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K N O W LED G E JO U R N E Y S  T O  T H E  N O R T H

By Chwang Tsze

i. When Knowledge had made a journey to the North, passing 
the region of the Sombre Water, and ascending the Mountain 
of the Imperceptible Slope, he met Speechless Inaction and 
inquired of him as follows: “ By what process o f reflection 
and meditation may Tao be known? Where should we dwell 
and how should we act to find our rest in Tao? From what 
beginning, and by what way, may Tao be made our own?”

To these three questions Speechless Inaction made no reply. 
It was not only that he did not answer, but that he could not 
do so.

Knowledge, receiving no reply, turned to the South and 
passing Clear Water he ascended Doubt Dispelling Mountain, 
where he met Headstrong Impulse, and to him he put the same 
questions, and received the immediate reply: “ Ah! I know, I 
will tell you. . . .”  But as he was about to speak, he forgot that 
which he would say.

When Knowledge again received no reply, he retraced his 
steps to the Royal Palace and asked the Yellow Emperor.

Hwang-Ti replied: “ By refraining from the processes of 
reflection and meditation, Tao may be known. By not dwelling, 
by not acting, we may find our rest in Tao. From having no 
beginning and by following no way, Tao may be made our 
own.”

Then Knowledge said to the Yellow Emperor, “ You and I 
know this, but the other two do not. Who is right?”

Hwang-Ti replied: “ O f those two, Speechless Inaction is 
most truly right, and Headstrong Impulse makes a near ap-
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proach to truth, but you and I are wrong, for as it has been 
said, ‘He who knows the Tao tells it not: he who tells it, knows 
it not.’* Thus the Sage teaches his doctrines without the use of 
speech.”

Tao cannot be compelled, T eh f cannot be reached. Benevo
lence may be practised. Justice may be misdirected. Expediency 
is an imposition.

Therefore it has been said:
“ When Tao is not seen, Teh appears.

When Teh is not seen, benevolence appears.
When benevolence is not seen, order and expediency appear.
But expediency is the mere shadow of right and truth: 

it is the beginning of disorder.

Therefore it is further said:
“ By the pursuit of Tao we are daily diminished.
We are diminished and yet more diminished until we come i 

to Wu-Wei—mystical action-in-inaction.
By the practice of Wu-Wei there is nothing that cannot be 

done.” §

Consider a manifested thing. I f  we should wish to make it 
revert to its original condition, how difficult this would be. > 
Only a Great Man could accomplish this.

Life is the follower o f death. Death is the precursor of life. 
Yet who is acquainted with the Arranger of this sequence? 
Life results from the convergence of the Ch’i.|| Its convergence 
is life, its dispersion death. I f  life and death are thus attendant 
the one upon the other, where is to be found a basis for sorrow?

Therefore all things are a Unity. Life is accounted delightful 
because it is beautiful and wondrous; death is regarded with 
horror because it is loathsome and putrid. But the loathsome 
and putrid is again transformed into the beautiful and wondrous, 
and the beautiful and wondrous is reconverted into the loath
some and putrid. Therefore it has been said: “ Throughout the

* See The Simple Way of Lao Ts2e, Shrine Manual No. 8, p. n.
t  Teh is the manifestation o f Tao. It is sometimes translated 

Virtue. See The Simple Way, p. 29.
X See The Simple Way, xxxviii, p. 33.
§ See The Simple Way, xlviii, p. 45.

|| Ch’i, breath, vital fluid. See Shrine of Wisdom, No. 92, p. 1?I.
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entire world there is but one Ch’i. Sages therefore venerate 
Unity.”

Then Knowledge said to the Yellow Emperor: “ I asked
Speechless Inaction, but he did not answer me. Not that he 
would not: he could not. Then I asked Headstrong Impulse. 
He was just about to tell me, but he did not do so. Not that he 
would not, but as he was on the point o f telling me, he forgot 
what it was he would tell me. Now I ask you, and you tell me. 
How then are you wrong?”

The Yellow Emperor replied: “ Speechless Inaction was most 
truly right because he did not know. Headstrong Impulse was 
near to truth because he forgot. You and I are wrong because 
we know.”

When Headstrong Impulse heard this he considered that the 
Yellow Emperor had expressed himself wisely.

2. The Universe (Yang and Yin) is very beautiful, yet it does 
not proclaim itself. The four seasons are distinctive, but do not 
discuss their differences. A ll things conform to the universal 
order, yet they say nothing.

The servant of Tao, realizing the perfect beauty o f the 
universe, attains understanding. Yet even the keen and most 
exquisite intelligence of man, faced with the countless trans
formations of things: the dead and the living, the square and 
the round, cannot completely reach their root and origin, in 
which from the beginning o f time is preserved the mystery of 
their being.

Limitless as is the space enclosed by the six cardinal points,* 
yet all is included within the boundaries set by Tao. Small as is 
an autumn spikelet in its minuteness, yet to Tao it owes its 
completeness of form. There is nothing under Heaven that does 
not rise and fall, but their continuity is preserved through Tao. 
The Yin and Yang, and the four seasons keep their proper 
order. Now they appear to be lost in obscurity, yet in reality 
subsisting; the material gliding away into formlessness, only 
the immaterial remaining. This is the law of creation which 
passes all understanding. This is called the Root and Origin; 
by it we may obtain a glimpse of Heavenly Tao.

