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FOREWORD 

SINCE this is a book about the union of opposites and the reconciliation of contraries, it will 

probably appeal to two distinct types of readers. First, there will be those who suspect that modern 

science may be teetering on the edge of an abyss of discovery as formidable as the Copernican 

Revolution. To them this Foreword is addressed. Second, there are those already familiar with 

Jacob Boehme or with Western esotericism, who feel that their philosophic studies cannot be 

isolated from the scientific problems of today. Antoine Faivreôs Afterword will speak to that 

constituency.   

 

What common ground could possibly serve for a conversation between Basarab Nicolescu, a 

modern physicist, and Jacob Boehme, a Renaissance visionary? To most people science is fact, 

imagination is fiction, and that is the end of the matter. Yet this very split, which was opening in 

Boehmeôs century and which may begin to close in our own, is the symptom of a perilous 

disharmony in our inner and outer worlds. Several decades ago there was a noisy debate, opened by 

the British scientist C.P. (later Lord) Snow, who was also a popular novelist, concerning what he 

called ñthe Two Cultures." Snow warned that the scientiýc and the humanistic communities were 

growing further and further apart, to the degree that a member of one ñcultureò was not only 

incapable of understanding the language and interests of the other, but did not even value them. The 

scientists had become enmeshed in a world of technology and quantitative thinking, to which the 

qualitative world of arts and letters, philosophy, and religion was at best a pleasant garnish; while 

the humanists were quite content to be mathematically and scientiýcally illiterate, secure in the 

superiority of their pursuits to dirty jobs like engineering. Snow left his audience in no doubt about 

the potential danger of such a cleavage.    



 

If there has been any improvement in the situation since those early 1960s, it is probably thanks to 

the scientists, and especially to physicists, many of whom have been driven by the discoveries of 

this century to become ñmetaphysicists.ò There is a certain hierarchy among scientists, in the sense 

that the principles on which one science is based serve another as materials for study. Engineers and 

other technicians do not need to argue about the principles handed to them by the theoretical 

sciences, such as biology, chemistry, and physics. Biologists, generally speaking, rely on the laws 

of chemistry, while chemists take for granted the principles of physics. Yet the chemistsô useful 

models of atomic structure are fictions to the contemporary physicist. Can one go a stage further, 

and say that the principles taken for granted by the physicist are studied by the metaphysicist? In 

some circles, one might be forgiven for such talk, since at its highest and most speculative levels, 

physics now investigates what is beyond (meta) the physical world, and treats ïwith what surprise 

at its own audacity! ï the very questions of being and non-being that were once reserved for 

philosophers.   

 

Humanists might object to the idea of a parallel hierarchy being drawn among their own disciplines, 

unless they remember that Theology was traditionally regarded as reigning like a queen over the 

Liberal Arts, the latter being based on human investigation rather than on divine revelation. But 

what discipline is it that studies the principles of theology? It is a delicate question, to which a 

number of answers are possible. First, and least likely to be of interest today, is the denial that any 

discipline could exist above the ñrevelationsò of scriptures such as the Torah, Quran, or New 

Testament. That is the exoteric view. Second, and more positively, there is metaphysics, the study 

of the principles of existence and nonexistence, including those of God. This is unbounded by the 

dogmas of any one religion, since its principles, if true, must be universal. Metaphysics is an 

esoteric study, in the sense that it concerns not the outward forms but the ñinwardò (eiso) side of 

religion. Basarab Nicolescu refers to one particular development of it, associated with the name of 

Reneô Gu®non, under the name of ñTradition.ò Third, there is theosophy, broadly definable as the 

experiential study of things divine.   

 

The theosophical investigation of the powers behind and within the universe, which some call God 

or the gods, is rightly held in suspicion: history is too full of cranks and fanatics who have 

pretended to such intimacy. Very occasionally, however, a theosopher appears whose claims 

demand serious attention by those in search of wisdom. Jacob Boehme is such a one: his claim rests 

both on his unimpeachable personal integrity, and on the spiritual fruitfulness of his theosophic 

findings. Now, if Basarab Nicolescu is correct, there is a third warrant, in the applicability of 

Boehmeôs system to the problems facing modern science, and indeed modern humanity.   

 

The reader will find in this book an admirably lucid summary of some of Boehmeôs findings, 

supplemented by primary sources from the theosopherôs own writings. If fruitfulness is at issue, 

then this book is one of the richest fruits to grow from the Boehmian tree. Put as simply as possible, 

its thesis is that Boehme, through some faculty of supersensory vision, was able to behold the 

principle behind the creation and evolution of the cosmos. If that were in any way true, such 

knowledge should definitely be of interest to contemporary science. Moreover, Boehme does not 

stop at explaining how the cosmos came into existence ï an unsolved question, but one with which 

physics is at least comfortable ï but continues to explain how and why it has evolved since then. In 

order to discuss this, he is obliged to touch on the ultimate qualities of good and evil and on their 

deepest roots in the divine nature. The time has come, Basarab Nicolescu suggests, for science to 

stop cutting itself off from such matters and concerns, as if they were any less ñrealò than the waves 

and particles to which physics has reduced our world.   

 

Boehmeôs first principles are the three metaphysical forces behind the universeôs existence. They 

begin not with God, which is the first Being, but with the Ungrund of Non-being (or Beyond-being) 



in the Sight of which even the Creator and its cosmos are as nothing, yet which paradoxically gives 

rise to them both. Here Boehme raises to its uttermost limit the hermetic principle of polarity as the 

generator of existence, and also plumbs to its depths the problem of what we experience as evil. 

Boehmeôs second series of principles, seven in number, unfurl the development of the cosmos and 

of its creative witness, the human mind and soul, revealing the tragedy and the promise that underlie 

cosmic and human evolution.   

 

In his deservedly popular work, A Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam Books, 1988), Stephen 

Hawking concluded with enigmatic musings on the existence or non-existence of God, in a 

dramatic demonstration of how physics precipitates such questions nowadays. Unfortunately the 

dialogue between Hawking and his readers could not proceed further, because it was couched in the 

language of theology, not that of metaphysics and still less of theosophy. Hawking was writing for 

people who, if they had any religious beliefs, were likely to have exoteric ones. Hence the question 

of what God is and whether it ñexistsò could not be treated with the requisite subtlety.   

 

While Hawkingôs book began with an exposition of physics and astronomy, and ended with a 

theosophic question, this book begins with an exposition of Boehme the theosopher and ends with a 

questioning of science no less searching than the challenge Hawking offered to the theists. Yet there 

is perhaps more hope for the present approach, since it is founded on the principles of esotericism. 

Physics itself has been compelled to become ñesoteric,ò i.e., to go beyond the nineteenth-century 

images of reality that are still acceptable to the majority of mankind. This compulsion has come 

from what one can justifiably call the visions and illuminations of Max Planck, Albert Einstein, 

Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, et al. ï all men of a distinctly metaphysical temperament. Religion, 

on the other hand, has declined to listen to theosophers such as Plotinus, Meister Eckhart, and 

Boehme, and is thus mired in exoteric stagnation. Only within a doubly esoteric framework can the 

two cultures be reconciled.   

 

It is moving to witness this encounter of a sophisticated and cosmopolitan physicist with a man 

from the opposite end of the modern age: blunt, unschooled, and untraveled except on inward paths. 

Especially impressive is Nicolescuôs humility in the face of the shoemakerôs revelations. That it 

might fall to the destiny of Boehmeôs work to break the imaginal and moral impasse of modern 

science borders on the incredible. Yet within these pages, the inconceivable has actually taken 

place.   

 

Joscelyn Godwin   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TRANSLATORôS NOTE 

 

BOTH in the main section of this book about Jacob Boehme and in its appendices, we have 

employed the standard English translations of Boehmeôs own writings by John Sparrow (The 

Aurora, Concerning the Three Principles of the Divine Essence, and Mysterium Magnum) and John 

Rolleston Earle (Six Theosophic Points, Six Mystical Points and Mysterium Pansophicum), just as 

the standard French translations of Boehmeôs German original were used in the original French 

edition of this book.   

 

Sparrowôs translations were done in England in the mid-seventeenth century; they have a somewhat 

old-fashioned ring to them at times, but no other English translation has ever captured the brilliantly 

bombastic style of Boehme in quite the same way.   

 

Since it is currently difficult to ýnd any of Boehmeôs longer major works in English, the selections 

made by Basarab Nicolescu from Boehmeôs own texts become all the more valuable. The reader 

who wishes to read further in Boehme might try: Jacob Boehme: Essential Readings, edited and 

introduced by Robin Waterýeld (Wellingborough, England: Crucible/Thorsons, 1989), a good 

selection of snippets with, unfortunately, no indication of sources or translators; The óKeyô of Jacob 

Boehme, translated by William Law (Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes Press, 1991); The Way to Christ, 

translated by John J. Stoudt (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1979); and a number of 

shorter works, including Six Mystical Points, Of the Supersensual Life, and Fundamental Statement 

Concerning the Earthly and Heavenly Mysteries (Mysterium Pansophicum) (all from Holmes 

Publishing Group, P.O. Box 623, Edmonds, WA 98020). Most of the Holmes editions are the John 

Sparrow translations, and the company intends to bring out The Aurora, The Threefold Life of Man, 

and Forty Questions of the Soul in the near future.   

 

Basarab Nicolescu is eminently qualiýed to undertake this study of Jacob Boehmeôs ideas in the 

light of contemporary science. A leading theoretical physicist in Paris at the Centre National de 

Recherches Scientiýque, he has also been a major force in advocating a ñtransdisciplinaryò 

approach in modern science and culture, an effort he describes as ña ýrst step towards a dialogue 

between different ýelds of knowledge,ò particularly between science and traditional religious ideas. 

He was among sixteen thinkers from around the world who participated in a UNESCO conférence 

called ñScience and the Boundaries of Knowledge: The Prologue of Our Cultural Pastò in Venice in 

March, 1986.   

 

Born in Romania, he moved to Paris in 1968 and obtained his doctorate at the University of Paris. 

His own writings include the groundbreaking and award-winning study of elementary particle 

physics, Nous, la particule et le monde (Paris: Le Mail, 1985).  In examining Boehmeôs ideas in 

terms of contemporary physics, the author quotes extensively from a number of modern scientiýc 

studies, both popular and academic; when English editions of these books exist, we have cited the 

publishing information in the footnote sections at the end of each chapter, but it was not possible to 

check the English editions of each of these works, so some of the citings have been translated from 

the French (and may be at some variance with the American or British editions).   

 

Basarab Nicolescu has graciously looked over this translation for accuracy, as has PARABOLAôs 

founder and editorial director, D.M. Dooling. The translator also wishes to thank Joscelyn Godwin, 

David Appelbaum, Jean Sulzberger, and Paul Jordan-Smith for reviewing the manuscript and 

offering helpful suggestions.   

 

Rob Baker   

 

 



 

PREFACE 

 

WHY WRITE about Jacob Boehme today?   

 

Some possible misunderstandings need to be cleared up, right from the start.   

 

Jacob Boehme (1575-1624) is a giant in Western thought and his writings have been the subject of 

countless able, scholarly commentaries. Fairly unknown in France outside of a small circle of 

specialists, Boehme at least has beneýted from two critical analyses available to a wider public: La 

Philosophie de Jakob Boehme by Alexandre Koyré 
1*

 and La Naissance de Dieu 
2
 by Pierre 

Deghaye. The present book is neither a scholarly study nor a popularization of Boehmeôs thinking, 

for the authorôs own area of specialization is elsewhere, in the ýeld of science. It is simply a 

question of presenting an entrance gate: a personal reading, offered by a modern man of culture 

interested in the advent of a new rationality in todayôs world.   

 

Another misunderstanding, leading inevitably to such self-interested considerations as ña great 

mystic seen by a contemporary physicistò or ñphysicists and the irrational,ò also ought to be 

dispelled vigorously. First of all, Boehme is not really a mystic, but rather a representative of 

gnostic thought. The work of the man whom Hegel called ñthe foremost German philosopherò 
3
 and 

who exerted a deýnite inþuence on personalities as diverse as Newton, Novalis, Schlegel, Goethe, 

Fichte, or Schelling is an integral part of our culture. Thus it is normal that a physicist who is 

convinced that science is a part of culture, and that a dialogue between different forms   

of knowledge is more necessary today than ever before, should examine Boehmeôs work from a 

modern perspective.   

 

More precisely, this book arose out of the encounter between a passionate interest and a question.  

My reading led me by chance to discover the writings of Boehme a little more than ýfteen years 

ago, and it was a revelation. Indeed, Boehme has the reputation of writing in a highly obscure way, 

and his language can perplex and even irritate a modern reader. But when the framework of 

symbolic interpretation ï the only appropriate one ï is used, Boehmeôs writings become crystal 

clear and can be read as easily as a detective novel ï a novel about everything which exists or is 

conceivable: divinity, the cosmos, ourselves.   

 

This passionate interest helped me to explore a question that I had already formulated in my book, 

Nous, la particule et le monde: 
4
 how did it happen that modern science was born in the West? 

Numerous works in the tide of orientalism that sweeps over us today state that Eastern concepts are 

very like those which form the basis of modern physics. But nevertheless modern science was born 

here, in the West. Historical or economic arguments are not enough to answer so vast a question.  

An in-depth study of a way of thinking and imagining that leads to a certain vision of the world, 

characteristic of a given epoch, is indispensable for a rigorous approach to this question. In this 

context, the work of Boehme seems to me an exemplary case, showing in a typical way a whole 

spiritual and cultural environment that contains the seed of modern science.   

 

Boehmeôs work can lead us even further, helping us discover the existence of a basic link between 

Western tradition and modern physics. Modern science deýnes itself, on the whole, by its breach 

with religion and Tradition, like a baby which has left its motherôs womb. But doesnôt a baby, even 

when grown, in spite of everything retain a link with its mother, even if the link is only genetic? In 

our time, the split between science and Tradition is made absolute by proclaiming that any coming 

together of the two is dangerous and illusory. 
5
 Exceptions to this bias are rare, though I could cite  

 

  * In order not to overload the text, most notes are grouped at the end of each chapter.    



the important work of Charles Morazé, Les Origines sacrées des sciences modernes. 
6
 In gathering 

the fruits of prolonged scholarly research, Morazé has succeeded in identifying some structural 

constants, such as three-sided and four-sided ýgures, which cross the boundaries between science 

and Tradition. But I believe it is possible to establish that the work of Boehme, examined anew as 

exemplary, permits us to broaden this somewhat narrow framework. We can then discover, through 

admittedly different methodologies, a continuity on a higher level of a true vision of the world, 

which is nourished by everything that historical time can bring to it.   

