The Highest of Arts

by Alexander Green   ·   August 21st, 2009 
Many would describe my friend John as the picture of success.

He enjoys good health, a loving family, a high-paying job, and many of the fruits of affluence.

Yet his mood last week was black as a moonless night.

“Every day,” he said, “I rise at the same time, have the same cup of coffee, take the same route to the office, see the same business associates, and do pretty much the same thing I always do.   My life may as well be on autopilot. Each month - each year - blends into the next. I feel like I’m marking time.”

Some would argue that John should thank his lucky stars for all the problems he doesn’t have.  After all, there’s nothing terribly wrong with his life. Except that he feels like he isn’t really living it.

No doubt countless others feel the same way. Caught up in boredom, tedium, or existential angst, they lack a feeling of transcendence.

For that reason, they might benefit from listening to the Transcendentalists, a group of reformists, writers and intellectuals active in New England in the 1830’s.

Leading the movement was the renegade minister, essayist, and poet-philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Another dominant figure was Henry David Thoreau, an avid naturalist, essayist, reform advocate and civil disobedient.

Both men wrote eloquently about society, culture and the human condition. (I’ll touch on a few of Thoreau’s ideas today and discuss Emerson next week.)

Thoreau believed that as we get older we fall into a routine, gradually and mindlessly beating a track for ourselves. Bogged down with daily trifles, we lose our gusto for living.

The great mass of men, he wrote, live lives of quiet desperation.

More than 150 years ago, Thoreau blamed this on the rat race and materialism:

* Most men would feel insulted if it were proposed to employ them in throwing stones over a wall, and then in throwing them back, merely that they might earn their wages. But many are no more worthily employed now.
* Men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon ploughed into the soil for compost. By a seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it says in an old book, laying up treasure which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal. It is a fool’s life, as they will find when they get to the end of it, if not before.
Thoreau wanted to avoid this trap. So he escaped to Walden Pond for two years “to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life.”

“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,” he writes, “to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, to discover that I had not lived.”

Of course, vanishing into the woods isn’t a realistic option for most of us. Some might even say it smacks of running from your problems rather than confronting them.

But Thoreau believed that personal peace and serenity are only found in communion with nature. It is where the great truths and existential secrets are discovered.

For Transcendentalists, nature is the key to spiritual attainment. It offers the solitude to think about how we spend our time. It provides the silence where Thoreau’s “different drummer” can be heard.

Do not live foolishly like other men, he warned, but according to universal laws. That meant studying the ancients, revering wisdom, and living according to its dictates.

A successful life, Thoreau argues, is built on simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and meaningful work.

Reading him today awakens something inside us that modern society suppresses. Thoreau asks us to make a new estimate of ourselves, to think bravely about our lives, and boldly ask, “How shall I live?”

My friend John - and others suffering from the same ennui - might benefit from answering his call for personal renewal.

Thoreau reminds us that human life is a great privilege. We have the whole world to devour and explore, if we will only awaken to it.

Some may call the Transcendentalists dreamers. And there is certainly an element of idealism here.

But they were also chroniclers of the human spirit. And their advice to scorn appearances, conduct your life with wisdom and integrity, and transcend the often-deadening effects of modern culture is timeless.

We’re only here once, they remind us. Life should be an ecstasy.

Or as Thoreau famously said, “To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts.”