* North, South, East, West, Zenith and Nadir.
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3. Yeh Ch’ueh inquired o f P’i I concerning Tao. The latter 
said: “ I f  you keep your body properly controlled, and centre 
your thoughts upon the One, the harmony of the Heavenly 
Tao will descend upon you. Set a watch upon your knowledge, 
and centre your thoughts upon the One, and that which is 
spiritual will abide with you. The attributes of Tao will be 
your beauty. Tao Itself shall establish you, with the simplicity 
o f a new-born calf, unconscious o f how it came into the world.”

While P ’i was still speaking, Yeh Ch’ueh went to sleep; at 
this the former greatly rejoiced and departed singing:

“ His body is like unto dry bones.
His mind is akin to emberless ashes.
This is the perfection of wisdom.
He strives not to know the whence.
Dark and obscure is his mind.
He neither plans nor counsels.
What manner of man is he?”

4. Shun asked Ch’eng (his tutor): “ Can one possess Tao so 
that it is made one’s own?”  “ Your body is not your own,” 
replied Ch’eng, “ how then should Tao be?”  “ If my body is not 
my own,”  said Shun, “ pray tell me whose it is?”  “ It is the 
bodily form entrusted to you by Heaven and Earth,”  replied 
Ch’eng. “ Your life is not your own, for it is the harmony of 
Yang and Yin entrusted to you by Heaven and Earth. Your 
individuality is not your own, for it is entrusted to you by 
Heaven and Earth to adapt it as you will. Your posterity are 
not your own. They are the exuviae* entrusted to you by 
Heaven and Earth.

“ You move but know not how. You are at rest and know not 
why. You taste but know not the cause. These are the influence 
of Yang upon Heaven and Earth. How then can one possess 
Tao so that it is made one’s own?”

5. Confucius said to Lao Tsze: “ To-day you are at leisure, 
therefore I venture to ask you about the Perfect Tao.”

“ Purge your mind by fasting and discipline,”  answered Lao 
Tsze. “ Wash your soul as white as snow, and lay aside your 
knowledge. Tao is a subject of boundless depth and difficult to 
fathom. I will, however, explain to you its salient features.

* Exuviae: the skins cast off by reptiles.
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“Light is bom of darkness; the soul from Tao; the body 
from Ch’i. After this, all things produce after their kind. 
Creatures with nine apertures are born from the womb, and 
those with eight from the egg.* O f their coming there is no 
trace, and their departure leaves behind no monument. They 
enter by no gate, they possess no dwelling-place, they pass and 
re-pass as though at a meeting o f cross-roads.

“Those who seek and find the Tao become strong o f limb, 
subtle of thought, acute of hearing, and clear o f vision. They 
suffer no mental fatigue. They completely dominate their 
environment.

“Heaven is essentially high. Earth is essentially broad. The 
sun and moon essentially revolve. A ll creatures essentially 
flourish. This is the operation o f their Tao.

“This may not be known by extensive study, nor made clear 
by reasoning, the true Sage passes beyond both these methods. 
By addition without gain, and di munition without loss, the 
true Sage preserves the way of Heavenly Tao.

“Unfathomable as the sea, ending in splendour only to begin 
again, sustaining all creation without becoming exhausted; 
even so the Tao of the Perfected Man is spontaneous in its 
operations. That upon which all things together depend: this is 
the Perfect Tao.

“Consider a man born in the Middle Kingdom, recognizing 
neither the Yin nor the Yang, and dwelling between Heaven 
and Earth. Only for the present is he mortal, and then he 
returns to his original source.

“Viewed thus, life is but a concentration o f Ch’i. Though a 
man may live to a great age, or die early, the difference is but a 
trifle—hardly time enough to classify the goodness o f Yao or 
the iniquity of Chieh.f

“ The fruits of trees and creeping plants display their various 
characteristics, and although relationships o f men present more 
difficulties than these, they may still be reduced to order. The 
true Sage, when he meets with these, does not violate them, nor 
does he hold to them with rigidity. Adaptation by arrangement 
is Teh. Spontaneous adaptation is Tao, and it is thus that 
sovereigns flourish and princes have their being.

* All according to type.
f  Chinese historical characters possessing these characteristics.
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“ The life o f man between Heaven and Earth is like a white 
colt passing a crevice: suddenly it has already shot past. All 
men are subject to the coming and going of mortality. By one 
transformation they live, by another they die. Living creatures 
cry out, human beings sorrow; but it is only the removal of the 
bow-sheath, the discarding of the clothes-bag. In the confusion 
the soul wings its flight and the body follows its own laws. 
This is the Great Returning Home.

“ The reality o f the formless and the unreality of that which 
has form— this is common knowledge. Those who are on the 
road to attainment are unconscious of these things, but the 
unenlightened discuss them. Attainment implies non-discussion: 
discussion implies non-attainment. Even the most clear-sighted 
do not see Tao, and it is better to be silent than to reason about 
it. As it cannot be translated into speech, it is better to say 
nothing at all. This is called the Great Attainment.”

6. Tung Kuo Tsze asked Chwang Tsze, “ That which you 
call Tao, where is it to be found?”  Chwang Tsze replied, 
“ There is no place where it is not.”

“ Tell me one place where it is,”  said Tung Kuo Tsze. “It is 
in the ant,”  replied Chwang Tsze.