 

The reader should understand that I ýrmly place the writings of Boehme in modernity. I share 

completely the opinion of Deghaye, when he afýrms: ñWe do not make of Boehme the precursor of 

modern philosophy. We consider his wisdom for itself. . . . The offshoots of his teaching often 

concealed that wisdom. In order to rediscover Boehme, we must disengage ourselves from romantic 

literature and idealistic philosophy. We should especially forget Hegel.ò 
7
 But I ýnd Deghaye more 

difýcult to follow when he writes: ñBoehme is not in the least a modern philosopher. His thought is 

not developed on the plane of abstract thinking.ò 
8
 Why reduce all modern philosophy to abstract 

thought? It is true that the label can be applied to a good deal of Western philosophy, with its strong 

literary tradition, which ignores the lived, the experiential aspect of life ï and especially ignores 

science. More precisely, most philosophers either prefer to ignore science completely, conceiving of 

it as a group of technically operative recipes with nothing to say on the ontological plane, or they 

invoke it from time to time as a passing illustration. However, science today is capable of giving a 

new inspiration to philosophy. It cannot be reduced to abstract thinking: it is concerned essentially 

with Natureôs resistance to our representations and to our experiences. In this sense, science 

represents moments of the history of reality. How can one conceive of a modern philosophy which 

ignores the history of reality?   

 

Therefore I consider Boehme to be not a precursor of modern philosophy, but a modern philosopher 

himself. His writings are alive, like all the great texts of mankind: they nourish themselves on time 

and on history. It is true that his work is founded on a lived experience which perhaps, in its deep 

roots, is imagined outside of geographical space and historical time. But it offers us a vision of the 

double nature of Nature: a Nature which is at once eternal and anchored in time.  

 

Like a modern physicist, Boehme is haunted by the idea of the invariance of the cosmic processes 

and by the paradoxical coexistence of unity and diversity. All is movement, in a continual creation 

and annihilation, in a perpetual genesis where nothing is stable and permanent. But this movement 

is not chaotic or anarchic; it is structured, organized by virtue of an order that is certainly complex 

and subtle, but nevertheless perceivable. As Boehme says to us continually, ñeven God is begotten 

by this movement, he is born not in the world but with the world.ò   

 

The absence of a system of values adapted to the complexity of the modern world could lead us to 

the self-destruction of our own species. The formulation of a new philosophy of Nature seems to 

me, in this context, of immediate urgency. Jacob Boehme is among us in this quest: he is our 

contemporary.   

 

NOTES   
1. Alexandre Koyré, La Philosophie de Jakob Boehme (Paris: Vrin, 1971).  

2. Pierre Deghaye, La Naissance de Dieu ou La doctrine de Jakob Boehme (Paris: Albin Michel, Collection 

Spiritualités Vivantes, 1985).  

3. G. W. F. Hegel, ñConférences sur lôhistoire de la philosophie,ò 1817; in Jakob Boehme (Paris: Albin Michel, 

Collection Cahiers de lôHermétisme, 1977), p. 111.    

4 . Basarab Nicolescu, Nous, la particule er le monde (Paris: Le Mail, 1985).    

5. Henri Atlan, À Tort et à raison (Paris: Seuil, 1986).   

6. Charles Morazé, Les Origines sacrées des sciences modernes (Paris: Fayard, 1986).   

7. Deghaye, p. 20.   

8. Ibid., p. 19.    



 

 
CHAPTER ONE   

Jacob Boehme, the Man 

 

TO THOSE familiar with the writings of Jacob Boehme, what is surprising about his life is its 

relatively ordinary character: nothing could be further from the clichés associated with the lives of 

mystics or illuminati.   

 

This resident of Gorlitz, Germany, was a member of the Cobblers union, married a butcherôs 

daughter, and fathered several children. After selling his shoemaking shop, he opened a yarn store. 

According to Alexandre Koyr®, ñIn 1619 and 1620 we see him in Prague dealing in woolen gloves, 

which he buys from the peasants of the Lusace region to resell at the market.ò 
1 
His enemy, Gregor 

Richter, the leading pastor of Gorlitz, accused him of being a dangerous heretic, and Boehme was 

persecuted and even jailed for a short time. And a few days after his death, the citizens of Gorlitz 

shattered and vandalized the cross on his tombstone. But nonetheless Boehme died a quiet death, in 

his own bed, after a relatively commonplace illness.   

 

The mystery of Boehme is found elsewhere: in his experiences of ñillumination.ò At the age of 

twenty-five, he had a revelation that was the basis for all his subsequent work: while gazing at the 

brightness of a pewter vase, he felt himself suddenly engulfed by an extraordinary flow of 



information about the hidden nature of things. This data was incomprehensible to him at first, and 

he waited twelve years to understand what had been ñgivenò to him in that unforgettable moment. 

In our day, a person undergoing such an experience would immediately found a group of disciples 

and start giving lectures and writing best sellers. But Boehme waited twelve years, in almost total 

silence, in Order to analyze, decipher, and explain what he had ñseenò in that moment of grace. Out 

of this gestation came the magniýcent and unique work, The Aurora. 
2 

 

Boehme remained very discreet about his experiences of illumination, especially the ýrst experience 

in 1600. But when he ýnally did discuss it, the force and the sincerity of his description were both 

striking and troubling. In a letter addressed in 1621 to Caspar Lindner, the customs ofýcer of 

Beuthen, he wrote: ñThe gate was opened unto me, so that in one quarter of an hour I saw and knew 

more than if I had been many years together at a University; at which I did exceedingly admire, and 

I knew not how it happened to me; and thereupon I turned my heart to praise God for it. For I saw 

and knew the being of all Beings; . . . also the birth or eternal generation of the holy Trinity; the 

descent, and original of this world.ò 
3
   

 

In The Aurora, the essential character of his vision is affirmed with even greater clarity: ñIn this 

light my spirit suddenly saw through all, and in and by all the creatures, even in herbs and grass it 

knew God, who he is, and how he is, and what his will is: And suddenly in that light my will was 

set on by a mighty impulse, to describe the being of God. But because I could not at once apprehend 

the deepest births of God in their being, and comprehend them in my reason, there passed almost 

twelve years, before the exact understanding thereof was given me. . . . So also it went with this 

spirit: The first ýre was but a seed, and not a constant lasting light: Since that time many a cold 

wind blew upon it; but the will never extinguished.ò 
4
 

 

In spite of Boehmeôs discretion, it is apparent that he must have passed through considerable inner 

turmoil during these twelve years of silence, in his attempt to reconcile the richness of his 

experience with the poverty of the written word to explain it. He speaks of a ñhorrible abyssò: ñMy 

sun was often eclipsed or extinguished. . . .ò 
5
 He writes also that ñ. . . . if the spirit were withdrawn 

from me, I could neither know not understand my own writings.ò 
6
 Boehme the cobbler and glove 

merchant, responsible for the material needs of his own family, confesses sincerely the temptation 

to give up: ñFor when I took care for the belly, and to get my living, and resolved to give over this 

business in hand, then the gate of heaven in my knowledge was bolted up.ò 
7
 But he did pass 

through these inner trials and arrived at a powerful point of equilibrium, where the written word did 

not betray the depth of the experience: ñ. . . . it is laid upon me as a work which I must exercise. 

Therefore seeing it is my work that my spirit driveth, I will write it down for a Memorial, in such a 

manner as I know it in my spirit, and in such a manner as I attained to it, and I will set down no 

strange thing, which myself have not tried [and known], that I be not found a liar concerning myself 

before God.ò 
8
 How many books of philosophy would never have been written if others had 

followed this splendid precept of Boehme?   

 

Boehme mistrusted all proof by logical reason that was not based on inner experience and that, 

going around in circles, could lead only to illusion and folly: ñI have read the writings of very high 

masters, hoping to ýnd therein the ground and true depth; but I have found nothing, but a half dead 

spirit. . . .ò 
9
 As for his own method of writing, Boehme reveals clearly: ñThou must know that I do 

not suck it out from the dead or mortal reason, but my spirit qualiýeth*, mixeth or uniteth with God, 

and proveth or searcheth the Deity, how it is in all its births and genitures. . . .ò 
10

   

 

He also wrote: ñThere ought no historical skill and knowledge to be sought for in our writings. . . .  

 
* AUTHOR'S NOTE: The word ñqualiýethò means, according to Louis Claude de Saint-Martin in his French 

translation of The Aurora (LôAurore naissante), ñthe active and simultaneous gathering of different faculties, which 

results in a mutual impregnation.ò  



Indeed we carry the heavenly treasure in an earthly vessel, but there must be a heavenly receptacle 

hidden in the earthly, else the heavenly treasure is not comprised nor held. None should think or 

desire to ýnd the lily of the heavenly bud with deep searching and studying, if he not be entered by 

earnest repentance in the New Birth, so that it be grown in himself; for else it is but a history, where 

his mind never ýndeth the ground. . . .ò 
11

   

 

An inattentive reader might conclude that Boehme is an adversary of reason. At a recent colloquium 

organized by the University of Picardy, one otherwise well-informed researcher afýrmed in a 

peremptory way that Boehme wishes ñwith hate and fury, to set reason and understanding against 

each other.ò 
12

 But this is absurd. His opposition is not to reason itself, but to dead reason, that 

which is detached from all experience and born of purely mechanical mental association. Quite the 

contrary, Boehme is a lover of reason and intelligence, and this book is precisely a testimony to 

that. But the rationality found in his writing is a living rationality, rooted in experience. What did 

those twelve years of silence represent if not sacrifice in the name of reason? Why else did he write 

so many books, if not to try to explain, analyze, and rationalize that experience? Certainly this kind 

of reason is far superior to that which we have become accustomed to from the glib spokesmen of 

this century who are prophets of nothingness and emptiness, priests of nihilism, positivism and 

mechanistic determinism.  

 

The rationality of Boehme's work can be perceived through the metaphor of the tree, which recurs 

often in his writings: "The garden of this tree signifieth the world; the soil or mould signifieth 

nature; the stock of the tree signifies the stars; by the branches are meant the elements; the fruit 

which grow on this tree signify men; the sap in the tree denoteth the pure Deity." 
13

 In taking up this 

metaphor of the tree, Antoine Faivre grasps the contemporary importance of the rationality of 

Boehme's work: "One can describe in a thousand ways a single tree, but Perhaps the descriptions all 

owing between two poles: a tree completely naked and abstract, or a tree laden with a living 

luxuriance. To the tree of Descartes, I would oppose this one of Boehmeé.Which means first of all 

to see to it that our Western tree remains indeed alive, loaded with richly colored foliage and fruit; 

that the sap nourishes it and permeates it; that it no longer resembles a dead tree in a wintry 

countryside, like a formalized, abstract image of bloodless being." 
14

 This is an important 

contemporary gamble for what is at stake is our own life and the life of our planet. What Boehme 

has written about his epoch remains completely valid for our own world: "The holy light is 

nowadays accounted a mere history and bare knowledge, and that the spirit will not work therein; 

and yet they suppose that is faith which they profess with their mouths." 
15

 

 

Jacob Boehme often declared himself a "simple man,"
16

 and he was baffled and astonished by the 

totality of his work, which imposed itself on him as an urgent necessity. In fact, nothing seemed to 

predispose him to this fundamental "opening" of 1600. What exactly was the nature of this 

opening? From where did this extraordinary flow of data come, since it was certainly not drawn 

from reading the few books present in his home? What is the mechanism by which reason succeeds 

in deciphering the results of an experience which is on the whole irrational, without betraying it? In 

the current state of understanding, it would be vain to try to respond to these questions. One might 

well invoke the term ñimaginal," introduced by Henry Corbin, 
17

 to designate the truly imaginary  ï  

the creative, visionary, essential, fundamental; without this vision, the real dissolves in an endless 

chain of veiled, deforming, mutilating images. 

 

The challenge Boehme gambled on was, and remains, crucial ï to reconcile opposing principles 

while preserving their specificity: the rational and the irrational, matter and spirit, finality and 

endlessness, good and evil, freedom and law, determinism and indeterminacy, the imaginary and 

the real ï concepts which appear, in the context of his philosophy, merely as laughably poor 

approximations of far greater ideas. 

 



Such a philosophy of contradictions, based primarily on inner experience, could express itself only 

in an appropriate language, distinct from ordinary, discursive language founded on sound 

Aristotelian logic. So it is not surprising that even lovers of Boehme's work are baffled by the 

language he used. Alexandre Koyré, for example, considered Boehme "a barbarian." 
18

 He sees his 

language as "embarrassing and stammering": "Boehme, as we have said, is one of the most 

enigmatic thinkers in the universe, and his books are perhaps the most badly written in existence. 

To express himself, Boehme writes as he speaks, and speaks only in the way he thinks. The spoken 

word is for him definitely not an apparatus of conceptual notation; it is the living expression of a 

living reality." 
19

 Koyré adds that "Boehme speaks of everything in relation to everything else. Each 

of his works is a complete exposition of his whole system; and the repetitions are as frequent as the 

contradictions. No one ï except perhaps Paracelsus ï speaks a language so barbaric, so clumsy." 
20

 

 

Boehme himself recognized the difficulties of a language adapted to his philosophy: "O that I had 

but the pen of man, and were able therewith to write down the spirit of knowledge. I can but 

stammer of the great mysteries like a child that is beginning to speak; so very little can the earthly 

tongue express what the spirit comprehending and understanding yet I will venture to try whether I 

may procure some to go about to seek the Pearl, whereby also I might labour in the works of  

God, in my paradisical garden of roses; for the longing of the eternal matrix driveth me on to write 

and exercise myself in this my knowledge." 
21

 

 

The miracle is that Boehme did rediscover for himself a language suitable to his philosophy: the 

language of symbolism, which is, after all, commonly used in traditional thought. "The symbol is a 

representation which makes a hidden meaning apparent; it is the epiphany of a mystery," 
22

 Gilbert 

Durand has written. The symbol brings about the unity of opposites, and, in order to be understood, 

presupposes the interaction of subject and object. It is founded on the logic of the included middle, 

which demands a language that breaks with everyday, "natural" language. 

 

The symbol is a marvelous living organism which helps us read the world. It never has an ultimate 

or exclusive meaning. Its precision consists just in this fact, that it is capable of embracing an 

unlimited number of aspects of reality. We are thus obliged to accept the relativity of our way of 

looking at it: this relativity can be present only if the symbol is conceived of as in movement and if 

we ourselves experience it. Symbolism entails a decreasing entropy of language, a growing order, 

an augmentation of information and comprehension, as it crosses different levels of reality, 

This is why it seems to me that one must read the works of Jacob Boehme for oneself to become 

convinced of the precision of his language. Even if it is almost unanimously admitted by specialists 

in Boehme's work that The Aurora is only a "first sketch" of his philosophic system, 
23, 24

 I am 

tempted to believe, with Hegel, that The Aurora remains his fundamental text, for, at least from my 

point of view, it is there that the symbolic approach of Boehme manifests itself in all its richness 

and splendor. The other books of Boehme, while stating with more precision the ideas already 

presented in The Aurora and even introducing certain new ideas, represent, in my opinion, an effort 

at rationalization in a language closer to binary logic, through a partial acceptance of symbols. This 

explains, perhaps, the greater fascination that they can hold for the modern Western reader. But, 

after all, the work of Boehme forms a whole, and the partial acceptance of symbols is almost as 

enriching as the shock produced by the encounter with their full manifestation. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

Structure and Self-Organization in the Boehmian Universe 

 

FOR A contemporary reader, I think that perhaps the main interest in the writings of Jacob Boehme 

springs from a single idea which serves as the axis of his cosmology: namely, that everything which 

exists is ruled by a very small number of general laws. Boehme presents this in a strict, formal 

schematic diagram, which he proposes as an interpretation of our world, of the entire cosmos, and 

even of God himself. The conceptual plan is based on the interaction between a threefold logic or 

structure and a sevenfold, self-organizing cycle or process. The implications of such a plan are 

considerable in discussing such modern problems as freedom versus constraint, determinism versus 

indeterminacy, order versus chaos, and evolution versus involution, and we shall analyze these in 

detail. 