Carpe Diem,
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Thanks for the 2 postings from Alex on the American Transcendentalists - I am well aware of them but it's been years since I've actually studied the writings - a good reminder to revisit! As seems to happen often with this list, the postings are timely in a personal way.
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Hi Susan,
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American Transcendentalism was once a great and strong current in our society; only to be supplanted by the deadly Christist current of the Yellow Press and its libelous slanderers.  They have succeeded in making all that is noble to seem evil to almost everyone...and all that is truly evil to feel so good.  Knee-jerk self-righteousness prevails and all those who preach love don't have the foggiest idea of its meaning...yet they are smug in the false content that they do.  See my articles: A Summation of War & Ethical Gnosis.  I am well-hated for these and my being for the war in Iraq...by those religionists (and other Thelemites) that preach love; thinking they know love...while hating so thoroughly...and so blindly...not even knowing that they do this.
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Thanks for getting back to me on this. In regard to the Transcendentalists, I agree that their words and ideas , like those of so many others, have been watered down and twisted out of shape, either to discredit them all together or to twist them out of all recognizable shape to fit another, more sinister agenda. And I'm right with you when you say that "all those who preach love don't have the foggiest idea of its meaning...yet they are smug in the false content that they do".  It was one of the (many) things that troubled me during the 60's with all the "peace and love" babble from people who had never experienced war and wouldn't understand love if it rose up and bit them on the butt...I am reading your 2 articles with interest and will likely have questions (maybe comments?) in the next couple of days.
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I'm glad you understand what I've said.  It's important also to understand that they don't call the Christist propagandists the Yellow Press for nothing.  Its relation to the Yellow School of Magick is significant.  Remember, the Yellow School, like the Black School, they're both nihilist philosophies.  They've convinced many of this Hippie dream of love that is also Christian and Buddhist...many Thelemites thinking they're all so 'nice.'
Recently one member on this list was trying to convince me of how right he was and how wrong I was...and I've been called 'evil' by so many ... to the point that I've made my own sardonic joke; calling myself the 'evilest man since Crowley.'  But this is not about me...it's about the nature of love as what needs to be preserved by the White School and for now, primarily in war (an extreme form of love...but truly love).  Remember the nihilist schools cannot truly recognize love as they don't truly recognize this world and this life on it.
War frightens them as they are also not sure of their beliefs...or they'd all terminate their lives here and depart for the void ... that NOT that is the only place of truth for them.  And in the Yellow School, they are dangerously close to the Black School, which would destroy the White School if it could.  The Yellow School more simply chooses not to participate in the seeming illusion they think the White School suffers from...the Black School despises the so-called illusion.  Both are confounded and yet both rule the day with their high-mindedness that formulates a condescending compassion and they become founds of consolation; the Yellow School to provide comfort; the Black School to manipulate.
This is why Hadit hates the consoler and the consoled.
Like our friend on this list, trying to convince me of my being wrong; so many in the Yellow and Black Schools think they're so 'good' and that they belong to the White School, which for them means 'good'.  But there is no war with good and evil pitted against each other.  That is the illusion they've bought into in order to create their Maya.  And Maya is only the inability to perceive that reallity they don't accept.
And in the end, it's the Yellow Press that in the name of good...does so wrong; libelling and slandering, lying and cheating; all to 'fight the good fight.'  Whether we talk the Pope or the Dalai Lama, the Caliph of the O.T.O. or even the other Thelemic groups that constantly frighten their members with lines such as: "The Black Lodge is attacking us now."...it's all the same game...a blame game that pits 'us against them'.  And I know the only enemy I truly have is myself...only I can take myself down.  The illusionists in these cults help their people to forget their power and subtly manipulate their psychophants so that they take themselves down...and then these vampires feed on their lost energy.
Don't mistake my words for authority either...I'm not the be-all and end-all of knowledge or Gnosis here.  As I tell my students...look at yourself in the mirror and see the shithead that you are...and so am I.  In other words, we're all so busy telling ourselves what nice guys we are; failing constantly to see our flaws, errors, bad decisions and maladdictions.  And it's just these we should be searching for as they are the keys to our transcendence as much as they are the means to our undoing.  It's easy for me to see how 'nice' I am...not so easy to see my flaws.
I'll look forward to your comments and criticisms on my articles...hopefully you'll disagree with some of what I say that we can debate it vigorously...although, I do appreciate validation and agreement as well...and perhaps there, you'll expand and more clearly develop what I've started.
:-)
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Hi all,