“ Give a lower instance.”
“ It is in the tare.”
“ Still lower.”
“ It is in an earthenware tile.”
“ Surely that is the lowest?”
“ It is in excrement.”
And to this Tung Kuo Tsze made no reply.
“ Your questions, worthy sir, do not touch the essential 

nature o f Tao,”  continued Chwang Tsze. “ When Huo, the 
superintendent of the market, asked the inspector about the 
fatness o f pigs, the test was invariably made in the parts least 
likely to be fat. You should not specify any particular thing. 
There is no single thing without Tao, thus it is the Perfect Tao. 
I f  we call it the Exalted Tao it is the same. ‘Complete,’ ‘All- 
embracing,’ ‘ the Whole,’ are three terms which sound differently 
but have a similar meaning. Their purpose is one.

“ Try to reach with me the place o f Nowhere, and there amid 
universal identity, carry your discussion into the infinite. Or
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imagine that we were together in the region o f Non-action; 
should we say that Tao was Simplicity and Stillness, or In
difference and Purity, or Harmony and Ease? My mind would 
become an abstraction. It would not wander, and yet it would 
not be conscious of being at rest. It would go and come with
out recognizing obstructions. Backward and forward, uncon
scious of any goal. Here and there, it would traverse 
the limitless waste, even its inexhaustibility being unknown.

“That which makes things what they are, is not limited to 
such things. The limits of things are their own limits in so far 
as they are things. Tao is the limit o f the limitless and the 
boundlessness of the unbounded.

“We postulate fullness and emptiness; renovation and decay. 
Tao produces fullness and emptiness, but it is neither fullness 
nor emptiness; it produces renovation and decay, but it is 
neither renovation nor decay; it produces root and branches, 
but it is neither root nor branch; it produces accumulation and 
dispersion, but it is neither accumulated nor dispersed.”

7. A-ho Kan and Shen Nung studied together under Lao 
Lung Chi.

It was the custom of Shen Nung to retire to his room by day, 
and leaning his head upon the table to become absorbed in 
dreams.

Once at midday A-ho Kan knocked at his door and entering 
said, “Lao Lung is dead!”

Thereupon Shen Nung, leaning upon his staff, arose. Then 
flinging aside his staff with a crash he laughed and said, “ O my 
Master, thou knowest me to be arrogant and self-sufficient, and 
did’st cast me off and die. Now that there is no one to correct 
my heedless words, I too will d ie!”

Yen Kang, who had come to condole, heard these words and 
said, “ Those who exemplify Tao are ever sought for by superior 
men. Now if one who had not attained to more of Tao than the 
ten-thousandth part of the tip of an autumn spikelet, is still 
wise enough to withhold vain words about it and die, how much 
more those who exemplify Tao? To the eye it is formless. To 
the ear it is soundless. To discuss Tao is to become obscure. 
The Tao that may be discussed is not Tao.”

At this point Exalted Purity asked Infinitude, “ Do you know
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Tao?”  “ I do not,”  replied Infinitude; whereupon Exalted 
Purity asked Inaction. “ I do know Tao,”  said Inaction.

“ Is there a method by which you know Tao?” asked Exalted 
Purity.

“ There is,”  replied Inaction.
“ What is it?”  asked Exalted Purity. “ I know,” answered 

Inaction, “ that Tao may honour and dishonour, bind and 
loose. This is the method by which I know Tao.”

Exalted Purity then repeated these sayings to No-beginning, 
asking him which was right, the ignorance of Infinitude, or the 
knowledge o f Inaction.

“ Not to know,”  replied No-beginning, “ is profound. To 
know, is shallow. Not to know is internal. To know is ex
ternal.”

Here Exalted Purity said with a sigh, “ Then ignorance is 
knowledge, and knowledge is ignorance! It seems that true 
knowledge is the knowledge of not knowing!”

“ Tao,”  said No-beginning, “ cannot be heard. Heard, it is not 
Tao. It cannot be seen. Seen, it is not Tao. It cannot be ex
pressed in words. So expressed, it is not Tao. That which 
imparts form to forms is Itself Formless, Tao, therefore, may 
not be named.”

No-beginning continued, “ I f  one asks about Tao and another 
answers him, neither o f them knows it. He who asks has never 
learned Tao. He asks that which may not be asked; and he who 
answers, answers where answer is impossible. To ask a question 
which may not be asked is vain. To answer a question which 
may not be asked is unreal. One who thus encounters the vain 
and the unreal, has no real knowledge of the universe, and no 
mental perception o f the Great Beginning. Therefore they can
not make the ascent o f the Khwanlun Peak* or soar into the 
Great Void.”

8. Brilliant Effulgence asked Non-entity, “ Worthy Sir, do 
you exist, or do you not exist?”

Obtaining no answer to his question Brilliant Effulgence 
looked steadfastly for the appearance of Non-entity which was 
that of hidden vacuity.

All the day long he looked for it but could not see it; listened 
* The Sacred Mountain of Taoism.
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for it but could not hear it; grasped for it but could not seize it.
“Splendid!” cried Brilliant Effulgence, “ Who can equal this?

I can non-exist, but I cannot reach a state o f non-existing non
existence, for reaching a state o f non-existence I should still 
exist. How then can I arrive at a state o f non-existent non
existence?”

9. The forger of swords for the Minister o f War was eighty- 
years of age, yet he had not lost the minutest fraction o f his 
ability. The Minister said to him, “ Worthy Sir, you are indeed 
skilful, but have you any special method that makes you so?”