 



The idea of a very small number of general laws is, from the start, extremely interesting: it 

establishes a new method of approaching reality which can be called "hypothetical/deductive." 

Foreseen by Kepler and established by Boehme, this method is found in science up to the present 

day: a certain limited number of laws ï often very abstract, mathematical, and removed from 

directly observable reality ï is postulated; the consequences of these laws are deduced; and then 

these consequences are compared to experienced data. The reverse method, by which the attempt is 

made to deduce general laws by starting with experienced data, belongs to sciences which are not 

yet mathematized or formalized. 

 

Moreover, the fact that Kepler (1571-1630) and Galileo (1564-1642) are the contemporaries of 

Boehme (1575-1624) does not seem to be pure historical coincidence. Their works represent three 

dif ferent branches of the same common trunk of Christian thought. It is a question of three different 

crystallizations of one and the same cultural and spiritual environment: Boehme, the heretic of 

Christian thought; Kepler, the man of transition between traditional thought and modern scientific 

thought; and Galileo, the iconoclast and acknowledged founder of modern science. 

 

One of the principal theses of this book is precisely the idea that Christian thinking on the Trinity ï 

of which Boehme's doctrine stands at the apex, in my opinion ï constitutes the compost which has 

allowed the birth of modern science. The question, "Why was modern science born in the West?" is 

thus illuminated by a rather unexpected light. 

 

A: THE THREEFOLD STRUCTURE 

In the cosmology of Boehme, reality is structured in three parts, determined by the action of three 

principles: "Now thus the eternal light, and the virtue of the light, or the heavenly paradise, moveth 

in the eternal darkness; and the darkness cannot comprehend the light; for they are two several 

Principles; and the darkness longeth after the light, because that the spirit beholdeth itself therein, 

and because the divine virtue is manifested in it. But though it hath not comprehended the divine 

virtue and light, yet it hath continually with great lust lifted up itself towards it, till it hath kindled 

the root of the fire in itself, from the beams of the light of God; and there arose the third Principle: 

And it hath its original out of the first Principle, out of the dark matrix, by the speculating of the 

virtue [or power] of God." 
1
 

 

These three principles are independent, but at the same time they all three interact at once: they 

engender each other, while each remaining distinct. The dynamic of their interaction is a dynamic of 

contradiction: one could speak of a negative force corresponding to the darkness, a positive force 

corresponding to the light, and a reconciling force corresponding to what Boehme called "extra-

generation." It is a question of a contradiction among three poles, of three polarities radically 

opposed but nevertheless linked, in the sense that none of the three can exist without the other two. 

 

The three principles have a virtual quality, for they exist outside our space-time continuum. As a 

result they are, in themselves, invisible, untouchable, immeasurable: "We understand, then, that the 

divine Essence in threefoldness in the unground* dwells in itself, but generates to itself a ground 

within itselféthough this is not to be understood as to being, but as to a threefold spirit, where each 

is the cause of the birth of the other. And this threefold spirit is not measurable, divisible or 

fathomable; for there is no place found for it, and it is at the same time the unground of eternity, 

which gives birth to itself within itself in a ground.ò 
2
 The foundation of the Trinity is "subject to no 

locality, nor limit [number], nor place. It hath no place of its rest." 
3
 

 

It is important to stress that it is exactly this process of contradiction which allows manifestation.  

 
* TRANSLATOR'S NOTE: Boehme's term "unground" ï Ungrund in German and sans-fond in French ï refer to this 

mysterious "bottomless state" which at the same time serves as the base or foundation or ground where the Trinity 

dwells. 



The hidden God (Deus absconditus) is not pure transcendence. Through the two other poles of this 

ternary contradiction, he can show himself, he can manifest, he can respond to the wish to 

understand himself. Thus the three forces corresponding to the three principles will be present in 

every phenomenon of reality: "And no place or position can be conceived or found where the spirit 

of the tri-unity is not present, and in every being; but hidden to the being, dwelling in itself, as an 

essence that at once fills all and yet dwells not in being, but itself has a being in itself." 
4
 God 

hidden thus becomes God manifest (Deus revelatus.)  

 

In this context, it is extremely interesting to remark the role that Boehme attributes to our own 

world.  

 

The three principles engender three different worlds which moreover are overlapping ï the world of 

fire, the world of light, and the exterior world: "And we are thus to understand a threefold Being, or 

three worlds in one another. The first is the fire-world, which takes its rise from the centrum 

naturaeé.And the second is the light-world which dwells in freedom in the unground, out of 

Nature, but proceeds from the fire-worldé.It dwells in fire, and the fire apprehends it not. And this 

is the middle worldé.The third world is the outer, in which we dwell by the outer body with the 

external works and beings. It was created from the dark world and also from the light-worldé.ò 
5 

 

The exterior world, our world, appears as if it were a world of true reconciliation. It is not the world 

of the Fall, the world of man's guilt, of his downfall into matter. As Pierre Deghaye remarks 

pertinently, our world is a world of reparation: "The body of Lucifer is set on fire and it is 

destroyed. But this body was the universe before ours. It is the result of this catastrophe and in order 

to repair it that our world was created. Our world is the third principle.ò 
6 

 

All the grandeur of our world resides in the incarnation of these three principles. 

 

First of all, the threefold structure of reality is inscribed in man himself. Man is the actualization of 

this threefold structure: "so also in like manner is every mass or seed of the Ternary or Trinity in 

every man," 
7
 Boehme tells us. Human nature, merging the three principles, "understands therefore, 

at least potentially, the totality of divine manifestation.ò 
8
 What man makes of this human nature is, 

of course, a whole other story. In our modern world, man has forgotten that he is potentially the 

incarnation of three principles. The very words "three principles," not to mention their meaning, 

seem to us strange and absurd. We are, evidently, far from the work of spiritual alchemy, based on 

the balance of our own threefoldness, a work to which Boehme invites us, and which alone could 

give this world a real meaning. Otherwise our world is dead, absurd, accidental. 

 

But what interests us here in the first place is the manifestation of the threefold structure of all the 

phenomena of Nature. Of course, one must not confuse "nature" 
9
 and "threefoldness" : "Nature and 

the Ternary are not one and the same; they are distinct, though the Ternary dwelleth in nature, but 

unapprehended, and yet is an eternal band.é" 
10

 But in every phenomenon of Nature threefoldness 

perpetually appears. The Trinity, this "triumphing, springing, moveable being" is the "eternal 

mother of nature. " 
11

 Even if the three principles are enclosed "in no time nor place," 
12

 they 

manifest themselves nonetheless in space and time. The third principle has a crucial role in this 

manifestation; it is what "contains the fiat, the creative word of God." 
13

 Everything becomes a 

trace, a sign of threefoldness: man, the planets, the stars, the elements. The alliance between nature 

and threefoldness is eternal, but man has the choice between discovering and living this alliance or 

forgetting, ignoring, and therefore disrupting it. 

 

One thus understands the deep relationship between the thought of Boehme and that of Galileo, 

even if it is implicit and surprising, for their languages are very different. When Galileo points out 

the importance of experimental observation, separating experiment from sentient evidence (that 



furnished by the sense organs), he is very close to Boehme, for whom nature is a manifestation of 

divinity, and insofar as it is a manifestation, is measurable and observable. Both of them, 

like Kepler as well, are haunted by the idea of laws and invariance. The idea that it must be possible 

to reproduce phenomena, fundamental for the methodology of modern science, comes in here. The 

"new science" does not concern itself with singular phenomena but with those which are repeatable 

and which submit to a mathematic formalization. Galileo, like Boehme, did not identify human 

reason with divine reason. Maurice Clavelin points out that the position of Galileo "is lucid: created 

by an infinite being, the world is on the scale of his reason, not human reason, which understands it 

only within the limitations of its capacities, that is, through what it has in common with divine 

reason; mathematics is precisely in this position." 
14

 

 

But the difference between the two approaches, that of Galileo and that of Boehme, is also of 

paramount importance. For Galileo, every divine "cause" must be excluded in the formulation of a 

scientific theory, while for Boehme the comprehension of reality must take into account the 

participation of the divine in the processes of our world. The mathematics of Galileo is strictly 

quantitative, while that of Boehme is qualitative, of a symbolic order. 

 

Since Nature has a double nature, so also does modern science. Modern science has been 

developing itself for several centuries on the path traced by Galileo instead of the far more obscure 

and complex one implicit in the works of Boehme. Galileo's success was staggering, as much on the 

level of experiment as on that of theory. His technological applications, demonstrating the mastery 

of man over nature, seemed to show the indisputable accuracy of this approach. Founded on binary 

logic, that of "Yes" or "No," modern science reached its peak in the nineteenth century, in a 

scientistic ideology proclaiming that science alone, human reason alone, had the exclusive right-of-

way to truth and reality (though the position of Galileo was, as we have seen, quite different: non-

positivist and non-scientistic). The scientistic ideology began to fall apart at the birth of quantum 

physics, with the discovery of a level of reality that clearly differs from our own; this, in order to be 

understood, seemed to demand a threefold logic, that of the included middle. 
15

 Moreover, an 

unexpected encounter seems to be coming about just now between modern physics and traditional 

symbolic thought. I have analyzed these aspects at length in my book, Nous, particular et le monde 

l6 and I ask the reader to refer to that in order to avoid too many annoying repetitions here. In any 

case, the resurgence of meaning' in modern physics is the sign of the double nature of modern 

science: by excluding meaning from its domain, modern science rediscovered it, by means of its 

own internal dynamic, on its own road. 

 

Will there then be a return to the ideas of Boehme? It would be hazardous to formulate any such 

affirmation. But what seems certain to me is the current necessity for formulating a new Philosophy 

of Nature. Understanding Boehme's work thus has a real immediacy in this context today. A 

comparison between his idea of threefoldness and that of modern thinkers such as Stéphane 

Lupasco or Charles Sanders Peirce 
18

 would thus be highly instructive but it goes beyond the 

framework of this book. It is sufficient to say here that astonishing correspondences can be 

established between the threefoldness of Boehme, the triad of Lupasco (actualization, potent- 

 
* AUTHOR 'S NOTE: The French word "le sens" (" meaning") has to be understood here in a very general 

philosophical, metaphysical, and experiential way. At its most basic, ñmeaning" refers to the fact that many processes 

which initially seem chaotic or disordered may, if properly studied, be seen to have a significance or direction that 

reveals the presence of order. In this sense, "meaning" and "laws" are intimately correlated. In a deeper way, and 

especially in Boehme's writings, "meaning" refers to the unitive interaction between different levels of reality, in a 

harmonious, evolutionary movement. More precisely, ñmeaning" is the contradictory encounter between presence and 

absence, things sacred and profane. In our physical universe, since consciousness is thought to be present only on the 

planet Earth, the individual and mankind have a cosmic role: to simultaneously discover and produce meaning. 

Through his body, senses, and sensations, man becomes the cosmic instrument of "meaning." Experiences and 

experiments are two facets of discovering meaning. This is why the study of the universe and the study of man are 

complementary. 



 

ialization, and the T-state, the ñincluded middle" ), and the triad of Peirce ("firstness, secondness, 

and thirdness," as he calls them). Boehme speaks of ñthree worlds," Lupasco of "three matters," and 

Peirce of "three universes." Indeed, the different triads evoked are far from identical. The source of 

threefold thinking in Boehme, Lupasco, and Peirce is equally different: an inner experience on 

Boehme's part, quantum physics for Lupasco, and mathematical graph theory for Peirce. But one 

and the same law seems to manifest itself, under different facets, in all who think in threes, and it is 

that which produces the threefold structure of reality, in all its manifestations. We are left to 

understand how a virtual structure can set in motion the different processes of reality. 

 

B: THE SEVENFOLD SELF-ORGANIZATION OF REALITY 

If threefoldness concerns the inner dynamics of all systems, sevenfoldness is, according to Boehme, 

the basis, in its inexhaustible richness, for the manifestation of all processes. Sevenfoldness 

functions in continual interaction with threefoldness: it is precisely this interaction which furnishes 

the key to a full comprehension of reality, at least in the view which Boehme proposes to us. 

 

But, first of all, why choose the number seven? In the beginning it is difficult to understand why 

any number, even on the level of symbolic thought, should be more important than any other, in an 

absolute and definitive way. Why, for example, should the number 7 exclude all interest in the 

numbers 4 or 9 or 137 or 10
10

? Of course, the mystic, theological, or symbolic value of the number 

seven is well known. Alexander Koyré ôs thesis 
19

 provides an almost exhaustive list of the different 

meanings of the number seven which could be applied, more or less, to Boehme's sevenfoldness: 

the seven lights and the seven angels of the Apocalypse, the seven lower sephiroth of the Kabbalah, 

the seven alchemical processes, the seven planets (a favorite hypothesis of Koyré ), and so forth. 

 

Personally I think one can demonstrate that all these are false trails. Correspondences between the 

different meanings of sevenfoldness could certainly be found, but I believe, for reasons I will 

explain later, that Boehme had no exterior source of inspiration for his concept of sevenfoldness 

other than his own vision. Moreover, sevenfoldness asserts itself in the philosophy of Boehme as a 

relentlessly logical consequence (following symbolic logic, of course) of one of the keystones of his 

thinking: that the basis of all manifestation must be in perpetual interaction with threefoldness. 

 

It is amusing to ascertain that it is precisely this interaction which has plunged many of Boehme's 

commentators, as Koyré told us, "into the most cruel difficulty." 
20

 Koyré himself speaks of the 

"unhappy diagram of seven spirits that Boehme maintains against all odds." 
21

 He also says: ñit 

would not be easy to classify these seven powers into three principles and to coordinate them to the 

three persons of the Trinity, but Boehme was never able to abandon this sevenfold framework." 
22

 

Very fortunately, I would be tempted to add. 

 

I do not pretend to offer a unique and definitive solution to this enigma, but I believe I can give a 

perfectly coherent reading of it, on the level of symbolic logic, from Boehme's own texts alone. 

For Boehme, "God is the God of orderé Now as there are in him chiefly seven qualities, whereby 

the whole divine being is driven on, and sheweth itself infinitely in these seven qualities, and yet 

these seven qualities are the chief or prime in the infiniteness, whereby the divine birth or geniture 

stands eternally in its order unchangeably." 
23

 Every process of reality thus will be ruled by seven 

qualities,* seven spirit-sources, seven stages, seven patterns. 