I was rather intrigued when reading Thoreau's account of building a Cabin and living independently.  While we can criticize him as a dreamer in his fantasy to escape society, I have always placed great value on going back to the basics and working one on one with the primal environment.  This is one of the best way to develop our primal abilities of increased perception, physical prowess etc. and was one of the reasons behind the harsh living of many Indian ascetics.  The exposure to physical hardships in gradually increasing intervals and intensity is the source of developing magickal power which is really just inner strength.  By having to muscle through our environment without priory knowledge forces us to develop our instincts as a result of our magickal will to live.  That fact that so many powers common to most animals are considered 'magickal' and 'occult' show's how pathetic the common man and his norms have become.  Losers always find the norm of winners to be 'paranormal' and when it comes to mastering one's environment without gimmicks, the average civilized man is a bit of a loser, since he or she can only survive in an artificially world that is dependent upon less sustainable features, the padding of civilization and it's safety pads and drugs for bad moods is analogous to drug addiction. What would most people do if they lost their electricity for two weeks? Or if we lost our farms or food transport?  The animal rights activists, vegans, and pascifists would be the first to either renage or perish.  It's only in cities where such idotic ideas flourish to begin with, since the residents of city's only deal with the middle man and never with elements themselves.  

How many professed magicians are out there that cannot hunt or fish?  It's a big joke in a way.  How many can shoot an animal or a person if such becomes a threat to one's well being?  How many so called magicians can learn to sleep outside at cold temperatures?  

I honestly think that many high magicians have put the cart before the horse so to speak, they have not familiarized themselves with these lower abilities, which should be confronted on some level in grades dealing with Marlkuth...,  I think the primal powers of the reptile brain need to be more fully developed before one begins doing magickal battle on the theological and philosophical plain.  

I don't mean to sound overly extreme either.  One can thill develop these powers through experiments with business and entrapreneur ship since one is having to deal with the grey and morally ambivilant decisions one is forced to follow in the path of doing successful business.  Most morall sentiments are a luxury at best, one that most budding entrapreneurs cannot afford much of until they get their feet off of the ground.  Pun intended. 

O.k. I'm done my rant.  I hope some good can come out of this.
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Ryan

Hi Ryan,
93
Although you raise some salient points, there are civilizing factors that I think you are ignoring.  Yes, it's one thing if people can't cope with a loss of electricity and go nuts without their computer games and television programs.  But it's quite another in regards to food transportation and hunting.  Though hunting itself can be a spiritual experience, that's really an aside.  The fact that we collectively run our world, someone to make the electricity and another to do the farming, another makes the clothes and yet another practices medicine...these are what gives us the liberty to pursue the higher elements of life.  And we shouldn't be faulted for not being able to devolve back into some agrarian and pre-industrial culture.
Yet I do think there is an element of self-reliance that you are trying to contemplate.  And freeing ourselves from the fascist machine that is now threatening to engulf us all is becoming all the more vital every day.  Even then, though, we won't hide from Big Brother in caves...we'll simply stay under the radar in our electric world.
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Hi PJ
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I think you may have overlooked my main point here.  I wasn't implying that there is anything wrong with the niceties of our civilization or that we should return to the 'good old days of roughing it...'.  I do understand how I may have come off that way; howeving I am simply saying that I think it would be beneficial for the magicians spiritual health to strengthen and awaken these primal instincts and learn how to use them, since it is in these instincts that we find the primal matter upon which to work on in our spiritual evolution.  Civilization is in fact the result of a training of these primal forces, yet many today are simply riding the coat tails of our predecessors who rolled up their sleeves and grit their teeth.  It's like the children of old wealth who have lost the moral temperment of their intustrial grandparents that led to the development of the family legacy.  

I also recall Blavatsky in Isis Unveiled when she attributes the primal instinct to the soul, the mode of spiritual experience.  (Cf p. 427 last two paragraphs)

I also recall A.C.'s instructions on the construction of the magical weapons in Book 4, too many of us want to hagel without understanding the interelation and real value behind the commodities in which we consume.  