“It is a question of concentration,”  replied the sword-maker. 
“When I was twenty years o f age I began to forge swords. I 
looked at nothing else but swords. By constant practice I could 
make a sword instinctively. In time one acquires ability in any 
art continually pursued with diligence. What success does not 
depend upon this?”

10. Jen Ch’in asked Confucius, “ Can we know how it was 
before Heaven and Earth existed?”

“We can,”  replied Confucius. “ It was the same then as now.”
Jen Ch’in said no more and withdrew. The next day, how

ever, he again visited Confucius, and said, “ Yesterday when I 
asked you that question, your answer seemed quite clear to me, 
but today I am confused. I venture to ask you to explain this.”

“ Your clearness of yesterday,”  answered Confucius, “ was the 
result of your mind’s intuitive grasp. Your confusion of today 
results from the uninspired activities o f your lower mental 
processes.

“ In such a problem there is no past, no present, no beginning, 
no ending. To have posterity before posterity exists— is this 
possible?”

Jen Ch’in made no reply, and Confucius continued, “ It is 
well. There is no need for you to reply. We cannot with life 
give life to death; we cannot with death give death to life. 
Death and life must each be awaited, yet there is that which 
contains them both in one comprehension.* Was that which 
was before Heaven and Earth a thing? That which produced 
things and gave to each its appropriate form, was not Itself a 

* Namely Tao.
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thing. Things were produced, and therefore could not be 
before things as cause, as if  there had been things endlessly i 
producing one another.

“ The limitless love o f the Sage for his fellow men is based 
upon this same principle.”

i i . Yen Yuan asked Confucius, saying, “ Master, I have 
heard you say that there should be no eagerness to conform, 
and no effort to adapt. I f  this is so, I venture to ask how we 
may progress?”

Confucius replied, “ The men o f old amid all external changes, 
did not change internally. The men of today change internally, 
but ignore external changes. Let your modification extend to 
the external only. Internally be constant without modification.

“ How shall you modify, and how shall you not modify? 
How reconcile the divergence? By not admitting any division.

“ There was the garden o f Fsi Wu, the park of the Yellow 
Emperor, the palace o f Shun and the halls of T ’ang and Wu.* 
These were perfect men, but had they been taught by mere 
Literati, they would have exhausted themselves with scholastic 
quibbles. How much more then the men of the present day!

“ The perfect Sage in his relations with others does not 
wound them; and they who do not wound others, cannot be 
wounded by them. Only he who is thus exempt can be trusted 
to conform and to adapt.

“ Mountain forests and marshy wastes make me joyful and 
glad, but before the joy is altogether ended, sadness is again 
upon me. Joy and sadness come and go, and over them I have 
no control.

“ Alas, the life o f man is but as a sojourn at an inn. Man 
knows that which comes within the range of his experience. 
Beyond this he does not know. He knows that he can do what 
he can do, and that he cannot do what he cannot do, but there 
is always that which he does not know, and that which he 
cannot do. To struggle to avoid that which cannot be avoided, 
is this not sad?

“ The most perfect speech is that which is not spoken. The 
most perfect form of action is that which is never performed. 
Spread out your knowledge and it will be found to be shallow.” 

* Places of schools of learning of the past.
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G E O R G IU S G E M IS T U S  P L E T H O

Georgius Gemistus Pletho was the great scholar and Neo- 
Platonist who in the fifteenth century introduced the teachings 
of Plato into Italy and thus was the first o f the great pioneers o f 
the revival of learning in Florence.

He was born at Constantinople in 1390, but little is known 
of his early life. At thirty-six years o f age he held an important 
post under the Emperor of the East, John Paleologus, at 
Mistra, the site of ancient Sparta in the Peloponnese. He was 
renowned for his great learning in all branches o f knowledge, 
from which he was named Gemistus, “ the full.”  But his chief 
interest was in the fields o f Platonic philosophy and theology, 
and he is said to have chosen the Greek name Pletho, “ the 
full,”  in preference to Gemistus, on account o f its similarity in 
sound to the name Plato. One of his main objects was to bring 
back into the world Platonic ideas and principles and thus to 
hasten the decay of the degenerate form of scholasticism which 
at this time had become little more than a formal and meta
physical exercise. He was the teacher o f Emanuel Chrysoloras, 
the great promoter of Grecian literature in Italy. Pletho engaged 
in many controversies with the upholders o f Aristotelianism, 
both in the East and the West, and one o f his writings deals 
with the differences between the Platonic and Aristotelian 
teachings.

In the year 1438 a general council was held at Florence for 
the purpose of settling certain disputed points o f doctrine and 
organization between the Greek and Roman Churches with a 
view to their union. It was attended by Pope Eugenius and 
several of his cardinals, by the Emperor o f the East, and by the 
Greek Patriarch and his Metropolitans. On each side six repre
sentatives of high rank and great learning had been chosen to 
conduct the discussions. One of the representatives o f the 
Greek Church was Pletho.

At Florence, a short time before the council met, Cosmo de 
Medici had been invested for the second time with the office o f 
Gonfaloniere, and to him fell the duty of receiving the eminent 
visitors and providing for their entertainment. He was head of 
one of the wealthiest and most powerful o f the great families o f
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Florence and on his return from exile two years before had 
taken over the government of the city and had set up a demo
cratic constitution. He was greatly beloved by the people for 
his wise and enlightened administration, the generosity with 
which he dedicated his wealth to the service of mankind, and 
his encouragement o f learning, for he founded libraries and 
welcomed scholars o f all nationalities.