* AUTHOR ' S NOTE : Since "quality" is a key word in the cosmology of Boehme, it cannot be understood through any 

dictionary-type definition, Boehme's seven qualities are the intermediate, active, informational energies which give shape to 

all the various levels of reality. It is important to stress that the seven qualities are each generated by a particular interaction 

of the Three Principles, This explains a paradoxical and crucial property of these seven qualities: they are always the same, 

even though they adapt to the given level of materiality on which they are acting. Different levels of materiality do not imply 

different levels of the seven qualities. It is precisely this property of their always remaining the same which allows the 

possibility of cosmic unity, through the interaction of all levels of reality. Evolution itself ï cosmic evolution, evolution of the 

individual, or evolution of mankind ï therefore becomes possible.  



 

The names which Boehme attributes to these seven qualities are poetic and highly evocative, but 

they can appear somewhat naive and strange to the modern reader: Sourness, Sweetness, Bitterness, 

Heat, Love, Tone or Sound, and Body. But what interests us here are not the names, but the 

meanings which Boehme attributes to them in the context of sevenfoldness. 

 

Restricted by everyday language, Boehme first adopts a linear, chronological description of how 

these seven qualities are linked in the sevenfold cycle, but understanding them comes through a 

simultaneous consideration of their actions. The spirit-sources all give birth to each other, yet each 

remains distinct. Again, only a logic of contradictions gives us access to the meaning of Boehme's 

sevenfoldness. 

 

But to begin with, let us proceed, like Boehme, by stages. The three first qualities proceed from the 

first principle. The God of the first principle is, for us, a God who is impenetrable and unknowable. 

He appears to us like a God of darkness, a God of terrifying night, because he is unfathomable. One 

cannot even truly call him God. 

 

An intense and bitter struggle takes place among the first three qualities to permit this God of 

darkness to know himself in his potentiality. Why does this struggle begin among three qualities 

and not four or six? According to Boehme, the God of darkness, once started on the road to self-

knowledge, must submit to his own threefold nature. 

 

The first quality will thus correspond to a negative force, to resistance, to a cold fire, responding to 

the desire of the God of darkness to remain what he is, independent of all manifestation. The second 

quality will correspond to a positive, fluid force, inclined towards manifestation and thus radically 

opposed to the first quality: it is like what Boehme called a "furious goad." And then the third 

quality appears like a reconciling force without which no opening towards manifestation would he 

possible. The God of the first principle therefore will engage himself in a gigantic struggle with 

himself. Nicolas Berdiaeff speaks rightly of a ñdivine tragedy" in the mystery of creation. 
24

 It is 

quite simply a question of the death of God to himself as much as he is the God of pure 

transcendence: "Boehme's God dies fore he is born," writes Pierre Deghaye. 
25

 This is an idea which 

by self was enough to horrify the dogmatic theologians of the day and allow them to classify 

Boehme easily as a heretic. 

 

The merciless struggle among the first three qualities produces a true "wheel of anguish." The world 

of the first triad of sevenfoldness is a "dark valley," 
26

 a virtual hell. Boehme speaks of "an anxious 

horrible quaking, a trembling, and a sharp, opposite, contentious generating." 
27

 Something must 

happen to allow the "childbirth," the passage to life, to manifestation. 

 

It is precisely at this point, when the wheel of anguish turns frantically on itself, in a chaotic, 

infernal whirlwind, that a principle of discontinuity must be manifested, to open the way for true 

evolutionary movement. This principle of discontinuity is none other than the third principle, which 

appears as the fiat of manifestation, the creative word of God. Boehme calls this discontinuity a 

"flash": "Behold, without the flash all the seven spirits were a dark valleyé." 
28

 The insane 

movement of the wheel of anguish stops in order to transform itself into harmonious movement. It 

is now that life can be born, that God is born. The fiat of manifestation, generated by the third 

principle, becomes an integral part (although merely virtual, because it corresponds to an invisible 

interruption on the level of manifestation) of the second triad of the sevenfold cycle, which equally 

includes the fourth and fifth qualities: "Now these four spirits move themselves in the flash, for all 

the four become living therein, and so now the power of these four riseth up in the flash, as if the 

life did rise up, and the power which is risen up in the flash is the love, which is the both spirit, That 

power moveth so very pleasantly and amiably in the flash, as if a dead spirit did become living, and 



was suddenly in a moment set into great clarity or brightness. " 
29

 The fact that the fourth and the 

fifth qualities are intimately linked to the lightning flash, and therefore to the third principle, is thus 

clearly affirmed. 

 

The cold fire of the first triad thus transforms itself into a hot fire from which light can burst forth: 

"The fourth property thus plays the role of a turntable or pivot of transmutation for the whole 

system," Jean-FranVois Marquet has written I would be tempted to say rather that the turntable is 

located in the interval between the third and the fourth quality, for it is there that the action of the 

hat of life, of manifestation, takes place. 

 

But "birth" does not mean a complete manifestation of the light. With the second triad, God is born, 

he becomes conscious of himself, but he does not yet manifest himself fully, A second principle of 

discontinuity must intervene so that evolutionary movement can continue. The fiat of affirmation, 

 
 

 

of the light fully revealed, the heavenly fiat is necessarily the action of the second principle. "The 

second fiat is found at the fifth degree," Pierre Deghaye correctly affirms. 31 More precisely, it is 

found in the interval between the fifth and the sixth 

quality. 

 

The intervention of the second principle generates a new triad of manifestation ("triad," for each 

principle must submit itself to its own threefold structure). This next triad is composed of three 

elements: one virtual element (the interruption generated by the second principle), and two 

qualities: Tone or Sound, and Body 

 

The sixth quality is that of heavenly joy, like a joyful sound which runs through the whole 

manifestation: "Now the sixth generating in God is when the spirits, in their birth or geniture, thus 

taste one of another, whereby and wherein the rising joy generateth itself, from whence the tone or 

tune existeth. For from the touching and moving the living spirit generateth itself, and that same 

spirit presseth through all births or generatings, very inconceivably and incomprehensibly to the 

birth or geniture, and is a very richly joyful, pleasant, lovely sharpness, like melodious, sweet 

music. And now when the birth generateth, then it conceiveth or apprehendeth the light, and 

speaketh or inspireth the light again into the birth or geniture through the moving spirit." 
32

 It is at 

the level of the sixth quality that Boehme placed language, discernment, and beauty. 
33

 

 

As for the seventh quality, it corresponds to full manifestation, to the "body" of God, which is none 

other than nature itself: "Now the seventh form, or the seventh spirit in the divine power, is nature , 



or the issue or exit from the other six. [This seventh spirit] is the body of all the spirits, wherein they 

generate themselves as in a body: Also out of this spirit all figures, shapes and forms are imaged or 

fashioned" 
34

 The seventh spirit encompassing the other six, and generateth them again: for the 

corporeal and natural being consistent in the seventh." 
35

 The loop is thus closed: the seventh 

quality rejoins the first, but on another level, that of manifestation. The line changes into a circle: 

paradoxically, in the philosophy of Jacob Boehme, the Son gives birth to the Father. 

 

I confess I do not understand the perplexity of Boehme's interpreters regarding the interaction 

between threefoldness and sevenfoldness, but the interpretation that I propose seems to me 

coherent, rational, and completely conforming to Boehme's texts. 

 

The cycle of manifestation ought to demonstrate the full power of threefoldness. This full power 

obtains when each of the three principles manifests its own threefold structure, a structure which 

results from the perpetual interaction between each principle and the other two principles. If each 

principle does not have a threefold structure, the interaction between the three principles will be 

mutilated or annihilated. As a result, the cycle of manifestation must include nine elements (3 x 3 = 

9). But two of the elements are virtual, invisible ï they correspond to two interruptions. Therefore 

on the visible, natural level, the manifestation cycle would have to be a sevenfold structure 

(9 ï 2 = 7). 

 

But, taken in its entirety (including therefore the two intervals where the interruptions take place 

that are produced by the action of the second and third principles), this cycle has a ninefold 

structure' One sees therefore the fundamental importance that Boehme accorded to the number nine, 

associating it with what he called the Tincture: "Boehme saw the temporal Universe as permeated 

by an immense current of life (Tincture ), which, born of the Principium or Centrum (Separator) of 

Divinity, discharges itself upon the world, penetrates it, incarnates itself in it, and vivifying it, 

brings it back to God , The Tincture , which is the number nine, is the pure element, the divine 

element." 
36

 

 

Two supplementary remarks need to be mentioned for the clarification of certain aspects of the 

cycle of manifestation. 

 

First, we have spoken of two interruptions, of two fiats, linked to the second and third principles. 

Why not speak of a third interruption, linked to the first principle? Certainly "in every will the flash 

standeth again to [make an] opening," as Boehme has written. 
37

 But, the God of the first principle 

is completely ungraspable by himself. To speak of a fiat bound to his will would be pure verbiage. 

On the other hand, this God makes himself concrete in the first triad of the sevenfold cycle. 

 

Secondly, the inversion between the action of the third principle and that of the second principle in 

the course of the sevenfold cycle seems very significant to me: again, the third principle, that which 

rules our own world, acts as a reconciling force between the first and the second. 

 

It also might be instructive to make a comparative study between the cosmology of Boehme and 

that of G.I. Gurdjieff (1877-1949). As with Boehme, the fundamental laws of the universe are, in 

the cosmology of Gurdjieff, a Law of Three and a Law of Seven, and their interaction is expressed 

as a Law of Nine. 
38, 39

 The threefoldness, sevenfoldness, and ninefoldness of Gurdjieff are not, 

indeed, the same as those of Boehme; but their comparative study could reveal interesting 

sidelights. We cannot attempt such a study here. But it is surprising to remark that not one of the 

numerous analysts of Gurdjieff's ideas speaks of the striking analogy between his laws and those of 

Boehme. Even his most informed biographer, James Webb, 
40

 cites Boehme only casually.  

 

Boehme's sevenfold structure penetrates all levels of reality. The birth of God is repeated endlessly 
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throughout all these levels, in ñsignatures" or "traces." He writes: "The seven spirits of God, in the 

circumference and space, contain or comprehend heaven and this world; also the wide breadth and 

depth without and beyond the heavens, even above and beneath the world, and in the world. They 

contain also all the creatures both in heaven and in this worldé.Out of and from the same body of 

the seven spirits of God are all things made and produced, all angels, all devils, the heaven, the 

earth, the stars, the elements, men, beasts, fowls, ýshes; all worms, wood, trees, also stones, herbs 

and grass, and all whatsoever is.ò 
41

 

 

At a certain level of reality, the sevenfold cycle can develop fully, can stop, or can even involve; the 

different systems belong to a level of reality that enjoys the freedom of self-organization. The 

divine Nature and its evolution is predetermined insofar as potentiality is concerned. But the 

interruption characterizing the sevenfold cycle introduces an element of indeterminacy, of liberty, 

of choice. As Koyré remarks: ñThe lightning þash is that of freedom introducing itself into Nature, 

which is the opposite of freedom.ò 
42

 In Boehmeôs universe, determinism and indeterminacy, 

constraint and freedom coexist contradictorily. 

 

Is not the God of darkness, the magical source of all reality, in himself, the Great Indeterminacy? 

But his ñhunger and desire is after substance,ò 
43

 and he is obliged to accept a certain determinism, a 

certain ñcontraction.ò As Deghaye points out, ñIn the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria, there is a similar 

phenomenon: at the origin of all worlds, the Inýnite contracts itself and thus begins the true drama, 

in the bosom of Divinity.ò 
44

 It is on this ñdivine tragedyò that the greatness of our own world is 

founded: that of the full evolution of man. The self-knowledge of God thus rejoins the self-

knowledge of man. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

Must a Cosmology 

of Self-Creation 

Necessarily Be Tragic? 

 

ACCORDING to Jacob Boehme, all creation begins in suffering, on the wheel of anguish. Even 

God, in order to understand himself, must ýrst die to himself so that he can be born. Certainly this 

ñdeath of Godò has nothing in common with that phrase invented by modern philosophers: God dies 

to himself in order then to take part in life, to show himself, to reveal all the powers which are 

hidden inside himself. All cosmoses, all worlds (our own included), all creatures must pass through 

the stages of the sevenfold cycle which begins in suffering: it is the price paid for the appearance of 

ñlight,ò of evolution. But does this mean the cosmology of Boehme is therefore intrinsically tragic?   

 

This question is more timely than it first appears. Modern scientiýc cosmology (which concerns 

only our own material world), founded on the theory of the Big Bang, offers us a fascinating and 

bafþing image of the evolution of our universe. Moreover, very often the language used (especially 

in so-called popularizations) seems to come out of a text by Boehme. The universe was probably, at 

the very beginning of the Big Bang, a ball of ýre where an infernal temperature raged. An un- 

differentiated energy animated a shapeless mass of quarks, leptons, and other particles, described by 



a single interaction. This ball of ýre potentially contained the whole universe. By a continual 

cooling, the different physical interactions happened gradually, ýnally giving birth to galaxies, to 

stars, to different suns, to planets, to life, to ourselves. It is astonishing that this growing complexity 

of the universe passed through extremely narrow ñwindowsò: strong restraints seem to have been 

brought to bear on certain physical and astrophysical quantities (the age of the universe, the values 

of different coupling constants that characterize the physical interactions, etc.) so that our universe 

might actually appear. I am referring, of course, to the celebrated ñanthropic principle,ò 
1
 which is, 

in my opinion, 
2
 a sign of a comprehensive self-consistency which seems to govern the evolution of 

our universe. Moreover, the idea of a spontaneous appearance of the universe runs through many 

important works achieved within the framework of quantum cosmology. The universe seems 

capable of creating itself and organizing itself, with no external intervention.   

 

But the fundamental questions of the understanding of this evolution of the universe remain 

unsolved. How can we comprehend the fact that our time has risen out of timelessness, that our 

space-time continuum has been generated by something of a different nature? What purpose is 

served by all the very ýne and precise adjustments between different physical parameters so that the 

universe can be such as it is? All that, in order to lead up to the death of the physical universe, either 

by progressive cooling (in the eventuality of an open universe, continually expanding) or by a 

progressive heating (in the opposite scenario of a closed universe, which will end by contracting 

itself incessantly)? Evidently some of these questions will be considered non-scientiýc, belonging 

instead to the domain of philosophy. But these questions are ineluctably there.   

 

A great physicist like Steven Weinberg (who is among the rare contemporary physicists who 

consecrate a part of their studies to sound philosophical thought) does not hesitate to pose the 

problem of the absurdity of the universe: ñIt is almost irresistible for humans to believe that we 

have some special relation to the universe, that human life is not just a more-or-less farcical 

outcome of a chain of accidents reaching back to the first three minutes, but that we were somehow 

built in from the beginning . . . It is even harder to realize that this present universe has evolved 

from an unspeakably unfamiliar early condition, and faces a future extinction of endless cold or 

intolerable heat. The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.ò 
3
 

For his part, Edgar Morin, founder of an epistemology of complexity, poses the question of the 

tragic character of the universe: ñIsnôt the growing complexity only a detour in the generalized 

disaster of a universe that is intrinsically and deýnitively tragic?ò 
4
   

 

Is the universe absurd? Tragic? Maybe, if one ignores the role of life, of man and his consciousness. 

