




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































204 SEVENTY-EIGHT DEGREES OF WISDOM

casual shuffler will suddenly find her or himself confronted
with a powerful image of an entire life. For the reader such
moments carry an intense excitement.

Even the question itself may not matter. People can ask
about how their work is going, and receive an answer about
their new love affair, especially if that question occupies their
mind more than the one they asked. Or, as in the case of the
woman who found her sexuality blocked by conflicts with her
father, the reading may answer the question by bringing up
unexpected material from some other area.

How do we know, then, what the reading tells us? Some
things become obvious from the images of the cards. If we ask
about work and the Lovers and the Two of Cups appear, then
the reading will probably concern not work but love. As a
beginning reader, however, you cannot expect to uncover all
subtleties. Experience alone will help you find your way to the
heart of the labyrinth. As you continue with readings vou will
find yourself able to sense these things. And the heightened
perception will carry over to other areas of your life as well.

Sometimes, no matter what our experience or the sharpness
of our intuition, we will make mistakes. We might look at the
Lovers symbolically when it predicts a love affair with a
person the subject still has not met. From this inability to
know exactly what the cards mean we can actually learn a
very valuable lesson. We become aware of Ignorance. I have
capitalized this term because of its essential quality. While
most of the knowledge we build up in life is really quite
superficial and external, Ignorance lies at the very base of our
existence. First of all, we are ignorant of the true nature of
things. What we know of the world is bounded by our sense
organs. For us to see the words on this page, light must
bounce off them to be collected by our eyes. Then the optic
nerve carries impulses to the brain, which converts the
impulses into others, arranging them into meaningful patterns
our consciousness understands as language. But we cannot
directly know, in the sense of mergmg with something out
there. We can only convert the universe into impulses,
patterns, symbols.

Similarly, because we exist in physical form, we must work
out our lives in the boundaries of time. This means, among
other things, that we cannot realize all our potential, because
we must always choose to do one thing and not another with



WHAT WE LEARN FROM TAROT READINGS 205

the few years available to us. A person with the ability to
become both a dancer and a businessman will have to choose
one over the other. And which ever he chooses he will have to
work for years before he can actually achieve his goal. Time
means also that we often cannot know the consequences of
actions we take, simply because the consequences might not
appear until years in the future. Sometimes the consequences
of our actions appear not to us but to other people. Something
we do in a certain place may affect people there long after we
have moved, or even died. Quite simply, time means things
must happen before we can know about them.

Meditation with the Eight of Swords as a Gate can increase
our awareness of Ignorance. Tarot readings — and the
mistakes we make as we try to interpret them — can demon-
strate Ignorance more directly. A Tarot reading actually
reaches beyond time, bringing out the true pattern that
includes past and future. The random pattern of the cards
leads us to bypass the limitations of consciousness. And yet
that limited consciousness must interpret the reading.
Therefore, at one and the same time, we experience the true
state of the universe, in which all things exist together, and our
own extremely limited time-bound knowledge of it. We
experience both truth and ignorance.

The other side of [gnorance is Certitude, the state of
knowing reality, rather than the impressions and symbols our
limited consciousness forms from it. Many people consider
ecstasy, or oneness with the light of God, as the supreme goal
of the mystic or occultist. But as the Major Arcana of the
Tarot demonstrates, the lightning bolt of ecstasy forms only a
step along the way. The true goal is Certitude, the state of
knowing where before we could only guess.

What is the real cause of any single action? What will its
consequences be, not just to the person who has acted, but to
others, both known and unknown? Those few people who
have achieved Certitude can see the causes and consequences
within the action itself. The rest of us can only guess about
these and a thousand other things. We remain Ignorant.

But even if we cannot guess at the true interpretation of a
Tarot reading, the reading itself reaches beyond that time-
bound Ignorant state. The reading carries Certitude, il not the
reader. And if we work enough with cards, comparing our
interpretations with subsequent events, becoming more and




206 SEVENTY-EIGHT DEGREES OF WISDOM

more involved with the pictures, developing our intuition, then
sometimes we can get experiences of Certitude. of knowing the
true meaning of something. While such experiences carry
their own value, they serve us most by giving us a sense of
direction. They help us perceive what we want to achieve.

Finally, the practice of Tarot reading teaches us something
else. Because the cards are not neutral in their attitude to life,
because they embody certain approaches and beliefs, and
renounce others, they change us. We begin over time — always
over time — to see the balance of things, the steady harmony
within the constant shift and flow of life. We become aware of
the Strangeness always waiting beyond our ordinary
experience, we learn to recognize the gifts we receive [rom
existence, and our own responsibility to understand and use
them. Most of all, we begin to grasp the truth the Tarot
always urges upon us — that the universe the whole universe,
lives. And what we can know of ourselves we can know of
everything.
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