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INTRODUCTION

The Three Stages of Initiation

Craftsman. Warrior. Magician. As if an echo reverberating through the millennia, these three words remind us of something that lies buried deep in the history of mankind and deep within our own psyche. “Primitive” by the standards of modernity, when we reflect on them, they nevertheless stir in us an awakening to our own potential—mental, physical, and spiritual.

In one form or another, the figures of the craftsman, the warrior, and the magician were known to every ancient culture on earth. In some cases, the functions of each could be performed by a single member of a tribe, with herders having to double as warriors, and with responsibility for performing religious or initiatory rituals falling to older members of the tribe or to the head of the household.

For many cultures, though, they were more than just duties, vocations, or positions in society. Together, the craftsman or farmer, warrior, and magician (sage, priest, or brahmin, etc.) characterized its very soul. Written around three millennia ago in Iran, the sacred Avestan texts (of the world’s first monotheistic religion, Zoroastrianism) show us a culture composed of peasants and farmers, warrior nobles, and priests.1 Around two thousand years before this, claimed comparative philologist and mythologist Georges Dumézil, Indo-European society (from which the Zoroastrian society ultimately emerged) had essentially the same three classes or castes.

However, it is possible that, as David W. Anthony has suggested,2 the herder/cultivator, warrior, and priest may have constituted “three age grades,” through which every man would pass, if he lived long enough. As is the case with the Maasai of Africa, the younger men might have worked as herders or artisans, while the elders of the tribe would have taken on the role of priests or spiritual guides. The profession of the warrior, then, would have been taken up by men between these two ages, when they were at their maximum physical strength.

It is possible, too, that the colors black/blue, red, and white were associated with the craftsman, warrior, and priest, respectively. There is evidence that, since the Stone Age, this triad of black, red, and white was used across Africa for ritual purposes,3 where the colors probably symbolized death, blood, and milk or semen (and thus procreation).4 We also find this color triad turning up in European mythology and folklore. In the tale of “Iron Hans” (or “Iron John”) recorded by the Brothers Grimm, the hero is given first a red suit of armor and a red horse, then white armor and a white horse, and, lastly, black armor and a black horse. Closer to our own time, these colors have made their appearance in alchemy and Freemasonry.

René Guénon has claimed that all initiatic knowledge is passed down through successive phases and through corresponding initiation rituals (or “grades”), and that these phases and grades “can always be reduced to three,” which mark the “three ages of the initiate.” According to Guénon, these grades represent “birth, growth, and production.”5 We can, of course, find other interpretations (such as birth, life, and death, which we might associate with white, red, and black, respectively), but Guénon means to give us an image of something like the seed, the trunk and branches, and then, finally, the flowering of a tree.*1

In this book, we will explore the myths, symbols, rituals, and practices of the craftsman, warrior, and magician, concerning ourselves with their metaphysical aspects as three “grades” through which each of us might still pass.

In this regard, we should note that anthropologist Mircea Eliade draws together the smith (craftsman), warrior, and shaman (magician), suggesting that these are all “masters of fire.”6 The smith masters the fire of his forge, and the warrior the heat of battle, while the shaman is able to produce heat from his own body. (Still today, we find that some Tibetan Buddhists are able to meditate in the snow, and to melt it with their body heat.)

As masters of fire, the craftsman, the warrior, and the shaman are all masters of primordial energy that connects man to Divinity. Mythologically, it is Prometheus who steals the fire from Olympus, bequeathing it to mankind. In the Zoroastrian temple a fire is burned and never allowed to expire, and the Zoroastrian priest wears a veil so that his breath will not pollute it. In Freemasonry, still today, there is a great emphasis on “Light,” and traditionally three “lesser lights” or candlesticks were kept lit during Lodge rituals and meetings.

Upon being initiated into an esoteric society, such as that of Freemasonry, Tantra, or Sufism, the initiate is presented with various teachings and symbols. In premodern cultures, the teachings almost always related to a religion, deepening its teachings. The symbols, though often related both to the esoteric teachings and to the religion, sometimes appear to have arisen from outside of the latter. Where, then, do these symbols come from? Why have they been preserved from one generation to the next?

When we consider symbols, we are dealing with the idea of lineage or tradition through which they have emerged and have been transmitted. 
The purpose of “tradition is not to adore the ashes, but to pass on the fire.”*2 
Although the sentiment is perhaps simplistic, it is nonetheless the case that 
contemporary Western man appears split between wanting to stamp out the fire and 
wanting to adore the ashes, in the latter case revering institutions but not 
their essential meaning. We find this conflict both in society at large and in fraternities and esoteric and spiritual Orders. And in both cases, the attitude is an anti-initiatic one.

But at the moment that we recognize the truth of the claim that tradition is meant to pass along the fire, we must also acknowledge its limitations. If we take the paintings of the Old Masters, for example, undoubtedly the historic clothing depicted by the artist may be of relevance only to the historian, and, as such, it may be considered ashes of a past, of no relevance to our own lives. But what then is the fire? The technique of the Old Masters? This, too, might be considered ash, since technique itself has, for better or worse, moved on.

