

There are different kinds of alchemical sources. Some are texts and images in the European tradition, some harking back to antiquity, while others belong to the amazing period of alchemical flourishing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Another source is guidance from someone who has a deeper understanding of those images and texts, their inner meanings, and what they mean in practice. This book reflects all of these, since it weaves together alchemical texts and images with the guidance I have been given from a longtime practitioner.

The Emerald Tablet provides the leitmotif for all that follows in this book, which also includes the alchemical tradition of spiritual awakening as outlined and depicted in the great works of alchemical imagery such as the Aurora Consurgens (where we see the Emerald Tablet depicted), Splendor Solis, and the Rosarium Philosophorum (The Rose Garden of the Philosophers). This book, Alchemical Lightwork, includes never- before-published illustrations from the Rosarium showing the stages of spiritual awakening as the transformation and union of a divine couple and draws from very rare spiritual alchemical texts, all understood as expressions of the path of light expressed in the seminal Emerald Tablet.

Together, you and I will approach the path of the Emerald Tablet as fellow explorers who individually and together engage with this rich, extraordinary world. To do this, we need to drop our preconceptions and judgment and see with new eyes. Not everyone is ready for this journey, but if you are, then let’s set forth as coexplorers. I say “coexplorer” because this is a different kind of approach than you may be familiar with, and it calls for a new name. I am not presenting myself as a sage. Rather, I am offering you the opportunity to join me on a journey that goes beyond us as isolated individuals, engaging us each in sharing our exploration of a vast new luminous and spiritual terrain. If you are called to this journey, then it is as a coexplorer.

There were certainly many people in the past who were familiar with what is in this book. We are not the first to explore its depths, and we are not, by virtue of living now, better or wiser than they were. Sophisticated devices don’t bring inner experience or wisdom. In fact, they distract us. Someone living in an earlier age may well have been able to naturally awaken spiritually by virtue of their closeness to nature and nature’s rhythms, for their lives also were suffused with ancient folk tradition and cultural richness.

What we have lost, we can recover, and indeed, must recover or, to put it more accurately, renew. If you are reading this, and it resonates with you, then you recognize the calling. But a calling to what? It stirs in us, and yet we don’t quite know which direction to go in. It’s difficult, in our confused and lost society, to find our way to something real. But we know in our heart that it must be possible. And we know intuitively that it is about light.

Is it only happenstance that in the West sages are illuminated and in the East they are enlightened? Alchemical images and treatises also refer to the light, to illumination, and to a process marked by different colors of light. Could this really refer merely to the light we see on a sunny day? What did the alchemist Thomas Vaughan mean when he wrote that “matter . . . is the house of light,” and that light is the cause of both temporal and eternal happiness? Of course, we enjoy seeing the sunlight on a beautiful day, and moonlight at night. But is this the happiness to which he is referring?

You can see we’re presented immediately with enigmas. Alchemical works consist of enigmas wrapped in allusions. Why is this? Perhaps because our consciousness responds best to tantalizing symbols and images and to dreamlike communications, and some part of us long asleep begins to stir and awaken when we work with them. A dualistic approach, using the logic that can make an earthmover or a mining pit, can’t grasp it, let alone explicate it. Rather, we’re talking about something that is best conveyed in literature and song, in beautifully illustrated works of art, in folktales and mystery. But this is what disappears in an ever more lost society.

The Emerald Tablet begins with a single declaration: “I speak not fictitious things, but what is true and most certain.” In other words, what it speaks of is not projected or confected but genuinely true. It reflects how things really are, behind the scenes. Western alchemy represents a fundamentally different understanding of the nature of our world and of ourselves than that asserted in a materialistic era. Of course, materialists will say that it is fictional, but the Emerald Tablet begins by rejecting that claim.

The idea that “matter is the house of light” offers an ancient and profound, unified way of understanding nature. In this perspective, matter and spirit are not divided. Rather, nature originates from light and is pervaded by it. Matter is illuminated from within. Intuitively, we recognize what this means. It is a poetic way of expressing a Hermetic understanding of nature, but to fully understand it experientially, we have to go on a quest.

In the Grail tradition, you might recall, the knight Parzival arrives at the magical castle Munsalvaesche, where he is invited to a dinner in the great hall. At the dinner, the knights are disconsolate, and it is obvious something is awry in the kingdom. Then King Anfortas is brought in, wounded and ill, lying on a cot. The queen brings in the holy grailstone, which is translucent garnet hyacinth, and it manifests magical food and drink for all. But Parzival does not ask the Question that would have brought about the healing. The next morning, after a troubled night, he discovers that nearly all have left the castle, and his cousin Sigune, who remains, chides him for having failed to ask Anfortas the Question, and Parzival feels great remorse.

What is the Question? The Question is: What ails us all? What has gone awry in the kingdom? What is wrong? Like Parzival, we can see that something is amiss in our world. Instinctively, we know it. But we don’t articulate it. We continue in our familiar rut, we keep our head down, and even if we notice what is wrong, we don’t say it out loud or bring it into wider consciousness, especially if it’s systemic. To ask the Question takes courage as well as wisdom. But asking the Question is only the first step. It is not enough just to recognize what has gone wrong. We need clear seeing. We need vision to guide us. What does a healed kingdom look like? What do we envision? We have to be able to see from here to there. Alchemical transmutation is not only about us as apparently discrete individuals. As we will see, and as is clear in the Grail tradition, it is the healing and restoration of the whole kingdom, that is, of the realms of nature and culture in the light of the spirit. In order for that to happen, we need to see it, and see our way to it.

If we are to create healthy cultures in the future, they will be built on the spiritual cornerstone rejected by the builders of the society we see now. Ultimately, this book is about how to accomplish this. It comes about not through top-down systemic fiat but through inspiration and small groups, through manifesting vision individually, in couples, and in communities. It encourages vision for what comes after the hard times. It encourages vision for the golden age on the other side of the dark age.

But we begin with where we are now.
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The End of an Age


What is below is like that which is above, and what is above is like that which is below, accomplishing the miracles of one.

EMERALD TABLET





Something has changed. We can feel it. We know it in our bones. Before, we could still believe in the machine system or, at least to some degree, we could rationalize some provisional belief in it. Now, we can see around us the fissures in the edifice. It has been a long time coming. More than a century ago, poets recognized that the advent of “modernity” meant the dissolution of ancient ways of being. But now we have entered a new phase.
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