It is certain that modern science by itself could never respond to such questions: its own method-

ology limits the ýeld of questions to those that can be answered. A new Philosophy of Nature, 

attuned to the considerable attainments of modern science, is cruelly lacking.  A contemporary 

reading of the writings of Jacob Boehme could help us on the long road in search of this new 

Philosophy of Nature.   

 

A: ON THE NECESSITY OF A MIRROR: THE DOUBLE NATURE OF NATURE 

 

There is a double meaning to the word ñnatureò in the works of Jacob Boehme, and to ignore that 

would engender an endless series of annoying confusions. What Boehme calls the ñUngroundò or 

the ñGreat Indeterminacyò is ñoutside of all nature.ò 
5
 When this Great Indeterminacy consents to 

respond to its own wish for self-knowledge, it simply dies and is reborn according to a divine 

nature, regulated by the sevenfold cycle. God gains consciousness of his own divinity by engaging 

himself in the sevenfold cycle, with its different stages: ñThe Father is called a holy God only in the 

Son . . . In the ýre he is called an angry God; but in the light or love-ýre he is called the holy God: 

and in the dark nature he is not called God.ò 
6
 Thus the body of God engenders itself, as the 

materialization of the sevenfold cycle. There is thus a certain degree of materiality in the body of 



God, subject to its own time. This ñdivine substance, which is the heavenly þesh in the realm of 

Wisdom [Sophia]ò 
7
 gives the master key to the sevenfold cycle in the process of manifestation. 

This sevenfold divine cycle will be the prototype of all the other sevenfold cycles acting at different  

levels of reality. But if it were not a question, from the beginning, of a certain materiality, no 

communication would be possible among all levels of reality. It is precisely this materiality which 

conditions the passage of information among all these levels. The divine nature would be locked 

into itself: ñIn the spiritual world there are only the properties of possibility,ò Boehme tells us. 
8
 The 

revelation, in this case, would be only a false, gratuitous, and useless revelation. It is here that the 

necessity for the mirror appears; that is, the appearance of other levels of reality, possessing their 

own degrees of materiality, which are going to make accessible the exploration of divine nature. 

The other worlds, among them ours, will reþect the divine life as in a mirror. But to say ñmirrorò is 

also to imply warping or ñdistortion.ò The image in the mirror is not what looks at its reþection. 

Thus, these other worlds will correspond to another nature ï the creaturely nature. As Antoine 

Faivre has aptly remarked: ñThere are two natures, the one óincorruptible,ô the other not. . . There 

are two self ï manifestations of God, one eternal and not creaturely, the other creaturely. If we do 

not make this distinction maintained by Boehme, we fall into Pantheism.ò 
9
   

 

Thus Boehme uses two meanings for the word ñnature,ò and we must distinguish the two whenever 

necessary. To be more precise, I am therefore going to write the word with a capital letter when I 

wish to indicate both meanings at once ï Nature which takes in both the divine and the creaturely 

natures. ñNatureò with a capital N thus refers to interaction among all levels of reality.     

 

The interaction between these two natures explains the meaning that Boehme attributes to ñGod 

revealedò: ñThe essences are his manifestation, and thereof alone we have ability to write; and not 

of the unmanifested God, who, without his manifestation, also were not known to himself.ò 
10

 It is 

thus that the grandeur of our own world becomes evident and one can then understand in what sense 

Boehme becomes ecstatic about the ñwonders of the outward world.ò 
11 

 

Everything, in this world, becomes a ñsignò ï a sign of possible evolution, of cosmic coherence: 

ñBut here thou must elevate thy mind in the spirit, and consider how the whole nature, with all the 

powers which are in nature, also the wideness, depth and height, also heaven and earth, and all 

whatsoever is therein, and all that is above the heavens, is together the body or corporeity of God; 

and the powers of the stars are the fountain veins in the natural body of God in this world. Thou 

must not conceive that in the body of the stars is the triumphing Holy Trinity, God. . . . But we must 

not so conceive as if God were not at all in the corpus or body of the stars, and in this world.ò 
12

   

 

Again, only the contradictory logic at the foundation of symbolic thought can give us access to the 

meanings that Boehme wants to transmit. The body of God is our nature, but only by a subtle and 

alchemical operation of correspondences. The effects and phenomena manifesting themselves in our 

world are certainly different from the effects and phenomena manifesting themselves in the divine 

world or in other worlds. But there is a link between them which is produced by the engagement of 

the different sevenfold cycles operating at different levels of reality. The body of God manifesting 

itself in our own world is a corresponding image to the body of God manifesting the divine nature. 

The purity of this image depends on us, on our capacity to explore and to live both our own nature 

and the nature called ñexterior.ò Boehme does not confuse unity and diversity even when he says, 

ñall creatures of the world are only one and the same thing,ò for he says to us at the same time that 

ñWhen I take up a stone or clod of earth and look upon it, then I see that which is above and that 

which is below, yea, [I see] the whole world therein; only, that in each thing one property happeneth 

to be the chief and most manifest; according to which it is named.ò
13

 Using the terminology of 

Stéphane Lupasco, one might affirm that, for Boehme, unity is potentialized, while diversity is 

actualized, but one could not exist without the other. Their contradictory interplay is at the very 

centre of evolution, whether our own evolution or that of the ñexteriorò world. This contradiction 



Springs from the confrontation between two centers, two points of concentration of cosmic 

energies: a centrum naturae or nature-centre, which expresses the tendency towards concretization 

in the different material forms of nature, which can be seen, measured, and analyzed ï and a centre 

of light, which expresses the tendency towards spiritualization, towards communication with 

different levels of reality. It is by the contradictory balance between these two centers that man 

becomes the mirror of the universe: ñfor all is to be found in this World, yea in every thing that 

liveth and moveth. . . . The divine virtue [or power discovereth, or] beholdeth itself in all things, as 

it is written, The word is near thee, even in your heart and lips.ò
14

   

 

B: INSTANTANEITY AND NON-SEPARABILITY IN BOEHMEôS COSMOLOGY 

 

In the preceding chapter, the sevenfold cycle was described in a linear Way, as a succession of 

chronological stages. But we have also seen that as it unfolds, the line changes itself into a circle, 

and at the centre of the circle there appears ñthe heart of light, which the seven spirits continually 

generate as a light of life.ò 
15

   

 

The cyclical nature clariýes for us the properties of these seven qualities or energies which operate 

throughout the cosmos. These cosmic energies or ñfountain-spirits" 
16

 are interdependent: they 

permeate each other 
17

 in a ñcontinual struggle of begetting, as in a love game.ò
18

 As a result, it is 

necessary to think of them as simultaneous: ñThese seven generatings in all are none of them the 

ýrst, the second, or the third, or last, but they are all seven, every one of them, both the ýrst, second, 

third, fourth, and last. Yet I must set them down one after another, according to a creaturely way 

and manner, otherwise thou couldst not understand it: For the Deity is as a wheel with seven wheels 

made one in another, wherein a man seeth neither beginning nor end.ò 
19

 The seven qualities or 

energies thus engender each other, each one remaining distinct, according to the predominance of 

one or another tendency in the process of manifestation.   

 

Boehme thus arrived at a dazzling image of divinity as a wheel: an image charged with power that 

is poetic, symbolic, and rational. One could cite entire pages from The Aurora here, but I will 

content myself with one brief passage: ñSuppose a WHEEL standing before thee, with seven wheels 

one so made in the other that it could go on all sides, forward, backward and cross ways, without 

need of any turning back or stopping. In its going, that always-one wheel, in its turning about, 

generateth the others, and yet none of them vanish out of sight, but that all seven be visible or in 

sight. The seven wheels always generating the naves in the midst or centre according to their 

turning about, so that the nave stand always free without alteration or removing, whether the wheels 

go forward or backward or cross ways or upward or downward. . . . And the seven wheels are 

hooped round with fellies like a round globe. And yet that a man may see all the seven wheels 

turning round about severally apart, as also the whole ýtness or coming to pass of the frame, with all 

its fellies and spokes and naves. The seven naves in the midst or centre being as it were one nave, 

which doth ýt everywhere in the turning about. . . .ò 
20

   

 

This wheel, closed into a ñspherical globe,ò is also open. By the action of the second and third 

principles in relation to the intervals of discontinuity mentioned above, the wheel contains within 

itself all the other wheels of the sevenfold cycle, operating at different levels of reality. Life and 

information flows to all these levels, but at the same time, divinity itself is nourished by the life and 

movement of these levels. It is there that the divinityôs true self-knowledge resides, in this 

interaction among all conceivable sevenfold cycles, which correspond to different degrees of 

materiality. Thus in Boehmeôs cosmology, there is outlined a majestic cosmic chain, which closes 

on itself in a cycle without beginning or end. The universe appears as a grand whole, a vast cosmic 

matrix where everything is in perpetual movement and energetic relationship. This vision is 

astonishingly close to one which evolves from contemporary scientiýc thought, based on a study of 

natural systems. 
21 

Thinkers engaged in any way on this path would ýnd a great source of 



inspiration and enlightenment in the writings of Boehme.   

 

This interlocking of all the seven cycles inside each other determines the instantaneity and non-

separability acting in Boehmeôs universe. The unity of this endless chaining together of different 

cycles escapes the action of time, which operates on various levels of reality; the unity simply is, 

outside of all time or space. It is in this sense that the wheel of divinity ñalways appears more and 

more wonderful and marvellous, with its rising up, and yet abideth also in its own place.ò 
22

 

 

Boehmeôs universe is also characterized by its non-separability. If  one given sevenfold cycle is cut 

off from the others, the movement of the whole stops and degenerates, as if disabled. It would be 

very interesting to see in what measure the surprising idea of quantum non-separability, discovered 

theoretically as well as experimentally in the field of quantum physics, might be interpreted 

philosophically as a ñsignò of generalized non-separability of the sort that characterizes Boehmeôs 

cosmology. Certainly one must not confuse the different levels of reality. Quantum non-separability 

is a precise notion (in the scientiýc meaning of the term) and is thus very limited in its application. 

According to Bernard dôEspagnat: ñIf the idea of an independefnt reality for man is to make any 

sense, then such a reality must be non-separable. And by ónon-separable,ô it must be understood that 

if we conceive of reality as being made up of parts that can be localized in space, and these parts 

interact in certain well-established ways when they are close together, then they will continue to 

interact no matter what their distance from each other, in accordance with the action of 

instantaneous inþuences.ò 
23

 Boehme was moreover the ýrst to warn us against the abusive 

correlation of what is ñseenò with phenomena of another nature. In speaking of the characteristic 

properties of the components of the ýrst triad of the septenary, he writes: ñAnd these now have the 

comprehensibility or palpability, and are the birth of the outermost nature.ò 
24

 But we must avoid 

confusing these tangible qualities with other qualities or energies of the sevenfold cycle. For there 

we ourselves are fully implicated, by our sensibility, by our conscience, by our manner of 

interacting with the world. Still, nothing forbids questioning what is ñseenò in a much more 

complex context, on the level of symbol, on the condition, of course, that this reading of the symbol 

is coherent, founded not on superýcial analogies but on strictly exact correspondences. Such a 

reading is obligatory in a cosmology like that of Boehme, where everything is a ñsignò of inter-

action with the rest of the cosmos. A ñsignò is not a ñsymbol,ò and a symbol is not reality. But the 

dynamic of the sevenfold cycles in Boehmeôs cosmology is a marvelous symbolic instrument for 

deciphering the world.   

 

C: UNITY IN DIVERSITY AND DIVERSITY THROUGH UNITY 

 

It is difýcult to understand how Boehme arrived at reconciling ñunityò and ñdiversityò unless we 

pay attention to his concept of ñembodiment,ò 
25

 in the sense of the ñbodyò born through the 

completion of the sevenfold cycle. But the body of one cosmos is not the same as that of another, 

since the result of each cycle depends on laws belonging to that particular cosmos. But, according to 

Boehme, the different sevenfold cycles are in communication with one another: the different bodies 

would therefore be linked to each other, whether they are the body of God, the bodies of angels, the 

bodies of demons, or our own bodies. All the different bodies thus form a single body: ñFor in the 

innermost birth the upper and nether Deity is one body, and is an open gate.ò 
26

 The different 

conýgurations or different forms appearing in the different cosmoses certainly are impossible to 

confuse with each other, but the interlocking of the different sevenfold cycles allows a certain 

relationship to exist between these forms and conýgurations: ñOne world is in the other, and all are 

only one.ò 
27

 Our own body potentially contains within it the whole universe: ñFor the earthly body 

which thou bearest is one body with the whole kindled body of this world, and thy body qualiýeth, 

mixeth or uniteth with the whole body of this world; and there is no difference between the stars 

and the deep, as also between the earth and thy body; it is all one body. This is the only difference, 

thy body is a son of the whole, and is in itself as the whole being itself is.ò 
28

   



 

It is true that ñin that inýniteness of the þash, there is in every discovery of the whole in the 

particular (in every reflection) again a centre of such a birth as is in the whole, ò 
29

 but at the same 

time, in the process of the sevenfold cycle, there are ñmany thousand centres without number or 

end.ò 
30

 This contradiction is explained by the freedom and indeterminacy which are found in each 

cosmos. In Boehmeôs universe, not everything is predetermined: far from it. God did not even 

foresee the fall of Lucifer. . . . Each cosmos is a determinate/indeterminate unity of contradictions. 

The choice or free will acting in each cosmos is what determines what direction the sevenfold cycle 

can take in that cosmos. The unity of which Boehme speaks concerns the completion of all the 

sevenfold cycles, while the diversity appears in the process of each individual cycle, with its 

þuctuations, hesitations, and distortions. Unity and diversity themselves form a contradictory pair; 

which one becomes actual or which one remains potential depends on the time operating at that 

particular  level.   

 

The unity of our physical world is again like a ñsignò of this far greater general unity that Boehme 

described. In this context, it is Interesting to note the proliferation of unified theories in contemp-

orary particle physics, all of which tend toward a single description of all physical interactions. In 

these theories, our universe appears as a whole, from particle to cosmos. I have analyzed these 

theories at length elsewhere; 
31

 here I will only say that ñunity,ò ñunificationò and even ñunicityò 

are words which have appeared more and more often in physics in the past few years. It is also 

interesting to note that two contradictory aspects ï the unity and diversity of physical interactions 

can coexist in one and the same theory. Therefore it is perhaps no accident that the uniýcation 

theory currently most in vogue ï the ñsuperstring theoryò ï has its historical origin in the 

ñbootstrapò approach, a law of dynamics which states that the characteristics and attributes of a 

certain physical entity are the result of interactions with other particles existing in nature: a particle 

is what it is precisely because of all the other particles existing at the same instant. 
32

  

 

It is not just in physics that this idea of uniýcation is more and more frequently expressed. Under 

different guises, it appears in other sciences as well. We can cite, for example, the ñGaia 

hypothesisò of James Lovelock, 
33

 a fertile speculation on the scientific/ecological plane, which also 

has astonishing epistemological implications: 
34

 the earth is seen as a living organism, with its own 

intelligence about how to maintain its own life. It seems important to stress one aspect of both these 

hypotheses, in the context being discussed. When either the ñbootstrap principleò or the ñGaia 

hypothesisò is taken in its most general sense, it is ineffective for formulating a scientiýc theory or 

model. But if we consider them as partial meanings, they can lead to truly scientiýc approaches. 