We must think, then, that there is something other than fire and ash. This, of course, is the thing that the fire has burned to ashes—the fuel for the fire. We commit things to memory in the way that civilizations—and with them entire worldviews—are committed to the flames of time.

Techniques, compositions, and materials may all be of relevance, but to the novice artist it is the spirit—the fuel—of the artist that is of ultimate importance. Lineage and initiation exist to pass along the essence in the shapes of things that have deceased or that are or have become immaterial—in other words, to pass along a realm that, in Jungian terms, has become psychic.

This is, most literally, the role of the craftsman. In his ordinary daily work, he is the creator of images in metal, wood, or other sub-stances that recall collective, archetypal memories. Yet he also functioned as a priest within ancient society.

If we think of the craftsman, warrior, and magician—or, more broadly, the shaman, brahmin, or tribal wise man—not merely as three vocations within society, but as three types of consciousness within initiation itself, we might say that the craftsman who is aware of his role as an initiator has risen to the stage of the magician, brahman, or sage and returned to his vocation in a higher, priestly form. As an initiator, acting within his cult or Lodge, the images he passes on are archetypal, opening the Golden Age to the initiate and reuniting him with the gods or God.

Traditionally, acceptance into a vocation often required the novice to go through some kind of initiation ritual, which imparted a mythology that explained how the art itself came into existence, which god or mythic figure created it, and what ethics or behavior is expected of the initiate.

Ritual initiation is, in effect, a kind of spiritual machinery or spiritual technology—not in the contemporary sense of these words, but in their original sense or, to point to a historical period, in the sense used by the ancient Greeks (tekhnē, “technology, technique, craft, the act of crafting”). By spiritual machinery, we are referring to several interrelated mythic and natural forces, most literally—or in the most outward sense—the machinery or tools of the gods or of the trade or guild: the hammer, chisel, square, compasses, fire, flint, alchemical vessels, and so forth, which appear in the initiation ritual as symbols of a higher and deeper reality.

The root of the term machinery is the Proto-Indo-European māghanā, “that which enables.” It is related to the Greek word mēkhanē, meaning “tool” or “means,” and to the Old English mæg, meaning “I can,” and to the contemporary English word may. In the context of initiation, the machine that enables 
is the ritual itself, its set of procedures, its movements, and the unveiling of 
symbols and ritual objects. The ritual actions are typically reflections of 
greater cycles, such as the predictable movements of the planets, the seasons, or birth, life, and death.

The greater cycles and forces are not objects of devotion per se but hint at natural or cosmic law, which is to say an all-pervasive cosmic Intelligence, Consciousness, or Law Giver that has set everything in motion. The heavens and earth are, in other words, a kind of machine of God or the gods, and the initiatic ritual emulates and connects the initiate to the essence, or the fuel, of existence.

Initiation unveils the workings of the cosmos outside of the initiate and 
points to his place within it and to the path he might take through it toward 
the Divine. He is not a cog but a star, or a universe—a microcosm that reflects the whole of existence and its essence. In attaining that consciousness in which he feels he can understand, can do, and can cultivate a new, empowered way of living and being, he starts to glimpse, and to embody, what is sometimes called the Higher Self.



THE FIRST ARCHETYPE

The Craftsman




1

The Craftsman

Long before the dawn of history, our ancestors discovered how to make tools. Sharpened pieces of flint, used for cutting, and primitive stone anvils—on which smaller stones were hammered to make tools—have been discovered on the shores of Lake Turkana, Kenya. They were made about three million years ago by Australopithecus afarensis (an early human species with similar characteristics to an ape, which survived for around 900,000 years) or by a related human species.1

By about 1.5 million years ago, Homo erectus began producing more sophisticated axes, the blades of which were symmetrical and teardrop-shaped. Such axes have been found in Africa, Asia, and Europe. Half a million years later, oversized axes began to be made. Since these were too large to be used for the mundane work of chopping materials, it is probable that they had some kind of ceremonial function.2 A red axe carved from rose quartzite was found in what appears to be a primitive grave, inside a cave in Spain. This axe—which was never used as a tool and thus probably had some ritual function—was made by the immediate ancestors of modern humans, Homo heidelbergensis, around 450,000 years ago.3

Myth has been described as “timeless history.”4 It plays out in the cyclical unfolding of human events, in our experiences, and in the world we know. According to the myths of the ancient world, it was the gods 
who first harnessed fire, melted metal, reshaped stone, and made tools. They 
invented metallurgy, music, writing, and every art. And, envisioning a cosmos that could be made from nothing, they made the world and the stars. The Creator was a “Craftsman” or, to use the Masonic terms, a “Great Architect” or “Grand Geometrician.”

The ability to imagine, and imagery itself, has a strong spiritual dimension. To make an image was to go beyond the mere human into the realm of the Supernatural. The craftsman made the invisible visible. 
Primitive man drew the images of animals on cave walls and then, throwing spears 
at them, ritually and symbolically killed them before the actual hunt. It was an 
act of magic that not only ensured that the hunting party would be successful, but that their actions would be in accord with the supernatural laws of the universe, which sustained life, and that compensated for deaths with a comparable number of births.

