
LETTER XII 
The Hanged Man, Arcanum of Faith 

Spiritual Exercise: Three Powers of the Soul 

The voluntary sacrifice of the soul’s powers to heaven—means to say: that the will 
becomes an organ of perception and execution towards God, as the zodiac is in the 
macrocosm; that thought becomes both warm and luminous, as the sun is in the 
macrocosm; that, lastly, the imagination becomes reflecting towards truth, as the moon is 
towards the sun in the macrocosm.  
It is a matter, therefore, of sacrificing the three powers of the soul to heaven. This sacrifice 
is nothing other than the three traditional and universal vows—that of obedience or the 
sacrifice of the will, that of poverty or the sacrifice of thought, and that of chastity or the 
sacrifice of imagination. It is thus that the will, thought and imagination become reflectors 
of the revelation from above, instead of being instruments of human arbitrariness. (page 
324) 



It is said that classical Christian theology can be divided into three categories: 
dogmatic theology, which seeks to articulate all that is true about God; moral 
theology, which seeks to identify what is good and how we may live a good life; and 
mystical theology, which seeks to express what ultimately cannot be but into words: 
the beauty of  God’s love and desire for intimate union with us. Truth, goodness and 
beauty have traditionally been viewed as transcendental categories of  philosophy: these 
are the goals of  all human striving: we want truth, and goodness, and beauty to shape 
our lives; the transcendental values are what make life worth living. 

The relationship between the transcendentals and theology make it evident that God 
is the ultimate source of  all truth, all goodness, and all beauty. To seek intimacy with 
God is to seek a way for these values to shape, illuminate and ennoble our lives. 

The author of  Meditations on the Tarot offers an interesting ideal concerning the three 
classical “powers of  the soul” or faculties of  the mind: the will, reason (or thought), 
and memory (or imagination). To be fully alive is to be a sentient being capable of  
thought, imagination and will. Thought or reason emerges from the power of  our 
discursive mind: the power of  intelligence, the ability to apply logic and understanding 
to whatever situation arises in order to make thoughtful, informed decisions. 

Likewise, the will emerges from the power of  the heart. Here is our capacity for 
intuition but also for intentionality and commitment. The will empowers us to make 
choices and to calibrate our lives according to the choices we make. Love, traditionally 
understood as an expression of  the will, is the highest manifestation of  the will in 
action. God, of  course, is love, so when we embody our will by expressing love in 
action, we are in a very real way embodying the presence and action of  God in our 
lives. 

Finally, the imagination, traditionally paired with the memory — but also with the 
capacity to visualize, to envision, and to dream — is the creative faculty par excellence. 
Spiritually speaking, it is a mistake to reduce imagination merely to the capacity to 
visualize something that “isn’t really there.” Yes, the imagination gives us the means by 
which we can see, in the mind’s eye, reality that exists only there; but the imagination 
also can be a meaningful doorway to the past, to a hoped-for or dreamed-for future, 
as well as to any reality that is not immediately at hand (I can imagine what my niece 
in New Orleans is doing, even though I’m far away in Atlanta).  

Yet the imagination can also be understood as having its own inherent creative power. 
In “Mercy Street,” his haunting song about the poet Anne Sexton, Peter Gabriel sings:  



Looking down on empty streets,  
all she can see 
Are the dreams all made solid 
Are the dreams made real 
All of  the buildings, all of  the cars 
Were once just a dream 
In somebody's head 

In other words, everything created begins its existence in someone’s imagination — 
starting with God’s imagination, which gave birth to the cosmos. This very course, the 
Contemplative Study of  Meditations on the Tarot, began as an idea, a “dream” in my 
imagination last fall. 

But does the imagination merely create blueprints which we must then apply, 
somehow, in order to make what has been imagined “real”? Or is there a kind of  
ontological reality even in the imagination? In other words, if  I imagine God holding 
me and expressing love to me, is my mind merely visualizing a reality that I can only 
access through my imagination? Or is there even a level on which, by imagining it, I 
am somehow making it real — or in the case of  God, co-creating reality with God? 

These are speculative questions that you and I cannot definitively answer, certainly not 
within the context of  this course. But I offer these ruminations to you in the hope 
that you can sense why these “powers of  the soul” matter: by them we know 
ourselves (and God), we can orient ourselves toward God’s truth, goodness, and 
beauty, and perhaps we can even become co-creators in the universe with God. 

We have a concept in our culture of  sacrifice as a necessarily painful, challenging act 
by which we surrender something valuable to ourselves either to God or in service of  
some greater good. Like a parent who sacrifices their time and energy to better 
provide for their children, or a heroic person who seeks to disarm a mass shooter 
even though by doing so they sacrifice their own life. 

But it might be helpful to consider how the concept of  sacrifice, at least spiritually 
speaking, does not require suffering or self-deprivation in order to be a meaningful 
act. Anything we offer to God functions as a “sacrifice” — as something made holy 
by its being offered (and presumably accepted). “Present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice,” instructs Saint Paul in Romans 12:1. What does he mean? That we ought to 
give ourselves to God, even through our very lives. The concept of  human sacrifice 
conveys images of  pagans killing their victims in order to appease their bloodthirsty 



deities. But Saint Paul offers a different (and better) way of  understanding sacrifice: 
here it is the giving, and not the suffering, which matters most. 

So when our author speaks of  “sacrificing the three powers of  the soul to heaven,” 
the implication is not that this must entail suffering, but simply that our fullest 
potential as human beings is bound up in our ability to give our very thought, 
imagination and will to God. Ignatius of  Loyola’s Suscipe prayer comes to mind:  

Take, Lord, and receive all my liberty, 
my memory, my understanding, 
and my entire will, 
All I have and call my own. 

You have given all to me. 
To you, Lord, I return it. 

Everything is yours; do with it what you will. 
Give me only your love and your grace, 
that is enough for me. 

God, I sacrifice to you my thought, make my thoughts one with your thoughts. God, I 
sacrifice to you my will, make my will one with your will. God, I sacrifice to you my 
imagination, make my capacity for creation one with yours. Although Ignatius uses the 
traditional categories of  memory, understanding, and will, it’s easy to see how this can 
equally be understood in terms of  the will, thought, and imagination. 

Spiritual Exercise: Sacrificing the Powers of  the Soul to Heaven 

Pair this exercise with Centering Prayer, the Jesus Prayer, the rosary, walking a 
labyrinth, or any other contemplative practice. Either before or after completing your 
contemplative practice, take time to slowly pray the Suscipe prayer. Use your 
imagination, and imagine yourself  handing to God your thoughts (your mind), your 
will (your heart), and your imagination (your soul). Imagine God receiving these 
precious gifts as an expression of  your love for God. Imagine God offering them 
back to you, only transformed so that they are one with God’s thought, will, and 
creativity. Imagine that in this exchange, your soul powers are now made to be 
“reflectors” of  God’s loving presence. Meditate on how God is present in you, 
through your thought, will, and imagination. Hold this thought of  God’s closeness 
and intimacy as you move through your day. Finish the day with a prayer of  
thanksgiving, offering God gratitude for being one with you through your soul 
powers. 