Everything that occurs seems to show that what is explored by scientiýc methodology is only a 

partial aspect of an inýnitely richer reality: a great number of scientiýc models can be founded on 

one and the same hypothesis, whether it be bootstrap, uniýcation, Gaia, or whatever, each of which 

has its own value in investigating the properties of natural systems. These hypotheses represent in 

turn individual facets of a general hypothesis of universal interdependence like that which is the 

central thesis of Boehmeôs cosmology. That very general hypothesis is still more ineffectual on the 

direct plane of scientiýc methodology: its efýcacy is found instead in the formulation of a world 

vision which goes beyond the narrow framework of scientiýc methodology, without being 

completely disconnected from it. Such a vision operates on the symbolic plane, which can be 

extremely stimulating to the imagination of scientist of layman. Is not the true imagination the very 

source of discovery of many great scientiýc theories? 
35

 

 

An understanding of Boehmeôs concept of the materiality of each cosmos is needed in order to see 

the correspondences between his idea of unity and unity as it is spoken of in modern scientiýc 

theory. When he writes: ñFurther, the sun is made or generated from all the stars, and is a light 

taken from the whole nature, and shineth again into the whole nature of this world; it is united with 

the other stars, as if itself together with all the stars were but one starò 
36

 ï one has the impression of 



reading the text of a modern physicist, familiar with the bootstrap and the anthropic principles, who 

is thus launching a new cosmic bootstrap hypothesis. The modernity of Boehmeôs thought is 

likewise linked to this idea which keeps coming back in different forms throughout his writing, that 

nature is not accidental but exists to teach us something about ourselves through our interactions 

with it. Edgar Morin takes pertinent note of the modern rebirth of the concept of Nature, which had 

been expelled as a ñromantic phantasmò by the science of the preceding century: ñAt the same time 

that the universe is becoming strange, mysterious, frozen in space, yet burning and exploding 

among the stars, terrifying with its black holes which drink their own light, the rebirth is taking 

place of a Nature that is organic, complex, womblike, nourishing, and placental, at once enveloping 

man and inside of him.ò
37

  

 

It is important to remember that in Boehmeôs cosmology the qualities of the sevenfold cycle are 

energies: they are the very source of movement. As a result a þow of energy endlessly þoods the 

whole cosmos to insure this interaction. Nothing is ñemptyò in the cosmos: ñThe whole deep 

between the stars and the earth is inhabited, and not void and empty.ò 
38

  

 

The unity of the all the cosmoses corresponds to an energy which defies human understanding but 

which manifests itself on all levels: ñThe place where the SUN is, is such a place as you may 

choose or suppose anywhere above the earth; and if God should kindle the light by the heat, then 

the whole world would be such a mere SUN; for that ñsame power wherein the sun standeth is 

everywhere all over. . . .ò
39

 Is the fabulous energy of the inýnitely small that twentieth-century 

physics has succeeded in discovering on the quantum level also a ñsignò of this energy of unity? In 

any case, it IS a well-known scientiýc  fact that the smaller the area of exploration, the greater the 

energy required to explore it. Everything indicates that an ever more immense energy seems to be 

ñhiddenò in tinier and tinier places (and it is a good thing that it is ñhidden,ò given the murderous 

folly of mankind). Any ñpoint" is linked with the entire universe; it is like the universe in miniature. 

For the sevenfold generative power is found everywhere, ñeven in the smallest circle that can be 

imagined.ò 
40

 Of course, once again, we must not confuse a ñsignò with total reality. The energy 

that is found in the physical universe is not the energy of unity. In Boehmeôs cosmology, it is Love 

[the ýfth quality] that is the ñsource of unity and intercommunication.ò 
41

 But the energy that the 

physicists have succeeded in discovering on the scale of the inýnitely small seems instead to draw 

its source, in Boehmeôs language, from the ýrst triad of the sevenfold cycle, that of the ñwheel of 

anguish.ò   

 

D: SPACE AND TIME: REALITY AND ILLUSION 

 

As has been said, each sevenfold cycle unfolds in its own time. But the unity of all sevenfold cycles 

takes place in timelessness. Therefore, any very speciýc time-frame appears to be an approximation 

or a sort of illusion-like a section of timelessness: ñand time coucheth in eternity,ò 
42

 as Boehme 

continually afýrms.   

 

Similarly, the space that characterizes each cosmos is an approximation, a section of the 

spacelessness that characterizes the unity of all cosmoses: ñFor the true heaven is everywhere, even 

in that very place where thou standest and goest.ò 
43

 In complete unity, ñwhat is near and what is far 

are simply the same thing.ò 
44

 All of Boehmeôs cosmology speaks to us of the possibility of the 

evolution of the human soul to the point of abolition of time and space. The soul then ñcan now be 

above, and now beneath; it is not hindered by anything.ò 
45

 But it is a question of a potential, of a 

gradual approach that must be accomplished. This approach is described by the process of the seven 

part cycle, which itself unfolds in a particular time. And it is this process which directly concerns us 

and our life. Without this gradual approach, it is not possible to reach fulýllment. Without suffering 

and passage through the wheel of anguish, the light can never burst forth. 

 



The greatness of Boehme thus consists in his recognition of the value of time. He does not despise 

time, just as he does not despise the external world. Quite the contrary. If the external world appears 

to be a reconciling force between the world of shadows and the world of light, then time is 

necessarily the mediator between Indeterminacy and its mirror opposite. Our world is not the world 

in ruins, but a world in the process of repairing itself. As a result, our time is potentially a time for 

ascent, a time for revelation and accomplishment. On the level of the unity of all the cosmoses, time 

may appear to be an approximation, but on our own level, it is an inevitable reality, a necessary 

passage. The time of nature, the time of history, the time of our own evolution-each of these times 

has a ñsense,ò in the double meaning of the word: signiýcance and direction. Its direction is to- 

ward its own abolition, and its signiýcance is the possibility of the progressive fulýllment of the 

sevenfold cycle. Time is truly found in eternity, as Boehme tells us: eternity is ñfedò by time.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Imaginal as 

the Source of Reality 

 

 

 

A: FALSE AND TRUE IMAGINATION 

 

IN JACOB Boehme's cosmology, the interaction between the three-part structure of reality and its 

sevenfold organization is intimately linked to the active, dynamic role of the imagination. Like 

other traditional thinkers, Boehme introduces an essential distinction between a true, ground- 

breaking imagination (which has been called imaginatioVera) and a degenerate imagination which 

is destructive, divisive, devilish (mere fantasy). But the originality of Boehme's vision comes from 

his rigorous, precise approach to the concept of "imagination," obtained exactly from the 

relationship he introduces between it and the two laws governing every process of reality. 

 

Indeed, this relationship has not eluded the analysts of Boehme's work. Thus, Pierre Deghaye 

stresses that each quality of the sevenfold cycle functions as a veritable fountain of the imagination: 



"Each degree of the sevenfold cycle represents one quality or form, and each one is destined to 

diversify itself infinitely. The seven qualities or forms are us rather like images or mirrors." 
1
 But 

the consequences of this relationship have not been explored in a systematic way, in my opinion, 

because of the difficulties that have already been pointed out in understanding the coherence 

between the ternary and the septenary. 

 

Thus most commentators on Boehme emphasize the primordial role of the divine imagination, 

which corresponds to the divine septenary. According to this interpretation, the divine imagination 

is the absolute matrix of all form, the starting point of all manifestation. But this reverts to adopting 

a linear description of the sevenfold dynamic, contradicting Boehme's own texts, where he tells us 

constantly that this linear description is an illusion created by ordinary language: the inevitably 

linear, associative structure of natural language is transposed at the level of the sevenfold dynamic.
2
 

In Boehme's cosmology, as I have said, all the septenaries have a cyclical non-linear organization 

which permits the meshing of all the septenaries working at different levels of reality, inside of each 

other. The divine imagination, considered just on the level of the divine septenary, would produce 

only an illusory world, without consistency. Thus we see in what sense "the Eternal, which is 

manifest in itself, manifests itself also out of itself, and pours out its imagination.ò 
3
 It is precisely 

the reciprocal "feeding" of all the septenaries which assures the consistency of innumerable forms 

and which engenders the extraordinary diversity of different cosmoses. The divine septenary, 

considered alone, separately from the other septenaries, certainly evokes for us the purity of forms, 

that asymptotic and intangible purity of the uncreated. The divine imagination gives us the illusion 

of pure and permanent forms, in a closed world, where unity does not tolerate diversity, where 

permanence does not tolerate impermanence. But Boehme's whole cosmology is founded on the 

unity of contradictions. Unity has meaning only through the existence of diversity, and diversity 

cannot be conceived without unity. Similarly, invariance nourishes itself on change, and what is 

fleeting would be absurd and chaotic without invariance: "If a figure be imaged in a spirit, so that it 

subsisteth and if another spirit wrestleth with this, and gets the better, then it comes to be divided, 

and indeed changed or altered, all according to the kind of the qualities; and this is in God as a holy 

sport, play or scene." 
4
 True imagination is like a river of information which crosses all levels of 

reality, assuring their coherence, their coexistence, their non-separabilty. One could thus speak of 

veritable degrees of the imagination, each corresponding to a certain level of reality. It is these 

degrees all together which constitute true imagination, a world in itself, where searchers have not 

lost touch with what Henry Corbin calls the imaginal world. 
5
 This imaginal world is like a fabulous 

reservoir of data from which are drawn all the qualities of the sevenfold cycle, which by their 

permanent struggle, transform the image into embodiment. True imagination thus engenders reality, 

in a continual gushing forth, in a perpetual genesis. "The imagination," Deghaye says, "is the 

faculty of producing images. The image in Boehme is a pale imitation of a reality already perceived. 

It is itself a reality which elaborates itself and becomes perceptible for the first time. In German, 

imagination is einbildung. This substantive is formed partly by the verb einbilden, which perfectly 

reproduces the Latin informare: óto give a form to, to fashion.' It is indeed in this primary sense that 

Boehme understands the act of imagining. For him, imagination is the creator of forms, that which 

models the substance and actualizes it.ò 
6
 

 

True imagination as the source of reality is a key idea in Boehme's cosmology. The recent 

translation of the Bible by André Chouraqui, written after a very long period of interdisciplinary 

research, reconfirms Boehme's vision in a rather unexpected way. The first word of Genesis, usually 

translated as "in the beginning," introduces from the outset the concept of time, in contradiction to 

the idea of timelessness characterizing eternity. Chouraqui's translation of this Hebrew word 

Bereshit is itself an extraordinary door to understanding the Biblical texts. "In fact the Hebrew 

word," Chouraqui writes, "does not signify óIn the beginning.' There are words to express this 

concept. Its meaning is a great deal more concrete. Bereshit is composed of three terms: 

Be (in), Rosh (head), and it (an ending which gives an abstract meaning to the word it concludes)." 
7
 



It is thus, in a sense at once concrete abstract, that Elohim created our own world in his head. In the 

text on the first volume of the Bible it is written, "Elohim created in his image/ in the image of 

Elohim created he him," 
8
 and then, ñYHWH Elohim fashions/ Man, Adam, the dust of the earth, 

Adamah" 
9
 There are thus two creations of man: one in the imagination, in form; the other, 

creaturely, out of the dust of the earth. It is indeed the true imagination which is the source of all 

reality.
10

 

 

But, as I have already said, the universe of Jacob Boehme is not predetermined. In this self-

organizing universe, each level of reality has its own freedom. The orientation of the sevenfold 

cycle is not fixed in advance. The sevenfold cycle can go forward or backward or even be 

interrupted by intervals of discontinuity. In particular, the whole process can stop at the end of the 

first triad of the sevenfold cycle, trapped in the dark world of the wheel of anguish. The imagination 

continues to act, but it becomes corrupted, it degenerates, it engenders hollow, unstable monsters. 

This false imagination has as much reality as the real imagination. It is ñdiabolical,ò in the 

etymological sense of the term: it separates and blocks the process of self-knowledge. Images 

generate other images, endlessly, in an infernal movement, where no image has any consistency. 

Matter is no longer engendered; nothingness feeds on nothingness. One sees why Boehme linked 

the false imagination to vanity. "For Nature would fain be delivered from this vanity, that it might 

procreate heavenly forms in the holy power." 
11

 "Vanity" and ñthe void" (in the sense of "nothing-

ness" ) are intimately linked. Vanity, the void, and false imagination all represent active, powerful 

forces which are opposed to the accomplishment of the sevenfold cycle, to the birth of embodiment, 

of light. Do we not see them acting at every moment in our lives, every day? But we must not let 

ourselves fall into the trap of moral or psychological connotations. In Boehme's cosmology, as 

Miklos Veto has remarked, vanity "has a really metaphysical meaning." 
12

 Vanity is engendered by 

nonconformity, by a disrespect for its proper place in the cosmic processes. It is the false 

imagination which keeps it alive ï that veritable life of death. But, paradoxically, the false 

imagination can have a constructive role. It is like a black light which allows us to see better the 

true light of life. Without the titanic cosmic struggle between the false and the true imagination, the 

sevenfold cycle could not be accomplished. Everything comes down to a question of place: the 

place of the false imagination is in the wheel of anguish, a necessary stage which must be passed 

beyond in order that there can be accomplishment. When this place is no longer respected, 

destruction, anarchy, and death establish themselves. In a world of false imagination, it is death 

which lives. 

 

B: SLEEP AND THE IMAGINAL 

Up until now we have used the word "imagination" in order to be true to the French translations of 

Jacob Boehme's writings and to the different commentaries published in French. But contemporary 

usage of the word "imagination" immediately makes one think of fancifulness, which is in total 

opposition to the meaning Boehme attributed to the word. That is why I prefer from now on, 

whenever possible, to use the phrase "the imaginal," one well established in modern terminology, 

especially since the writings of Gilbert Durand and his school. 

 

A discussion about the relationship between sleep and the imaginal would at first seem surprising. It 

is, however, crucial, for sleep appears in Boehme's writings as a central symbol in his cosmology, 

having a metaphysical meaning very different from the sense that the word evokes in everyday 

language. 

 
*TRANSLATOR' S NOTE: The French term "imaginaire" which Basarab Nicolescu uses at this point, is usually 

translated "the imaginary ," which in English has wrong connotations of dreaminess and non-substantiality as the just-

mentioned "imagination," In this translation, therefore, we have adopted the term popularized by Henry Corbin, "the 

imaginal," which Durand describes in The Encyclopedia of Religion as a way of presenting images of the higher, the 

ultimate, the divine without slipping into the trap of idolatry: it is clearly a creative imagination or inspiration of the 

highest order, whether the term is applied to metaphysics or (as Nicolescu and Durand both do) to physics. 