In the intervals between the sessions of the council Pletho 
found many opportunities for lecturing on Platonic philosophy.
In the preface to his translation o f the works of Plotinus, 
Ficino writes : “ Cosmo often attended to hear the Greek philo
sopher, Gemistus Pletho, well-nigh a second Plato, discourse , 
concerning the Platonic mysteries, and he was so much moved 
by his eloquence that he determined to establish a Platonic 
Academy at the very first seasonable opportunity.” Inspired 
by the influence o f Pletho, Cosmo intensified his former 
efforts in the cause o f Platonism, encouraging the teaching 
o f Greek and giving support to many Greek scholars, some 
o f whom were sent far and wide to search for manuscripts, 
many o f which were discovered and bought by his agents. It f 
was not long before he was able also, with the help of Pletho, • 
to gather together a number o f notable men, known to history 
as the Florentine Neo-Platonists, who formed the nucleus of 
the new Academy and soon attracted many of the most able 
men of the day. At their assemblies certain passages of Plato 
were read, discussed and expounded by those present.

One project which Cosmo had long desired to carry out was 
the translation into Latin o f the various Greek texts which he 
had collected. This was a particularly important work because 
few scholars were familiar with the Greek language, and the 
Latin works introduced by the Arabian Neo-Platonists had 
been made from translations into Arabic of Syriac versions, so 
that there was a possibility o f error. With a view to the work of 
translation and also to that o f presiding over the Academy and 
providing for its continuity, Cosmo selected an exceptionally 
intelligent boy, Marsilio Ficino, the son o f his chief physician, 
and entrusted his education in Greek philosophy to Pletho. 
Ficino fully justified the hopes o f his two patrons and friends, 
and devoted his life to the study o f philosophy and the work of 
translation.
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The influence of the universal conceptions o f Neo-Platonism 
soon spread beyond Florence, playing their part in every aspect 
of the great awakening and enlargement o f men’s minds which 
was taking place all over Europe. One o f the disciples o f Pletho 
was the famous Cardinal Bessarion who became Bishop o f Nice. 
His influence upon the leaders o f the Church was greater than 
that of Pletho, some of whose works came to be looked upon 
as heretical, and who was suspected by some to have a greater 
regard for the theology of Plato than for the Christian theology.

In 1441 Pletho was again occupying a post in the Pelopon- 
nese where, like Cosmo de Medici and his grandson Lorenzo, 
he had an opportunity o f putting into practice the principles he 
upheld. Pletho is said to have lived for one hundred years, and 
he must have been a witness o f the impetus given to Neo- 
Platonism as a result o f the fall o f Constantinople which was 
captured by the Turks in 1453. In the general devastation the 
great libraries were destroyed, but some of their treasures were 
rescued by scholars who fled to Florence taking with them any 
manuscripts they could seize. About the middle o f the fifteenth 
century, also, the invention of printing led to the possibility of 
a rapid diffusion of the new teachings, and many Greek manu
scripts when translated were circulated throughout the western 
world to exercise a lasting influence upon the minds of men.

The most important of the published works o f Pletho are:

1. Treatises On the Distinction between Flato and Aristotle as Philo
sophers.

2. On the Religion of Zoroaster, in which are given a synthesis of the 
Platonic philosophy and twelve fundamental principles of the 
Platonic Theology.

3. Arguments from Nature concerning God.
4. On Fate.
5. On the Virtues.
6. Two Orations on the social and political reform of the consti

tution of the Peloponnese.
7. Several volumes of extracts from Plutarch, Diodorus Siculus, 

and other ancient authors.
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T H E  A C T IV I T IE S  O F T H E  SOUL

From Plotinus, Ennead III, Lib. ix*

A  human soul is illuminated when it ascends to that which 
is superior to it, for there it meets with true Being Itself: 
when it declines to that which is inferior to itself it falls into 
non-being: it does this whenever it descends to its lower self. 
For, desirous to become intimate with itself, it produces that 
which is inferior to itself, namely an image of itself which we 
call non-being (the body). It falls as it were into a vacuum, 
becomes indeterminate, and the image o f this image (matter) 
is indefinite and entirely obscure. For it is absolutely devoid 
o f all rational and intellectual nature, and is most distant from 
real Being. The soul occupies an intermediate region (between 
intellect and body) which is its own proper domain; when it 
again looks to the inferior region, by a second glance of the 
eyes as it were, it forms an image (the body) and, delighted 
with this image, enters into it.

It is necessary that the soul should be as it were sight or 
vision, and that the object seen by it should be intellect. Sight 
is indeterminate before it sees, but its natural function is to 
see and understand. The relation o f the soul to intellect is the 
same as that o f matter to form.

Contemplating ourselves it is plain that we either behold 
our intellectual nature or we are deceived as to the appre
hension. If, therefore, we think and think ourselves, we un
questionably think an intellectual nature. Wherefore prior to 
this intellection there is another intellection which is as it were 
quiescent. And this is the intellection o f essence and of life. 
So that prior to this life and essence there is another life and 
essence. These therefore are seen as so many energies. But if 
intellects are energies or activities whose essential function is 
self-contemplation or self-comprehension we will indeed truly 
possess the intelligible within ourselves.