The act of drawing or painting, or otherwise creating, has a role in some 
later religious, spiritual, and philosophical traditions. Over the doorway of 
Plato’s academy was a sign prohibiting anyone who did not understand geometry 
from entering. In Hinduism and Buddhism, mandalas must be drawn according to specific rules governing the placement of imagery, colors, and so on. In Tibetan Buddhism, there is the tradition of ritually drawing, and then ritually dismantling, a large mandala in colored sand. In Freemasonry, during the first half of the eighteenth century, a rectangular shape with a triangular peak was drawn in chalk and charcoal on the floor, and the initiation was performed inside of this “Lodge.” After the ceremony, it too was wiped away.

Even in the modern era, we see the survival of the idea of the link between creating and magic or mysticism. Salvador Dali (1904–1989) studied alchemy and Tarot. And Dutch painter Piet Mondrian (1872–1944), Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky (1866–1944), and American painter Jackson Pollock (1912–1956) were all influenced by Theosophy, a spiritual tradition founded by Helena Blavatsky (1831–1891).

Like the warrior (who enters chaos to restore order) and the shaman (who lives in both the world of the material and the realm of the spirits), the craftsman embodies opposites. He is the one who preserves the myths and who preserves the traditional methods, rules, and style of his craft as they were passed down to him. But he is, ultimately, the primary innovator of his culture. The taming of fire for metallurgy, the invention of the wheel, weaving, the sword, spear, jewelry, writing, and so forth—in truth, he is responsible for every new invention. And as each innovation transforms society, the myths of that society must change accordingly. New myths must be created (or old ones adapted) to explain how such technology came into the hands of men.

To some degree, the contradiction between the personal and the mythic is resolved by the idea, in ancient Greek philosophy, of anamnesis, the individual requirement to gain knowledge of the soul’s previous incarnations by remembering them. In a sense, this means thinking of one’s self as living out an archetypal plan, and it may mean thinking about developments in technology as an awakening to a long-forgotten divine (or at least impersonal) memory.

Like the sacrifice of blood, fruit, or wine to an icon, it is the gods, not man—and certainly not a specific member of society—to whom the developments in technology and techniques must be credited. Thus, a moon god or a war god will be reimagined as the one who discovered an alphabet and writing, and from then on he will be associated with it, his old attributes no more than a folk memory.

To give credit to the living, human craftsman would be to risk placing him too high over the rest of the tribe. Yet the earthly craftsman is close to the gods, and recognized as such. He is an initiator of young men, a priest of the tribe, leading rites and passing down the secrets of the gods: the manipulation of fire and metal, music, song, sacred poetry, geometry, and, later, stonemasonry.

Civilization as we understand it—with society producing aesthetic objects, growing crops, and divided into classes, and with the state having an established army of some sort—began around a mere 10,000 years ago, in what is now the Middle East and China, and slightly later in South America. Even into the twentieth century, most people lived in rural societies. Although Russia is now one of the world’s few superpowers, in 1912, for example, there were only 166 tractors in the whole country, with wooden plows being the norm. Still today, both rural and tribal cultures continue to exist, as do more traditional and religious societies even in the West.

The remarkably early dating for primitive tools puts the relatively short 
history of civilization—and the even shorter modern era, consisting of the last few hundred years—in perspective. Man has had very little time to adapt to the rhythms of the modern world, the pace of which seems only to increase. Yet something remains in the forest, in the archaic and the primordial. That thing is our nature or our being, and our desire for knowledge of the Mysteries of life and death.

Yet the making of the first tools is important to us for another reason. Toolmaking is intimately tied to verbal communication. The two may have arisen together, or one may have spurred the development of the other, but as scientists have now demonstrated, the same part of the brain is used for making tools and for speaking developed language.5

Here, though, we must consider the element missing from the scientific explanation: myth. If language and toolmaking emerged together, so this way of thinking and representing ideas must have appeared with them. “Myth and language play similar roles in the evolution of thought,” German philosopher Ernst Cassirer attests,6 and certainly, if we understand the meaning of the names of the many deities of the world’s myths, we get a much clearer idea of the natural phenomena and early human culture behind them.

The name of the Hindu goddess Kali, for example, means, literally, “the black one,” but her name is also related to time and death. In regard to the pre-Christian, northern European deity Thor, we find that the name of his hammer, Mjöllnir—literally “the grinder”—is closely related to the word miller. Myth brings things together, animating them and making them essential to the cosmic drama. The tool of a particular deity may be linked to some aspect of human culture, natural phenomenon, state of consciousness, and even a specific gender.