"Behold and consider the sleep," Boehme writes, "and so you shall find it all. Sleep is nothing else 

but a being overcome." 
13

 But being overcome by whom, or what? This is precisely the process of 

the embodiment of the imaginal which contains the seed of sleep as an event of resistance, a 

blockage of that embodiment: "And then instantly the sun and stars wrestled with [Adam], and all 

the four events wrestled so mightily and powerfully, that they overcame; and [so] he sank down into 

a sleep." 
14 

 

Sleep therefore seems like a stop, even like a break in the evolutionary process. It signifies the 

breaking of all contact with true imagination, a separation from the flow of reality by a turning 

back, a plunge the abyss of the false imagination. Boehme speaks of "the Great mystery of 

separability, out of which issued living beings." 
15

 This seperability necessarily implies sleep as a 

stage of self-knowledge, a forgetting of the true nature. Sleep by itself is not harmful for "where 

sleep is, there the virtue [or power]of God is hidden in the centre." 
16

 But a sleep lasting an entire 

lifetime is equivalent to death. Thus Boehme, as a great teacher, constantly invites us to wake up. 

This resumption of contact with true imagination is a new birth. We can be reborn, in this life, by 

true imagination, by reestablishing our proper place in the movement of the universe that is non-

separable from all levels of reality. Man builds himself by the power of true imagination; he is the 

incarnation of that imagination. 

 

A surprising process of spiritual alchemy is described in Boehme's writings. For him, the imaginal 

and faith are inseparable. To the extent that each sevenfold cycle which leads to the embodiment of 

the imaginal corresponds to a certain degree of materiality, signifying that faith itself has a material 

consistency, it is a food which nourishes different levels of reality. The imaginal and faith on the 

human level thus nourish divinity by an ascending process, while the divine imaginal in turn 

nourishes man by a descending process, in a cycle perpetuated endlessly by those who believe. 

Boehme describes with no ambiguity faith as nourishment: "Christ, according to the eternal word of 

the Deity, eateth not of the substance of heaven, as a creature, but of the human faith and earnest 

prayer, and the souls of men praising God, are his foodé.ò 
17

 

 

The reciprocal feeding of all levels of reality thus demands our active participation, through our 

opening the imaginal to true imagination. The sleep of man is thus equivalent to a veritable cosmic 

catastrophe: quite simply, it blocks the movement of the universe. This in no way signifies that the 

sleep of man and even his total disappearance as a species will impede the revolution of the planets 

or the existence of the galaxies. But the living universe of Jacob Boehme would then be trans-

formed into a dead universe: mechanical, animated by a mere pretense of movement. 

 

C: MODERN PHYSICS AND THE IMAGINAL WITHOUT IMAGES 

A stubborn cliché holds that scientific inventiveness, especially in mathematics and theoretical 

physics, must be associated with a method of unshakable logic. It is true that a partial, technical 

scientific result generally arises out of the rigorous development of a kind of formalism. But in the 

great game of scientific invention, the ardent fire of the imaginal often plays a predominant role in 

relation to the imperturbable calm of scientific logic. 

 

Important steps toward the comprehension of the role of the imaginal in modern mathematics have 

been taken in the testimonies of two great mathematicians: Henri Poincare 
18

 and Jacques 

Hadamard. 
19

 In theoretical physics, the role of the imaginal has been explored by Gerald Holton. 
20

 

I, too, have had occasion to express myself on the subject. 
21

 

 

Mathematics and theoretical physics are linked by a common characteristic: the imaginal here 

operates in an abstract, mathematical framework, whose subtlety and complexity preclude any 

quick understanding. But there is also an important difference between mathematics and theoretical 

physics: mathematicians are concerned about the internal coherence of their representations, while 



theoretical physicists, while sharing this concern, must also allow their representations to confront 

the fierce resistance of Nature. It is true that this difference is not as clear-cut as it first seems. After 

all, mathematical theories are engendered by the brain, and the brain has this extraordinary capacity 

of putting itself on an equal footing with Nature. This explains why certain mathematical theories 

have sometimes found their application in physics long after their discovery. It nonetheless 

happens that the direct presence of so-called "external" Nature introduces a new term into the 

dynamics of the imaginal in theoretical physics. 

 

What interests us in the context of the present book is the emergence of a new form of the imaginal 

in quantum physics, characterized by the total abolition of image, at least of that which is founded 

on information furnished by the sense organs. This new form of the imaginal has been engendered 

by the confrontation between two different levels of reality; the macroscopic level (located at our 

own scale) and the quantum level. 

 

I believe some examples may illustrate the sense of this proposal better than any theoretical 

development. 

 

First of all, the scale at which one discovers the quantum world is, in and of itself, staggering. If one 

takes one centimeter and then cuts it ten equal parts, and then takes one of those parts and also 

divides it into ten parts, and finally, continues this operation by carrying it out thirteen times (10
-13

 

cm), one arrives at the threshold of the quantum world: an infinitely small oddity which, far from 

being simple, hides infinite complexity. When we fathom even smaller distances, extraordinary 

surprises await us. For example, the unification of various interactions ï strong, electromagnetic, 

and weak ï takes place with a fabulous energy (10
15

 times greater than the energy corresponding to 

the mass of a proton). According to the law of Heisenberg, this energy corresponds to an infinite-

simal distance (10
-29

 cm): if the proton was as large as the sun, this scale of unification would be 

that of a speck of dust (I leave to the reader the pleasure of discovering the corresponding 

proportion of his own body to this speck of dust). The unification of all these physical interactions 

takes place with an energy still more fabulous (10
19

 times the mass of a proton), which corresponds 

to an even tinier distance. How can we imagine the place where all the interactions fuse in one and 

the same interaction? How can the habitual imagination, based on information furnished by our 

sense organs, not feel dizzy contemplating such a scale? And still we must indeed resist this vertigo, 

if we do not wish our discourse on "reality" to transform itself into pure verbiage, into pure illusion. 

For this infinitesimal scale has a right to the status of "reality" as much as (if not more than) our 

own body does, or the objects which surround us in our everyday life. 

 

In the quantum world the goddess "discontinuity" reigns. Energy varies by leaps and bounds: 

between two successive energy levels there is nothing ï absolutely nothing, no other level of 

energy. The "quantum numbers" of particles (which are the characteristics of these particles, as our 

weight, the color of our eyes, etc., are the characteristics of our bodies) have precise, discrete 

values, and between two successive values of these quantum numbers, there is nothing ï absolutely 

nothing, no other number possible. This discontinuity of which we speak is a true one ï it has 

nothing in common with the meaning of the word in ordinary language (a fork in a road, for 

example). How can one imagine such a discontinuity? Let us try to imagine a "quantum ladder" 

where the steps are not in any way connected to each other, and try to imagine ourselves in the 

process of climbing such a ladder: an obviously impossible request ï our habitual imagination 

instinctively fills in the gaps between the steps. Let us try another image: a bird jumping from one 

branch of a tree to another without passing through any intermediary point: it is as if the bird 

materialized suddenly on one branch or another. Evidently, our habitual imagination is blocked 

when confronting such a possibility, even if mathematics can treat this kind of situation rigorously. 

 

Numerous other surprises await the voyager in this "Valley of Astonishment," in sharpening his 



sense of the imaginal, in forcing him to discover in himself an unsuspected degree of the imaginal 

which makes everything take its proper place. On his way, the traveler encounters one of these 

quantum particles which appears to him as a wave and a particle at the same time. "Contradiction, 

illusion!ò he cries. "It is as if someone told me I am and I am not at the same time." But suddenly 

his face lights up, for he understands at last that it is his own way of seeing which, through a pattern 

conforming to his own nature, has discerned a wave and a particle at once: he is, in fact, a good deal 

more complex than a wave or a particle. 

 

More confident, he continues his voyage. And then he stops and can no longer accept what he sees. 

For he observes with his own eyes the famous quantum non-separability, of which he has often 

been told in works of popular science in his own world. He was ready to accept everything until 

now: that the inhabitants of this quantum world travel at dizzying speeds, incomparably greater than 

those of our rockets; that the emptiness which surrounds him is full of evanescent shapes which will 

appear and disappear continually, in a formal symphony of unequaled beauty; that the energy 

hidden in this quantum world is immense, with no measure common to the energies manifesting 

themselves in the traveler's own world. But this "non-separability" infuriates him. To see two 

inhabitants of this Valley of Astonishment, one located in one galaxy and the other in another 

galaxy, react simultaneously, like a single whole ï that surpasses his capacity for accepting the 

unknown. How can these two particles react simultaneously when no known signal can link them 

together (our traveler indeed is well acquainted with the theory of relativity and knows that no 

signal can surpass the speed of light). "Magic, mystique, mystification!" he cries, determined to 

leave this quantum world, for he wants to save his reason at any price. And at this precise moment, 

he sees in front of him another traveler of his own world, a compatriot, who begins to talk to him. 

Surely there is something troubling about his face, first because this face vaguely reminds him of 

that of a sixteenth-century thinker, then because it suddenly resembles that of a twentieth-century 

physicist, and there are even moments when the face of the other traveler perfectly resembles his 

own. But his speech is serene, calm, reassuring, rational. 

 

"There is nothing strange here," the second traveler tells him. "I have been here a long time and I've 

had the chance to convince myself of that. Rather, it is our own world which seems strange and 

incomprehensible to me now, and when we come back to it, we ought to make the necessary effort 

to understand it. Let us take this famous ónon-separability' which troubles you so much. An example 

could make you understand why there is nothing strange or magical about it. Imagine yourself again 

in your own familiar world, of three spatial dimensions. Now imagine a sheet of paper (of two 

spatial dimensions), peopled by all sorts of inhabitants whose sense organs allow them to perceive 

exactly what is happening in two dimensions, but only in two dimensions. Now, let us take a circle 

and let it gently penetrate the piece of paper, at a perpendicular angle. The inhabitants of this two-

dimensional world will first of all see the sudden appearance of a dot. They will be convinced that 

this is a new phenomenon that should be studied with all their scientific means. Then they will see 

that the dot splits into two dots, which begin to move away from each other. They will make all 

sorts of experiments and will invent theories to explain completely what is going on. Complications 

begin when one of these two-dimensional physicists, among the most brilliant of his age, starts to 

point out with perfect clarity that the movement of the two dots demonstrates the existence of 

incomprehensible relationships: the two dots react as a solid whole, but there is no indication of 

their being linked together (according to the theory issued a long time ago among their experts, the 

physicists know that no signal can exceed a certain speed limit). The physicists of this two-

dimensional world have just discovered ónon-separability,' The circle continues its movement, the 

two dots appearing on the sheet of paper, after having attained a maximal distance (the diameter of 

the circle), have again begun to approach each other until they join into one dot and then all trace of 

them suddenly disappears from the world of the piece of paper: the circle has quite simply passed 

through the sheet of paper and out the other side. During this time controversy has raged in the two-  

dimensional world, not only in the community of physicists, but also among philosophers and 



theologians. The general public from time to time has witnessed their televised debates or read 

some of their innumerable books and has understood nothing of what was going on. Up to the 

present day, non-separability is still considered a great mystery (even though a very powerful 

fellowship of those-who-think-well-according-to-their-own-sense-organs has tried to make them 

believe there is no mystery: one must read the mathematical equations, see that that's just how it 

works, and not try to understand beyond these equations). However, for us, the situation is 

extremely simple and reasonable: it is only a circle passing through a piece of paper." 

 

The face of the traveler again lights up. He understands that his own thinking habits impede the 

perception of a new reality. 

 

He continues his journey for a long while and discovers many other marvels. After his trip (which 

would be too long to describe in detail here), he returns to his own world and writes a very learned 

book, On the Nature of Space-Time , which has extraordinary repercussions among his countrymen, 

not only among experts and philosophers, but also at all levels of society. As a result, many people 

now hurry to undertake the journey to the Valley of Astonishment, hoping secretly that they will at 

last be able to understand their own world, which meanwhile has become chaotic, anarchic, violent, 

crazy. 

 

Of course, the journey we're talking about is an imaginary journey into the imaginal. No one has 

really "seen" quantum particles. Their properties are always detected in a very complex and indirect 

way by different measuring devices, especially by those modern-day cathedrals: giant particle-

accelerators. Thus it is more and more difficult to rate experimental results from their theoretical 

interpretation: the theory becomes more and more an integral part of the "reality" of these particles. 

The situation is so complex that certain people prefer to deny any reference to such a "quantum 

reality": there is a group of operative prescriptions which work, that's all. Why try to imagine the 

imaginable? One can recognize in this apparently rational position a strong dose of irrationality. 

Why close the eyes to the imaginal, unless we are afraid of losing our habitual way of thinking? 

Why close the doors to the imaginal, unless we are afraid of destroying the illusion (so strong in 

modern times) that only one level of reality exists? This powerful metaphysical presumption lurks 

behind the positions taken by so-called rationalists in a sort of rear-guard attack. 

 

In fact, the imaginal of the quantum world opens up a fabulous space for freedom, for compre-

hension, for dialogue, where reason is not excluded but where, quite the contrary, it is what guides 

the steps of the searcher for truth. It is truly a question of non-static evolutionary reason, which 

discovers its own successive steps in a continual dialogue with Nature. Reason and the imaginal 

therefore cannot really be dissociated. The imaginal helps us cross the threshold between different 

levels of reality, but it is reason which helps us to explore a given level of reality rigorously. 

In this context, I think that it is important to distinguish two types of the imaginal in scientific 

inventiveness. The first form, the best-known and the most common, corresponds to action inside 

only one level of reality. A second form of the imaginal ï which one might call paradoxical ï 

corresponds to action on several levels of reality. This form, which manifests itself in the great 

inventiveness of new scientific theories, is rarer and more subtle, more difficult to approach or test. 

It is this form which is, in my opinion, similar to what is revealed in great artistic creation. 

 

If I were obliged to choose one name to incarnate the change in our world view through quantum 

physics, I would without hesitation choose Max Planck, the chief actor in this modern Mahabharata 

which is playing itself out before our eyes in this century. The pages of his Scientific Auto-

biography reveal all the complexity of his interior process of clarification: "I have made vain 

attempts for a number of years to adapt the elementary quantum of action in one way or another to 

the framework of classical physics; these attempts have cost me a great deal of effort. Many 

colleagues have found in this something that bordered on tragedy. But I have a different opinion 



about it. For the total enlightenment that I then experienced was for me an unequalled enrichment, I 

knew with all certainty that the elementary quantum of action played a much more important role in 

physics than I was inclined to give it at first." 
22

 

 

The words "tragedy" and "total enlightenment" are worth remembering. In what sense can one 

speak of a "tragedy" in connection with a scientific idea? Is it linked to the obsessive illusion of a 

single level of reality? 

 

The confrontation between two different levels of reality through the action of the imaginal contains 

within itself an immense potential for revealing the poetic content of the universe, for the 

reenchantment of the world. It is not a question, obviously, of more or less arbitrary lyrical 

effusions, inspired by a superficial contemplation of the "marvels" of modern science, but rather 

one of a more whole engagement of the human being on the road to self-knowledge and knowledge 

of the universe. The "well -informed" imaginal can incorporate mathematical abstraction as well as 

freedom of intuition, the data obtained from the exploration of Nature as well as the feelings 

awakened by the contemplation of these data. It is this "well-informed" imaginal which today 

allows the opening of a major dialogue between science, art, and Tradition. 