* From the translation o f T. M. Johnson.
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R E B IR T H

Whosoever by His Mercy hath gained the Birth in God, having 
relinquished the body’s senses, knowing himself to be Life and 
Light, is made stable and immutable by God, and is filled with 
Bliss. — Hermes Trismegistus

And this is death: I understand it all.
New being waits me; new perceptions must 
Be born in me before I plunge therein;
Which last is Death’s affair; and while I speak 
Minute by minute he is filling me 
With power; and while my foot is on the threshold 
Of boundless life. — Robert Browning

Nirvana is not the annihilation of life but its enlightenment, 
it is not the nullification of human passions and aspirations, 
but their purification and ennoblement. — Suzuki

See, thou beloved soul, thou wast gone out from G od ; but 
His love caught hold of thee again; and then came the fulfilling 
of the Promise. —Jacob Boehme

We live by the desire to live ; we live by choice; by will, by 
thought, by virtue, by the vivacity o f the laws which we obey, 
and obeying share their life. — Emerson

Annihilate the selfhood in m e: be Thou all my life.
— William Blake

He who attains Purity and Stillness enters into the Immutable 
T a o . — The Classic of Purity

If this birth really happens no creature can hinder thee, all 
points thee to God and this birth. — Eckhart

Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again.
—Jesus the Christ
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T H E  G N O S T IC  P O W E R S  O F TH E SOUL

From a Dissertation on the Philosophy of Aristotle 

by Thomas Taylor

In order to understand the dogmas of Aristotle respecting 
the soul, it is necessary to speak in the first place of the powers 
o f the soul, and show in how many ways they are divided, 
and what appellation each of them is allotted. In the next place 
it is requisite to enumerate the opinions of the ancients respect
ing these powers; and in the third place, to unfold from division 
the true opinion concerning them.

In the first place then, psychical powers (or powers belong
ing to the soul) receive a twofold division. For some of them 
are rational, but others irrational.

And each o f these powers is again divided in a twofold 
respect. For o f the rational powers, some are vital and orectic 
(or pertaining to appetites), but others are gnostic. In a similar 
manner, also, the irrational powers are divided.*

Again, the rational and gnostic powers of the soul receive 
a triple division. For one of them is opinion, another is dianoia, 
and another is intellect.

Opinion, therefore, is conversant with the universal which 
is in sensibles; since it has a knowledge of this. For it knows 
that every man is a biped, and that all colour is the object of 
sight alone. And, further still, it knows the conclusions of the 
dianoetic energy, but has no knowledge of the causes of these 
conclusions. For it knows that the rational soul is immortal, 
but it does not know why it is immortal, because this is the 
province o f dianoia. But it is the province of opinion to know 
only that it is immortal. Hence opinion is that power which 
knows the universal in sensibles, and the conclusions of the 
dianoetic energy, whence also opinion is well defined in the 
Sophista of Plato to be the termination of dianoia. For the 
dianoetic power syllogizing that the rational soul is immortal, 
opinion receiving this conclusion, only knows that the soul is 
immortal.

But dianoia is that power which completes, as it were, a
* The corresponding gnostic and vital divisions of the irrational 

powers are sense and instinct.
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certain path, by passing from propositions to conclusions, from 
which also it derives its appellation. Thus, for instance, dianoia 
investigates whence it is that the rational soul is immortal. 
Afterwards, beginning from things more manifest, it passes 
on to the subject of investigation, and says that soul is self
motive. That which is self-moved is always m oved: but this is 
immortal. Soul, therefore, is immortal. And this is the employ
ment of dianoia. Hence it is the discursive, or evolved energy 
of reason, and when unperverted, is that power o f the soul 
which reasons scientifically, deriving the principles o f its 
reasoning from intellect.

But the employment o f intellect, properly so-called, is to 
apply itself to things by simple projections, and in a way 
superior to demonstration. For as sense by its projecting 
energy, when it meets with something white, or some particular 
figure, has a knowledge of it superior to demonstration; since 
it is not in need of syllogism in order to perceive that this 
thing is white, but it knows that it is by simple projection, 
thus, also, intellect knows intelligibles by a simple application 
of its gnostic power, in a manner superior to demonstration.

The energy of intellect, however, is present only with those 
who have arrived at the summit o f purification and science 
and who, through the cathartic virtues, are accustomed to 
energize without imagination and sense. For intellect is as it 
were the most perfect habit of the soul; whence also Plotinus, 
speaking of this, says, “ He who energizes according to it will 
know what I say,”  because it is not possible to explain such 
an energy by words.

But of these powers, intellect has the first order, and opinion 
the last, and dianoia ranks in the middle, the energy o f which 
is appropriate to our soul, since it also possesses a middle 
order in the universe.

Through this power likewise, I mean the dianoetic power, 
our soul is elevated to the contemplation of intelligibles, which 
is the perfection of the soul. For, since our soul is nourished 
with, and allied to, sensibles, it is impossible, in consequence 
of her association with the senses, that she can immediately 
elevate herself to the contemplation of intelligible and imma
terial forms; but at first she thinks that these also are bodies, 
and have magnitude, and other sensible properties.
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Thus, also, Plato in the Phaedo says that this is the extremity 
o f all evils, that if, at any time, we are at leisure from the attend
ance o f the body, and wish to apply ourselves to the contem
plation o f divine natures, then, invading us on all sides in our 
investigations, it causes agitations and tumults, and so vehe
mently impels us, that we are not able, through its presence, to 
perceive the truth. For the phantasy intervening, induces us 
to think that a Divine nature is corporeal and has magnitude 
and figure, and does not suffer us to form conceptions of 
Divinity incorporeally and unattended with figure.