Ancient cultures regarded plants, metals, stones, and tools as either male or female, depending on their shape, color, and other qualities. Mjöllnir was at once related to blacksmithery, war (since Thor uses it to crush giants, enemies of the gods), thunder and lightning, and the phallus. Such associations are not limited to ancient Europe but can be found in other cultures, from the Indian to the Sumerian. In the latter case, we find the god Ninurta wielding clubs, associated with the thunder and lightning, called “World Grinder” or “World Crusher.”7

With regard to Thor’s hammer and sexuality, the medieval Icelandic text known as the Poetic Edda tells us that, having lost Mjöllnir to a giant, the god had to wear a woman’s wedding dress in order to get it back. Although this was a disguise, the myth suggests that the god’s masculinity was temporarily lost along with his hammer and only recovered when he repossessed it. However, it is also possible that the story is a vestigial reflection of an archaic practice in which a male shaman dressed in women’s (or at least non-male) clothing to become a kind of androgyne who combined and transcended the male and female sexes. By entering this non-ordinary state, the shaman was able to commune with spirits and gods.

Language, too, was affected by such sexualization—and thus, it would seem, by the mythic consciousness. Even today, of course, in various languages, nouns are categorized as male or female (for example, the French word for hammer, marteau, is considered a masculine noun). We can say, then, that language (or words), tools, and myth form a kind of primitive trinity of meaning.8

Mythologically, metallurgy was sometimes linked to the idea of language, especially of the gods or God. The priests of Odin were called “forgers of song.” Such connections exist elsewhere.9 Psalm 12:6 tells us that the words of God are “as silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times.” And the early fifteenth-century British Cooke manuscript tells us that “Jubal” or “Tubal”—brother of the metallurgist Tubalcaym 
(i.e., Tubal Cain)—discovered the science of song and music by “pondering” the sound “of his brother’s hammers” (i.e., on his anvil).10 (Notably, this legend has been influenced by that of Pythagoras, who is said to have discovered musical ratios in the same way.)

As Mircea Eliade has observed, for ancient man, toolmaking was itself a superhuman act that appeared to unleash forces that were either of the gods or of their enemies—demons, giants, monsters, and so forth.11 The relationship of the supernatural to tools and toolmaking is made evident in the Poetic Edda. In a poem called “Völuspá,” a seeress or volva relates the past, present, and future to Odin, chief of the gods. With regard to the past, the seeress recalls:

At Ithavoll met the mighty gods,

Shrines and temples they timbered high;

Forges they set, and they smithied ore,

Tongs they wrought, and tools they fashioned.12

She also recalls that the gods had no lack of gold at that time—not, we should note, gold objects, but gold ore for smelting.

Metallurgy is one of the first acts of the gods—who establish forges along 
with shrines and temples—and the craft plays an esoteric role in the myths of 
the ancient, pre-Christian northern Europeans. Most notably, if we look at the characteristics of the deity and his wives and tools, we see that Thor is intimately tied to the blacksmith’s craft. His hammer could turn red hot—like a blacksmith’s hammer—and had to be held using special gloves called Járngreipr (Iron Grippers). His beard and hair were red, and when he became angry, sparks flew from them.

Eliade notes that, in other cultures, the tools of the blacksmith—the hammer, anvil, and bellows—were regarded not only as sacred, but as being alive.13 Moreover, besides the transformation of metal ore into various objects, the metallurgist performed a similar function to the tribal shaman, especially in Africa. That is to say, he was intimately tied to the supernatural, not least of all because he had mastered fire.

Working with iron and other metals, the metallurgist created amulets or 
jewelry that had the function of keeping away evil spirits, encouraging 
fertility, or other qualities. He also played a major role in certain rites, 
such as those relating to the blacksmiths’ guild, the opening of a new mine, or initiations into the Männerbund (male society), especially in Germany, Scandinavia, and Japan.14

For blacksmiths, mastery of heat meant the control and manipulation of fire and heat in the smelting process. Yet we have noted that sparks were also said to fly from the hair and beard of Thor, suggesting intense body heat. For the shaman, such mastery meant producing heat from his own body. As mentioned in the introduction, still today some Tibetan Buddhist monks are able produce steam from their own bodies when meditating in the snow. Meditational techniques of heating or cooling the body are sometimes taught in the traditional Chinese martial arts as well.

In Vedic India, the weapon of Indra—the thunderbolt or vajra—was created from the skull of the sage Dadhichi. The vajra (meaning “hard one” or “mighty one”) was later adopted into the iconography of the more esoteric form of Buddhism, which incorporated pre-Buddhist elements, mostly in Tibet. Here, in Vajrayana (Diamond Vehicle) Buddhism, the vajra represents both the indestructible quality of enlightenment and the wrath of various deities, who destroy ignorance and other negative aspects of the psyche.

However, there are several closely related types of vajra depicted in Vajrayana iconography and used in its rituals. These are symmetrical and have three, five, or nine prongs at each end. Of those with five prongs in total, including one at the center, the four outer prongs represent the four elements: Fire, Water, Air, and Earth.