Yet, to add to your main point: it would go against the best interests of our instincts to want to return to the past as such... yet many people are out of touch with those instincts.  Remember the bourgeouse christian morality is a delusion and a luxury that most of us cannot afford... :-)
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Hi Ryan,
93
I do feel that no matter how technocratic we become; even that one day we might move to other planets and even life most of our lives in artificial environments, still, we have some basic and primal connection to nature that indeed, becomes refreshing and spiritually enervating to experience.  And in this light, I do understand your point and its alignment with the points of Crowley and Blavatsky.  I even agree with this.
However, I do see that as society moves through its technological evolution, there's a chance that one day, this may also bring about an intellectual and emotional evolution in our species that may even become physical. This may make this future race to one day, be something we can't comprehend in this, our day.  And I'm not really that sure that Crowley or Blavatsky had even an inkling of this.
I think there are today, Magickians who have a greater knowledge than Crowley and Blavatsky combined and for that matter as learned a man as John Dee was, I think most well-studied Magickians (assuming really that there are a few) dwarf his knowledge today.  And yet in the aggregate of knowledge that we have available on the Earth today, such Magickians are little more than mutton-heads.  :-)
And we do need to keep this perspective.
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Hi PJ
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I agree that we are evolving as a species, I suspect that out bodies will adapt to the 'pollutants' that we are exposed to as a result of our new environments.  The thing is we are still in our awkward phase as humanity still seems in the midst of an evolutionary puberty in which it now has to adjust to it's new found independence from nature.  Our bodies and minds still have to catch up to these changes and our instincts will also change accordingly since our instincts are but programs in the automatic consciousness. 
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Hi Ryan,
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You've opened up a whole new thread in this conversation.
It seems we are attempting to evolve physically, which is an operating theory that I've had for sometime.  I initially thought and still suspect that cancer is a disease that is connected with this biological movement.  This theory has been incredibly fruitful for me; as I state on the GCL page:
 

 On the events leading up to Liber VVVvV 

Carl Jung noted Synchronicity as two co-incidental events that in themselves are causally unrelated and yet occur simultaneously with meaningful experience being derived from them.  And as well, he stated that someone on the spiritual path, as they reach a certain point in their development, will have 'chance' meetings with interesting people that will help them along their way.
In this regard, in the mid nineties ev, I had been speculating on the evolutionary idea that the disease of cancer was nature's way of producing physical transformation into yet a higher life form.  And yet I didn't know how to investigate this idea in a productive manner.  A short while later, I found myself hitch-hiking from Clearwater Florida to Tampa and was picked up by a driver.  I had a mundane conversation with the gentlemen driving the car; offering up no hint of my spirituality or the things I was researching.  And yet, he came right out and announced he was a lab tech working on a cure for cancer and was convinced that the cure had been found and it was too simple with no possibility of money being made off of it...so the powers that be are continuing a medical sham.  While this fascinated me, it had yet no meaning for my personal obstacle in researching the disease.
Probably about three years later, I was working a piano promotion in New Jersey when I spend an hour with a gentleman; answering questions on his used Baldwin piano.  After this time spent, he said this to me: "I am grateful for all the time you spent with me; knowing that I would not be buying a piano from you today.  And I would like to reward you for your generosity; so I'm going to tell you something that you need to know.  I'm a medical artist and I know that you need to understand this word, so write it down: phosphorylation."
And yes, I went home, looked up the word and it unlocked everything that I wanted to know regarding the structure of the cell and even led me to a medical office for a visit to a doctor on a health issue that had an interesting article on a magazine table in the waiting room.  It was these events, this large synchronicity that has led me to believe a chance meeting with the Secret Chiefs to convey this little tid-bit to me.  And it led to the creation of this GCL document.  Though I can't really be certain that I've quite figured out what they were trying to lead me to find as a year later, my mother died of cancer.
 

This of course, led me to writing Liber VVVvV as I've stated and has been part of an overall numinous experience that has led to great productivity in research that has resulted in several other documents on the websites in our overall umbrella.  And I'm hoping some research I'm in the middle of right now, will be a crowning achievement.
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