On this account it is necessary that the soul, when proceeding 
to her perfection, should first energize according to the dianoetic 
power, from its being conversant with objects that have a 
middle situation between intelligibles and sensibles; for such 
are dianoetic objects, such as our soul, and the theory pertaining 
to it, and also the mathematics, since mathematical forms have 
an essential subsistence in the soul. For by being accustomed 
to energize immaterially about these, we shall be able gradually 
to ascend to the contemplation of those intelligible forms 
which have their subsistence in Deity, and which are paradigms 
or models o f every thing that has a perpetual subsistence 
according to nature. Hence, Plotinus says that youth should 
be led through mathematics in order that they may become 
accustomed to an incorporeal nature.

It is owing, likewise, to the illuminations of a separate 
intellect infused into the soul, that all men have common 
conceptions, which are certain vestiges and resemblances of 
intellect; and the knowledge o f these conceptions is indemon
strable, or rather, is superior to demonstration. And these are 
such, as that things equal to the same thing are equal to each 
other; that if  equal are taken from equal things, the remainders 
are equal; that in every thing there is either affirmation or 
negation; that all things desire good; and the like. For to a 
belief of these we require no proof, but we know them imme
diately, and our knowledge o f them is better than that of 
demonstration. These common conceptions, therefore, which 
all men possess, are evidently resemblances of intellect. Hence, 
intellect is said to be the principle o f science, by which we 
obtain a knowledge of intelligibles.
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T R IA D S  O F  W ISD O M *

Translated from the Welsh for The Shrine of Wisdom from the 
Myvyrian Archaeology

49. The three measuring-rods o f every man: his God, his 
“devil,”  and his interest.

50. Three things unseemly in any man: unreasonable in
fatuation, hate without cause, and being unconcerned about 
everything.

51. Three things the understanding of which brings peace 
and tranquillity: the propensity o f nature, the claim of justice, 
and the speaking of truth.

52. Three things which bring justice: truth, reason, and 
mercy.

53. Three things which make for goodness: love, justice, 
and obedience.

54. Three things which God loves not: to behold fighting, 
to behold that which is odious, and to behold the pomp o f pride.

55. Three things needed by a man who lacks education: to 
listen, to see, and to keep silent.

56. Three ways which search man’s heart: the thing he does 
not know, the means he does not know, and the aspect he does 
not know.

57. The three foundations of happiness: efficient justice, 
known truth, and energetic compassion.

58. Three ways by which comes belief about everything: 
believing anything unless one knows otherwise, disbelieving 
everything unless one knows why and the witnesses are known, 
and believing whatsoever there is where the witnesses are 
dependable.

59. Three foundations of knowledge: reason, order, neces
sity.

60. For three reasons knowledge is sought: interest, beauty, 
and duty.

* For previous Triads of this series see Shrine of Wisdom, No. 75, 
p. 62, and No. 94, p. 229.

(To be continued)
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T H E  E L E M E N T S  O F  T H E O LO G Y

PROCLUS*

Proposition C LX I

Every thing which is truly being, and is suspended from the Gods, 
is Divine and imparticipable

For since that which is truly being is, as has been demonstrated, 
the first o f the natures that participate of the Divine union, it 
likewise fills intellect from itself. For intellect is being, as filled 
with being; and true being therefore is a Divine intelligible. 
And so far indeed as it is deified it is Divine, but as filling 
intellect, and being participated by it, it is intelligible. Intellect 
also is being, through that which is primarily being. But that 
which is primarily being itself is separate from intellect; 
because intellect is posterior to being. Again, imparticipables 
subsist prior to things which are participated. Hence being 
which subsists by itself and is imparticipable is prior to the 
being which is conjoined with intellect. For it is intelligible, 
not as co-arranged with intellect, but as perfecting intellect 
in an exempt manner, because it imparts being to it, and 
fills it with truly existing essence.

Proposition C LX II

Every multitude of unities which illuminates truly existing being, is 
occult and intelligible: occult indeed, as being conjoined with unity, 
but intelligible, as participated by being 

For all the Gods are denominated from the things which ate 
suspended from Them; because from these it is possible to 
know their different hypostases, which are of themselves un
known. For every thing Divine is of Itself ineffable and un
known, as being connascent with the ineffable One. From the 
difference, however, of the participants the peculiarities of 
Divine natures may become known. The unities, therefore, 
which illuminate truly existing being are intelligible; because

* For previous sections see Shrine of Wisdom, Nos. 56 to 94.
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being, truly so called, is a Divine intelligible and imparticipable, 
subsisting prior to intellect. For this would not be suspended 
from the first Gods unless They also possessed a primary 
hypostasis, and a power perfective o f other Gods; since, as 
participants are to each other, so likewise are the hyparxes of 
the things that are participated.

Proposition C LX III

Every multitude of unities which is participated by imparticipable 
intellect is intellectual

For as intellect is to truly existing being, so are these unities 
to the intelligible unities. Since, therefore, the latter which 
illuminate being are intelligible, hence, the former which 
illuminate a Divine and imparticipable intellect are intellectual. 
Yet they are not intellectual in such a way as if  they subsisted 
in intellect, but as causally existing prior to intellect and gener
ating intellect.