In Vajrayana Buddhism the spiritual weapon is also known as the Dorje (Lord of Stones), though meteoric iron is considered to be the best material for the creation of the object for ritual use, since this type of iron is considered to have come from the gods. Ordinary iron is also commonly used in its creation.15

The hammer of Thor was a sacred symbol to those pre-Christian European tribes that believed in the deity from whose name we derived the name of the day of the week, Thursday. As Christianity began to spread across Europe and as its people began, slowly, to convert to the new religion, the hammer of Thor was sometimes worn as a pendant and stylized to resemble the Christian cross.

The hammer has remained a symbol of some importance in the West. Most notably, in the form of the gavel—a ceremonial mallet—it is used by judges during legal trials, as well as by presiding officers of Masonic Lodges and within other fraternities and societies, to signal the end of specific sections of the proceedings, to maintain order, and so on. However, the hammer also appears in the symbolic illustrations of Renaissance alchemy, often in conjunction with the figure of Vulcan, symbolizing the art, which was concerned with the transformation of metals, with transforming plants into medicine, and, in many cases, with spiritual transformation.


TOOLS AS SYMBOLS

Where the craftsman takes on initiatory duties and identifies his vocation with spiritual as well as material transformation, we find that tools themselves are presented as signifying the mythic and moral qualities of the gods, or those cosmic laws that have been established by God, and which the initiate must develop within himself. To put it another way, where tools are identified with the Divine, the distinction or separation between the material and spiritual worlds—such as between heaven and earth—is rendered less evident. Divine law operates through the tool.

In European laboratory alchemy, one of the glass vessels used by the alchemist was named the Pelican, due in part to its large bulbous body and long tubes, each loosely resembling the bird’s neck. Yet the symbol of the pelican pecking at its breast and feeding its young with its own blood is also found in alchemical and Hermetic literature. The symbol was later adopted into Freemasonry, in the Rose Croix degree, which draws together Rosicrucian, Hermetic, and Roman Catholic symbolism in its ritual. As a symbol, the pelican is also related to Christ, who dies on the cross for humanity, as well as to the idea of self-sacrifice more broadly. And in a broader symbolic sense, the pelican can be related to God the Creator (the Monad, the Divine Craftsman) as an entity that creates—and sustains creation—from its own essence.

Tools play a large role in the ritual and symbolism of the foundational three “Craft” Masonic degrees. In this case, since the fraternity is concerned with man’s relationship to the “Great Architect of the Universe,” the tools presented to the initiate are those of architecture and building. Some of these relate to the exoteric, moral, or social obligations of the Freemason. The trowel represents cementing the brotherhood, or the substance of the bond between initiates of the fraternity. The level—used by stonemasons to ensure that floors and walls were created flat and did not slope—is emblematic of the fact that, as Brothers, members of the fraternity are considered to be on the same level. That is to say, they are regarded as being on the same journey, oriented toward the Good, sharing the same fraternal experiences, and so on.

Other Masonic emblems refer to the process of initiation and the development of the initiate. The most literal of these are the hammer, chisel, and stone or ashlar. 
As the stonemason uses the hammer and chisel to shape the rock into the building 
block, so the Freemason must refine himself, chipping away at his bad habits, 
weaknesses, and personal shortcomings.

Yet Masonic symbolism, like that of Hermeticism and other esoteric and spiritual systems, cannot be taken at the most literal level. This is not a case of a fraternity or esoteric Order disguising the truth, but of the initiate thinking for himself and pursuing his insights to their logical conclusion. Hence, according to the Craft Masonic Ritual, the beehive is an emblem of community and work, which we might relate to the Lodge itself. The ritual does not mention that the honeycomb is geometric in nature, being composed of hexagonal cells. Yet this is so obviously relevant, and so universally known, that it is impossible not to consider it of importance. Indeed, it is a natural example of the idea of the Creator, or the Great Architect, creating the material universe through geometry—an idea not only implicit in Freemasonry but also found in the writing of Iamblichus, Plato, and Pythagoras.




TOOLS

We have suggested that tools, language, and myth formed a primitive, or 
primordial, trinity of understanding. Here, then, we must recognize that, 
reflecting this, initiation consists in introducing the initiate to tools, procedures (tekhnē), and knowledge. If the initiation is of a spiritual nature, then the knowledge imparted is believed, by the initiators, to embody or illustrate the nature of the Divine and humanity’s—or the tribe’s—relationship to it. The initiate passes from mundane existence to a life that is rendered more archetypal through the contemplation of the tools (i.e., symbols) and the knowledge of his guild, school, or temple.

If we take martial arts as an example, the student learns to use parts of his body (e.g., the hands and feet) as tools to strike an opponent and to defend against strikes from an opponent. He will also learn various weapons, such as the sword, staff, and dagger. But beyond this he will also learn the lineage and history of his art, how to position the hands and body when in meditation, and how to bow when entering or leaving the temple, or dojo, and to the masters and students. (The most famous of the Chinese Kung Fu bows is made by holding the left palm against the right fist. It is generally regarded as representing yin and yang, heaven and earth, sun and moon, male and female, peace and war, and so on.)

In Tantra, the tools may be certain mudras (hand positions), mantras (a sacred sound or word formula), and yantras (metaphysical, geometrical diagrams). We have seen that in Freemasonry, the initiate learns of the spiritual significance of the stonemason’s tools. Zen Buddhist teachings, likewise, were articulated through such outwardly ordinary acts as polishing a mirror, the “tea ceremony” (Chado), 
or sword fighting (Kendo). In all cases, though, the tools connect the initiate to the Divine, or to the subtle energies and powers that affect the physical world.

Although we might examine each tool as it is understood by the masonic fraternity or other initiatic societies, we must grasp the overarching implication: there is no sharp division between the world, thoughts, or nature of the Divine and the created material universe. Our world embodies Divine principles, even if the uninitiated does not, in general, recognize or understand them.

Here, then, we must note that, in Chinese and Japanese culture, there is something called the “Way” (Tao or Do). It represents the natural and true way of things according to nature and those principles that underlie material existence. A river running its course embodies the Tao, but so, too, might the artist or the martial artist through his art or arts.

In both the East and the West, we find what the Confucianists call Chun-Tzu (the higher man) practicing and perfecting himself through not just the military arts such as archery or wrestling, but also through painting, ritual, the study of philosophy, poetry, meditation, and other more peaceful pursuits. And notably, the Olympic games—now a purely secular sporting event—originally had a religious function. The athletes were sacrificing themselves (i.e., their time, energy, and skills) to Zeus—father of the gods—through their performance.16

The use of earthly skills in spiritual pursuit can be found elsewhere. As with Roman Catholic Benedictine monasticism, in Zen Buddhism, we find an emphasis on work. In the former, monks have traditionally undertaken gardening or teaching, and Cistercians or “Trappist” monks are known for making wine, beer, or sometimes cheese. In Zen, the work performed is often more suitable for the type of meditation for which Zen Buddhism is known—focusing simply on the in-breath and out-breath, allowing the thoughts to rise and fall without pursuing them. Sweeping with a broom, raking a garden of pebbles, or polishing a mirror all provide the simple momentum to allow for concentrating on the breathing.

Nevertheless, expression of the Way does not end there. Influenced by Zen, ordinary things and activities become rituals. Flower arranging (Ikebana, “living flowers”) aims to create arrangements that are not necessarily pretty or multicolored but that embody the essence and energy of the season. The tea ceremony (Chado, “the Way of tea”) is not only a complex ritual of boiling water and making tea (which is a thick, strong green tea made from powder) while in the traditional kneeling position, but also one that is an expression of manners and respect between the host and guests. It is social and aesthetic, but at the same time it embodies and expresses the Way.

Understanding the Mystery as embodied in the ritual, and how the secrets and teachings—whether of Zen Buddhism, Freemasonry, or another tradition—are to be applied to his art and to the individual himself, is the duty and quest of the initiate or apprentice.

The ritual of initiation represents the journey that the initiate must make intellectually, spiritually, and in his actions. The tools, here, represent objects of contemplation, talismans reflecting and embodying 
divine law or the Divine Mind. With regard to the actual use of tools such as 
the brush of the painter or the sword of the martial artist, though these may not be regarded as symbols, it is through their use that the practitioner discovers the Way in a more dynamic sense—learning to focus, relax, and inhale or exhale when using the brush, for example, in order to perfect both the brushstroke and the artist himself.
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Mnemonic Initiation

At its most basic level, initiation is involved with memory. According to the ancient Greek philosopher Plato, the soul is immortal, and in passing through life and death, from one incarnation to the next, it acquires knowledge of both the physical world and the spiritual world.1 Fully developed human knowledge requires the recollection (anamnesis) of the knowledge that the soul retains. This—to remember one’s past incarnations—is what Aleister Crowley calls the “magical memory.” And for the magician, he says, there could be “no more important task.”2

Let us briefly consider some examples of where memory appears in myth and religion. At the Last Supper, Jesus broke bread and told his disciples that the bread was his body and that they should eat it “in remembrance of me” (I Corinthians 11:24). The central practice of Sufism is dhikr (“remembrance” of God). And in ancient and tribal societies where an oral tradition prevails, the initiate is, in a sense, the one who seeks to remember—both through ritual and, later informed by it, through his own actions—the thoughts or Nature of the gods or God.

Memorization was essential for ancient cultures, which, not possessing any form of writing, passed their knowledge down orally. Even after writing appeared, memorization remained highly important. In Islam, memorizing the entire Qur’an 
has long been considered a great achievement, and someone who manages this is given the honorific Hafiz (male) or Hafiza (female), meaning “one who memorizes” or “guardian.” Similarly, the Hindu texts of the Vedas continued to be passed down orally from one generation of brahmins (priests) to the next, since writing down the Vedas was considered sacrilegious. To remember the vast body of knowledge, brahmins would chant verses, remembering them both backward and forward.