Proposition C L X IV

Every multitude of unities which is participated by imparticipable soul 
is supermundane

For because imparticipable soul is primarily above the 
world, the Gods also which are participated by it are super
mundane, having the same analogy to the Intellectual and 
Intelligible Gods which soul has to intellect and intellect to 
truly existing being. As, therefore, every soul is suspended 
from intellect, and intellect is converted to the intelligible, so 
also the Supermundane are suspended from the Intellectual, in 
the same manner as the Intellectual from the Intelligible Gods.

Proposition C LX V

Every multitude of unities which is participated by a certain sensible 
body is mundane

For it illuminates the parts o f the world, through intellect 
and soul as media. For intellect is not present with any mundane
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body without soul, nor are Deity and soul conjoined without a 
medium, since participations are through similars. Intellect 
itself also, according to its intelligible summit, participates of 
unity. These unities, therefore, are mundane, as giving com
pletion to the whole world, and as deifying certain visible 
bodies. For any such body is Divine, not on account of soul, 
for soul is not primarily a God ; nor on account of intellect, for 
intellect is not the same with The One. But it is animated and 
self-motive through soul, and possesses a perpetual sameness of 
subsistence, and is moved in the most excellent order through 
intellect. It is Divine, however, because of union, and if it 
possesses a providential power, it possesses it through this 
cause.

(To be continued)

S E E D  T H O U G H T

Plato thus declared concerning the First Good, that from it 
was generated a certain mind incomprehensible to mortals; in 
which subsisting by itself, are contained the things that truly 
are, and the essence of all beings. This is the First Fair, and 
Pulchritude itself, which proceeded or sprung out of God from 
all eternity as its Cause, but notwithstanding after a peculiar 
manner, as Self-begotten, and as its Own-Parent. For it was not 
begotten from that as any way moved towards its Generation; 
but it proceeded from God as it were Self-begottenly. And that 
not from any temporal beginning, there being as yet no such 
thing as time. Nor when time was afterwards made, did it any 
way affect Him; for mind was always timeless, and alone 
Eternal.

— Porphyry, cited by St. Cyril out of the Fourth Book of his 
Philosophic History.
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T H E  B H IK S H U *

(From The Dhammapada)

Restraint of the sight is good; restraint o f the hearing is 
good; good is restraint of the taste.

Restraint in action is good; good is restraint in speech; in 
thought restraint is good; good is restraint in all things. A  
Bhikshu restrained in all things is free from all suffering.

He who restrains his hands, who restrains his feet, who 
restrains his tongue; he who is well restrained, who is inwardly 
happy, tranquil and content: him I call a Bhikshu.

The Bhikshu whose mind is controlled, whose speech is 
wise and calm, who teaches the meaning of the L a w : his words 
are sweet.

He who abides in the teachings, delights in the teachings, 
meditates on the teachings, who keeps the teachings in mind: 
such a Bhikshu will not fall away from the teachings.

The Bhikshu should not despise what he has received, nor 
envy others what they have. He who envies others cannot gain 
peace of mind.

Even though a Bhikshu has received little, he should not 
despise it : if his life is pure and his efforts persistent, he will be 
praised by the Gods.

He who does not identify himself with mind and body, and 
grieves not over the passing away of things, he verily is called 
a Bhikshu.

The Bhikshu who behaves with kindness; who is happy in 
the teaching of the Enlightened One, will attain the peace of 
Nirvana: the happiness resulting from the cessation of sentient 
desires.

Empty this boat, O Bhikshu! if emptied it will go quickly; 
having cut off desire and hatred thou wilt go to Nirvana.

Cut off the five fetters: belief in the permanency of the 
empiric self, indecision, reliance on external forms, desire, and 
hatred. Abandon these five, rise above these five. A  Bhikshu 
delivered from these five fetters is called “ saved from the 
flood.”

Aspirant.
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Be diligent, O Bhikshu, be not negligent. Do not let thy | 
mind dwell upon sense pleasures, so that thou mayest not 
through neglect swallow the red-hot iron ball,* and cry, “0 
what pain!”

Without wisdom there is no meditation; without meditation 
there is no wisdom. He who has meditation and wisdom is nigh 
to Nirvana.

The Bhikshu whose house is emptied,! w^ ° tranquil in 
mind, enjoys the blissful vision of the perfect teaching.

When he considers how the elements of the body arise and 
pass away, he finds the happiness o f the immortals.

The wise Bhikshu cultivates first: watchfulness over the 
senses, contentment, restraint through observation of the 
teachings, friendship with the noble, pure, and steadfast.

Let him be charitable, and diligent in his duties; then will he 
have fullness o f joy and make an end o f suffering.

As the jasmin plant sheds its withered flowers, so should the 
Bhikshu shed desire and hatred.

The Bhikshu who is subdued in action, in speech, collected 
in mind, free from worldly desires, he is called “ tranquil.”

Rouse thyself by thyself, examine thyself by thyself! Thus 
self-protected and attentive thou wilt live happily, O Bhikshu!

The Self is the Lord o f self, the Self is the refuge of self; 
therefore curb thyself as a merchant curbs a spirited horse.

The Bhikshu who is full o f joy, happy in the teaching of the 
Enlightened One, attains the peace o f Nirvana, the happiness 
resulting from the cessation o f sentient desires.

He who, even though only a young Bhikshu, devotes himself 
to the teachings o f the Enlightened One, brightens this world 
like the moon emerging from behind a cloud.

* A symbol of punishment in hell.
t  The house of material life—freedom from external attachments.
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