Similar practices are evident in modern esoteric Orders. It is interesting to note, for example, that Freemasonry only emerged from the stonemasons’ guild in 1717 when a number of its members met, “in order, by conversation, to recollect*3 what had been formerly dictated to them.”3 The ritual and symbolism of Freemasonry is, then, to some extent a “recollection”—not only of what the early members could recall, but also in the sense that the initiate retraces the myth of Freemasonry, and retraces the steps of every Freemason before him. To reenact is to reembody a memory.

Memorization remains important to the Masonic fraternity. Its Lodges are, for example, ceremonially “opened” and “closed” with its officers reciting, from memory, a series of specifically worded questions and answers about their duties and functions. Ritual lectures are also often given from memory. And initiates themselves are often asked to recite answers to specific questions about Freemasonry, as they progress through the degrees to Master Mason, in a ritual catechism. In the USA, moreover, Masonic initiates are presented with small booklets with the questions and answers written in “cipher” with letters from each word removed, ensuring that they can only be read as an aid to memorization.

More importantly, after an initiation ritual, initiates were traditionally shown floor cloths or paintings (tracing boards) of the symbols of the degree that they had been initiated into. These instruments are mnemonic devices intended to help the lecturer remember what lessons he had to impart, and undoubtedly for the initiate to gain a clearer idea of, and to be able to remember, what was being spoken of. And in a certain sense, these depictions—of the sun, moon, and stars; temple; tools; columns; and so on—are talismans, representing particular states of consciousness or, more accurately, a particular type of character in the sense of the ancient Greek word (kharaktēr), meaning an “imprint” on the soul, for example with a particular type of morality, way of behaving, inclinations, and focus.4

Yet there is already something supernatural about memory itself. Memory, we might say, has a magical or occult quality. Bringing instantly back what has passed, it defies the very notion of a line connecting the past, present, and future. It defies time and it defies death. As such, it is unsurprising that we should find that death and memory can represent a large part of initiations into the Mysteries. After death, Orphic initiates were also dressed with a tablet of gold foil. These tablets were inscribed with instructions on how to reach paradise, or Elysium. Notably, the deceased was to travel to the “Lake of Memory” and drink from its waters.5

In Greek myth, the nine Muses—embodying and representing the arts of music, astronomy, dance, music, poetry, and so on—were the daughters of the god Zeus and the goddess Mnemosyne (memory). However, while the term muse (ultimately deriving from the Indo-European root men-, which referred to actions of thinking and remembering) has become associated with the artist’s model, and, as such, with the secular and with self-expression, the function of the Muses was to remember what was beyond the present physical realm. Each night, according to the poet Hesiod, the Muses would wander, veiled in “thick mist,” singing the praises of the gods and goddesses, and “all the other deathless ones.”6

Yet memory is not magical simply because it enables us to see again, in our mind’s eye, what has passed or those who have died. Like a talisman created to summon a spirit, memory unveils the remembered as still living beings. Places we visited long ago, the dead, and so on appear in dreams, uncontrolled by us—at times even defying our desires or expectations—as if they have a will of their own. Once we have recalled them in our memories, it seems—and must likewise have seemed to ancient man—that scenes, people, and so on from the past can recall themselves in our dreams, imposing their will and sometimes even transforming their appearance.

Here we are already close to the notion of astral projection, yet we have spoken about memory as magical in a general sense of the past returning to life through and in our consciousness. As with the initiate of later times, ancient man’s attention was given both to the world and to gods that created or govern it.

Whether as a sculptor or storyteller, it is the craftsman—one initiated into the guild and its secrets—who gave form to the gods and created the aesthetics of his society. In some cases, he is the creator of talismans in a literal sense, especially in the construction of temples, in which the powers or blessings of the gods are appealed to by the officiants of the religion, or that house the sacred relic or representation of Divinity. But the craftsman is also the creator of a talismanic world, infusing his culture with motifs and patterns that embody a kind of consciousness, or, we might say, a state of consciousness.

Hence, the aesthetics, faith or faiths, and beliefs about life and humanity are different in Russia, Tibet, Iran, France, America, and other lands. In this regard, we might note, for example, the emphasis on poverty and charity in Christianity in some parts of Europe (especially, perhaps, Ireland), which is quite a contrast to the prosperity gospel of the USA. And there is the difference that can be sensed between the church spire and the dome, with the spire representing, Oswald Spengler claimed, the “Faustian” will toward space and distance, while the dome indicates a cavernous feeling.7

We might think of these as representing a consciousness that wants to go outward and a consciousness that wants to go within. The medieval church of St. Oswald’s, Ashbourne, England, is known for its imposing 212-foot spire. As with many such churches, the interior is dominated by its stained-glass windows. Its structure makes space visible. St. Oswald’s presents a sharp contrast to a Russian Orthodox church with a domed roof and walls filled with icons of saints, bringing the divine realm within the structure, and exteriorizing the consciousness of the devout and enveloping him in it.

Every nation has its own “thought-form,” or spirit, according to Alice Bailey, though this is no less true of peoples and tribes that preceded, or remain distinct from, modernity.8 
The thought-form is a kind of Intelligence or spirit guiding the people, or, to 
put it another way, a kind of earthly god or demiurge that creates and gives 
form to the supernatural, to the spirit of a people, and to their connection to 
the Divine. We must stress that we are dealing with a total consciousness in which not only is the art and decoration of a culture representative of its spirit, but that spirit is also found in its literature, law, religion, and worldview. It is like light, refracted through a stained-glass window, beaming out separate colors, but yet a coherent and single picture.

Bailey suggests that all people create thought-forms, though the average person creates them unconsciously, out of their desires and actions. As such, all people are contributing to creating the thought form, or spirit, of their culture, though in many cases only by reinforcing long-held views or reenacting long-held traditions. Hence, even where a religion declines, both its beliefs and holidays are often carried over into secular society or into the new, ascendent religious faith.

However, it is the craftsman who consciously creates and is primarily responsible for manifesting the thought-form of his people, tribe, or nation and its zeitgeist. Whether through painting, metalwork, or—using the term “craftsman” more broadly—storytelling and law, he filters or interprets the light of Divinity, or the light of inspiration, according to his skill and understanding.

Two things are necessary to do this, says Bailey: the craftsman must 
communicate with the “Ego” or “Solar Angel,” and having done that, he must study 
his art and its methods and must make the process conform to “natural evolutionary law.”9 We might say that he has one eye on the physical world and one on the supernatural, such as we find represented in the myth of Odin sacrificing one eye to the well of Mimir (the rememberer), while keeping the other for viewing his present surroundings.

Of similar significance to the myth of Odin sacrificing one eye to Memory while retaining the other is the symbolism of the god’s two pet ravens, Huginn (Mind) and Muninn (Memory), which he sends out across the earth to gather information each day. The Prose Edda relates:

Huginn and Muninn hover each day

The wide earth over;

I fear for Huginn lest he fare not back,

Yet watch I more for Muninn.10

In contrast to the northern European dual conditions of thought (mind) and memory, as described above, in Kashmiri Shaivism (devotion to the god Shiva), cognition is regarded as having three components: jnana (knowledge), apohana (reasoning), and smarana (memory). All of these are necessary for true understanding, yet memory not only brings what we have seen or heard to life in the mind but also integrates our experiences, knowledge, and thoughts, expanding the consciousness. As the Shaivite mystic and philosopher Abhinavagupta (ca. 975–1025) said, remembrance creates unity out multiplicity.11 Memory places what is seen in context; in the case of the initiatic, the context is that of the mythic, spiritual, and supernatural.

Ancient or initiatic knowledge and understanding are radically different from the knowledge and understanding of modern man in one essential but all-encompassing sense. For modern man, the world and his society today are the product of competing material, political, and economic forces. As the superior intelligence and sole master of the destiny of the collective, modern man has made the world as it is. Yet he must also remake it, over and again, in the light of the newest social and scientific “discoveries.”

From a certain perspective, then, modern man is always trying to catch up to himself—to know who he really is and why he has the moral authority to cause change in the world—but, cutting away the past, which he always sees as tainted and inferior, he cannot achieve his desire to catch up to and know himself. Instead, he superimposes authority onto the future and imagines that whatever is new is closer to truth. All change is valid because it is “progress.” And progress leads to the future, which is imagined to embody Truth.

By contrast, ancient man saw himself as immersed in the world of myth and cyclical time, in which the encounters of the gods, giants, and other entities would play out, or, we could say, would be remembered, in physical forms and actions in the physical world.

In Phaedrus, Plato tells us that the souls attend to the gods before incarnating in animal or human form. In the latter case, because man has universal intelligence, he is able, from his observations, to develop “reason.” Yet this power of thinking is itself only the “recollection” of what the soul had seen when attending to Zeus, chief of the gods. He tells us also that if someone’s soul had been one of the attendants of Zeus, he or she will look for someone with a soul like the god’s, because “their recollection clings to him, and they become possessed of him, and receive from him their character and disposition, so far as man can participate in God.”12

Language plays a significant role in the recollection of the spiritual. The term myth itself is derived from the Greek mythos (meaning “narrative speech”), while the term religion, according to Cicero, is derived from relegere—from re- (again) and legere (to read)—meaning “to reread or retrace.” And to retrace is to attempt to recollect or remember.

As the philosopher Owen Barfield remarked, in common words—whose roots run back into prehistory—the “souls” of ancient peoples and individuals “stand around us, not dead,” but crystallized.13 Barfield—who was part of the British “Inklings” group, along with J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis—suggests that among the common words of significance here are cereal and panic, the former rooted in the name of the Roman goddess of corn and flowers, Ceres, and the latter from the ancient Greek nature god Pan.14

In antiquity, language, words, and even letters were sometimes connected to the esoteric or to religious knowledge, perhaps the best-known example being that of the Jewish esoteric text Sefer Yetzirah, which describes how the universe was created out of Hebrew letters. Yet, as the above examples make clear, language has become secularized. Its very nature has changed, from concerning itself with meaning—especially in regard to man, society, nature, and the gods—to being concerned with the isolated individual and with technicality.
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