 

N O T E S 
1. Pierre Deghaye, La Naissance de Dieu ou La doctrine de Jakob Boehme (Paris: Albin Michel, Collection 

Spiritualités Vivantes , 1985) p. 257. 

2. This remark recalls in a striking manner the difficulties we have in translating quantum Physics into the terminology 

of classical physics ï difficulties forcefully stressed by the founding fathers of quantum mechanics, in particular Niels 

Bohr. 

3. Jacob Boehme, Sex  Puncta Theosophica or High and Deep Grounding of Six Theosophic Points: An Open Gate to 

All the Secrets of Life Wherein the Causes of All Being Become Known, written in the year 1620. Translated into 

English by John Rolleston Earle as part of Six Theosophic Points and Other Writings (New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 

1920, o,p. ), II:19; p. 36. 

4. The Aurora, translated into English by John Sparrow, original edition published in 1656. 

5. Jean-Louis Vieillard-Baron, ñLe Probl¯me du dualism dans la pensée de Jakob Boehme," in Jakob Boehme , 

proceedings of a colloquium organized by the Centre d'Études et de Recherches Interdisciplinairies de Chantilly 

(CERIC) (Paris: Vrin, 1979), p. 68. 

6. Pierre Deghaye, "Psycologia Sacra," in Jakob Boehme (p is: Albin Michel, Collection 

Cahiers de lôHerm®tisme, 1977), p. 220 

7. La Bible, translated into French and presented by André Chouraqui, vol. Entête, (Paris: Desclée, De Brouwer et Cie., 

1979), p. xi; to keep the multitude of meanings attributed, over the last two thousand years to the word, "Bereshit, " 

Chouraqui adopts the neologism, ñEntête.ò 

8. Ibid., p. 17.  

9. Ibid., p. 18. 

10. A detailed comparison of the biblical texts, in their translation by André Chouraqui, to texts by Jacob Boehme 

would lead, I am convinced, to the discovery of surprising correspondences, unknown up to now, but such a comparison 

far surpasses my own competence. 

11. Aurora, IV:46; p. 96. 

12. Miklos Veto, "Le Mal salon Boehme," in Jakob Boehme, C.E.R.I.C. colloquium notes, p, 107. 

13. Jacob Boehme, Concerning the Three Principles of the Divine Essence, translated by John Sparrow, 1648 (London: 

John M. Watkins, 1910, o.p.), XII:18; p. 204. 

14. Ibid. , XII:16; p. 203. 

15. Jacob Boehme, De lô®lection de la grâce , translated into French by Debeo {Milan: Arché 1976), p. 95. 

16. Three Principles, XVII:28; p. 379. 

17. Mysterium Magnum , translated by John Sparrow, 1654 (London: John M. Watkins, 1924, o.p.), LXX:60; p. 822. 

18. Henri Poincare, Bulletinde l'institut Géneral de Psychologie, no. 3, 1908; the text of this conference was reprinted in 

Science et méthodes , Chapter 3, " L'Invention mathematical," (Paris: Flammarion, 1908). 

19. Jacques Hadamard, Essai sur la psychologie de l' invention dans le domaine mathématique , in the collection 

ñDiscours de la méthode," (Paris: Gauthier-Villars, 1978); the first edition of this book was published in 1945, in 

English, by Princeton University Press, Princeton, N.J. 

20. Gerald Holton, The Scientific Imagination: Case Studies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1978); Thematic 

Origin of Scientific Thought: Kepler to Einstein (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973). 

21. Basarab Nicolescu, Chapter 5 of Nous, la particle et le monde (Paris: Le Mail, 1985); also, see "L'imaginaire sans 

images: symboles et thêmata dansla physique contemporaine," in Cahiers de l'imaginaire , no. 1: " L'lmaginaire dans les 



sciences et les arts" (Toulouse: Editions Privat, 1988), pp. 25-36; and " Vision de la réalité et reality de la vision: 

l'imaginaire dans la physique moderne," in IRIS , the review of the Centre de Recherche sur 1'Imaginaire de Grenoble, 

no. 2, 4th quarter, 1986, pp. 35-57. 

22. Max Planck, Autobiographie scientifique, translated and with preface and notes by André George (Paris: Albin 

Michel, 1960), p. 64. [English translation: Scientific Autobiography and Other Papers, translated by Frank Gaynor 

(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1968), reprint of 1949 edition.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

CHAPTER FIVE  

Unexpected Encounter: 

Science and Tradition 

 

 

 

A: NECESSARY DISTINCTIONS:  

THE WORDS "SCIENCE" AND "TRADITION" 

 

THE contemporary encounter between science and tradition is indeed a fertile ground for multiple 

confusions. Activated by the changes which fundamental science (and especially quantum physics) 

has made in logic, in epistemology, and in our view of the world, this subject has even become 

fashionable: numerous books (some of which are best sellers) and numerous colloquiums try, for 

better or worse, to clarify the ties between modern scientific thought and traditional thought. What 

is at first surprising about this debate is the competence (or rather the incompetence) of most of the 

participants. Non-scientists are seen expressing themselves cheerfully on complex problems of 

quantum physics (complex even for specialists), and writers who plainly know practically nothing 

about tradition hold forth with total assurance on any subject whatever relating to traditional 

thought. The situation becomes even more ludicrous (or even more disturbing) when the same 

writers disclose to us the links or the absence of links between science and tradition. For everything, 

or almost everything, seems to have been already asserted in this domain, ranging, on one hand, 

from the proclamation of the sameness of the world views proposed by tradition (especially Far 

Eastern traditions) and science, to the opposite extreme, proclaiming the absence of any bridge 



whatsoever , between them. But, of course, this kind of research cannot be undertaken by 

proclamation; militant passions can only obscure the debate. 

 

Two facts need to be stressed clearly, it seems to me. 

 

On the one hand, the present debate, unimaginable at the start of the century in the epoch of 

triumphant scientism, has the merit of revealing the existence of a real problem in spite of all the 

inherent or intentional confusions. After all, fundamental science has its roots in the compost of 

questions common to all realms of knowledge: What is the meaning of life? What is the role of man 

in the cosmic process? What is the place of nature in knowledge? Gradually, indeed, these questions 

have come to be considered non-scientific and have been banished to the limbo of irrationality, the 

domain reserved for the poet, the mystic, the artist, or the philosopher. But science is a continuing 

process, and one wonders if it has not returned on its own to its sources, a return enriched by all it 

has acquired through the scientific methodology which it has had at its disposal throughout history. 

 

On the other hand, the innumerable confusions which have been manifested by this debate are at 

least partly inevitable. Both modern science and tradition are regions of extraordinary complexity. It 

is difficult, if not impossible, for one and the same person to command at the same time the 

knowledge and the practice of both domains. In my opinion, the search for links between modern 

science and tradition is a preeminently transdisciplinary problem: it requires the coming together of 

the very best experts in both fields to advance this research. That does not mean that in the absence 

of truly transdisciplinary research, all individual opinion is banished. Dialogue remains possible on 

the condition that each speaker stays within his own field of expertise. At any rate, that is the 

attitude I myself adopt. 

 

One other aspect in particular seems to complicate this debate: the question of the meaning of the 

word "tradition" itself. 

 

First of all there is the general usage which makes one think immediately of "custom," "habits," or 

"manner of thinking, doing, or acting, which is a heritage of the past." 
1
 Of course, that is not the 

connotation which is adopted in the science-tradition debate, but it could insidiously confuse an 

uninformed public. Even journals and reviews of a high intellectual quality carefully avoid 

addressing the debate between science and tradition for fear that their readers might associate it 

with right-wing political connotations; for is it not true that tradition is supposed to be a privilege of 

the right wing? This situation might seem cartoon-like, but unfortunately it corresponds to a sad 

reality. 

 

There is a second meaning of the term which is less current, but it is he only one adapted to our 

context, in which "tradition" refers to "the whole of beliefs and practices, religious or moral, 

transmitted from century to century, originally by word or example" and also "the whole of 

knowledge, more or less legendary, related to the past, transmitted at first orally from generation to 

generation." 
2
 According to this definition, Tradition encompasses different "traditions" ï Christian, 

Jewish, Islamic, Buddhist, Sufi, etc.  To avoid the first usage of the word "tradition," one often 

writes it with a capital T. 

 

But even this second usage of the word "tradition" gives rise to confusion. In a fundamental study 

of Western esoterism, 
3
 Antoine Faivre suggests a triple distinction which can help us eliminate 

possible ambiguity. He thus distinguishes three contemporary lines of Tradition: the severe or purist 

line, the historical line, and the humanist or alchemical line. "The representatives of the ópuristô 

line," Faivre writes, ñpose the existence of a primordial Tradition ï which should not be taken in a 

historical or chronological sense ï of a ónon-human origin,' as was often said by René Guénon, 

indisputably the master of this line of thought in the twentieth century. A deposit of wisdom and 



gnostic thought used to belong to humanity, which has let it scatter and dissolve.ò 
4
 As for the 

"historical" line, it emphasizes "the ways of emergence through the traditions. The champions of the 

second glean freely here and there, according to a process comparable to what students in the 

United States call óshopping around': in the first year of college they enroll in various courses, often 

vastly different each other, before choosing their major.ò 
5
 Finally, there is the ñhumanist" line, 

which is open to modern times: "with the third line, it is a matter of taking the world as primary 

material, the whole world that Guénon scorns as the product of the Kali Yuga." 
6
 Nature, culture, 

and science are not rejected by the third line. It goes without saying that it is this third approach to 

Tradition, of which Jacob Boehme is an illustrious precursor, that interests us in the context of an 

encounter between Tradition and modern science. 

 

The expression "modern science" is somewhat less ambiguous, but it also gives rise to various 

confusions. ñScientiýc methodò is confounded with ñscientiýc theoryò and ñscientiýc theoryò with 

interpretation of one scientiýc theory, not to mention the confusion so current (and so pernicious) 

between ñscienceò and ñscientismò or between ñfundamental scienceò and ñtechnology.ò It is 

impossible to clarify all these confusions here, but some necessary distinctions need to be 

introduced.   

 

First of all, is it legitimate to speak of ñscience,ò or must one instead speak of ñsciencesò (just as 

certain people question whether we should speak of ñTraditionò or ñtraditionsò)? What we see 

displayed in actual scientiýc activity is something like an explosion of a multitude of sciences, of an 

extraordinary variety, each having an almost absolute autonomy in its own ýeld. Certainly the area 

of overlap between the different sciences is not a void, and the undisputed value of inter- 

disciplinary studies is due to this fact. The frontier discovered between two different sciences is 

often an area of great fertility. It is exactly at these frontiers that new sciences are born: new 

sciences which in their turn acquire an almost absolute autonomy. But the existence of these 

frontiers, these overlapping areas between different sciences, does not assure the unity of science: it 

simply demonstrates the value of certain methods which, while engendering new sciences, 

nevertheless do not have a universal character.   

 

Well, then, has science a unity? The unicity of scientiýc method does not patently signify the unity 

of science. If this unity exists, it must be searched for elsewhere. In this context, Gerald Holtonôs 

proposition is seductive. 
7
 Holton demonstrated the existence of hidden but stable structures in the 

evolution of scientiýc ideas: thêmata. These are ontological presuppositions, unconscious for the 

most part (they do not appear in the organized body of science), but which dominate the thinking of 

scientists. They generally present themselves as double or triple alternatives: evolution-involution; 

continuity-discontinuity; simplicity-complexity; invariance-variation; holism-reductionism; unity-

hierarchical structure; constancy-change, etc. Two characteristics strike those who study these 

thémata: (1) their antiquity and persistence through time; and (2) their limited number: Holton 

counts only a few score of these thêmata in the whole history of science. He thus could afýrm that 

ñit is this durability of a relatively small number of thêmata, as well as their diffusion at a given 

moment throughout the whole community, that has given science the permanent identity that it 

preserves, in a certain measure, in spite of the developments and changes that take place in it." 
8
 

This proposition of the unity of science is justiýed, and we can adopt it as a good working 

hypothesis.   

 

Once this distinction between ñscienceò and ñthe sciencesò is made, we can quite quickly come to 

grips with other necessary distinctions.   

 

Scientiýc method is unique and invariable: it has not changed since the works of Galileo and other 

founders of modern science. That does not mean that this scientiýc method might not change 

someday; but this change could take place only under the pressure of the absolute necessity to 



include experimental data and not on the say-so of some scientist or philosopher. Although 

scientiýc method has not changed for several centuries, on the other hand scientiýc theory is 

characterized by perpetual change. There has never been, nor will there ever be, an immutable 

theory: each theory has only a limited area of validity and it is necessarily overturned by certain 

experimental data. The unknown is inexhaustible; Nature is inexhaustible. One could even afýrm 

that the greatness of science resides precisely in the perpetual change of scientiýc theories. At a 

naive glance, this change can seem like a failure. One hears here or there voices designating this 

change as a proof of scienceôs fragility, of its inadaptability to knowledge. But what would it mean 

to have a ñýnal theory,ò inþexible and unchangeable? Quite simply, the death of knowledge. The 

desire for a ñýnal theoryò is only the product of hallucination.   

 

Other distinctions should be made before approaching the problem of the relationship between 

science and Tradition.  

 

A scientiýc theory has its own language, its own methods, its own internal coherence and it is more 

or less mathematically formalized. Thanks to this, a scientiýc theory arrives at certain results. The 

interpretation of these results on an ontological level momentarily escapes the boundaries of 

science for a moment for it brings into play another language, other methods, another internal 

coherence. The confusion between a scientiýc theory and its interpretation on the logical level can 

lead to even worse confusions. The introduction of ontology into science will perhaps be the source 

of a great scientiýc revolution in the future, but for the moment this revolution has not taken place.   

 

Another pernicious confusion is that which exists between science and ñscientism.ò Modern science 

(at least in the spirit of its founders and also in that of the majority of contemporary scientists) 

obviously does not have the means to claim to be the sole path to knowledge and truth. Its own 

methodology imposes upon it certain inevitable limits. For example, the repeatability of scientiýc 

ýndings is an essential part of the methodology of modern science. But reality and our own lives are 

also characterized by singular events, by non-repeatable occurrences. Modern science is not 

concerned with singular events, and therefore there is a whole realm of reality which escapes it 

completely. But, in spite of everything, scientism, an ideology born of the phantasm of the absolute 

power of man over nature and over himself, claims that science and reason are the only paths to 

knowledge and truth: science alone, reason alone. This hallucination has been productive and, after 

all, positive for a given epoch, for it has led to extraordinary scientiýc advances. But today it is 

becoming a formidable restraint, for it is in opposition to scienceôs real development. But although 

scientism is dying, it is not completely dead, though its disappearance seems to me inevitable. 

Paradoxically, the progressive disappearance of scientism in the exact sciences has been accom-

panied by its reinforcement in the human sciences (perhaps because they try to imitate a science that 

is now outdated-that of the nineteenth century). This paradoxical process explains, at least partially, 

the tenacious persistence of the confusion between science and scientism.   

 

Finally, one must distinguish between fundamental science and technology. In the eyes of the 

general public (but also of certain philosophers, sociologists, and politicians), interplanetary rockets 

and the atomic bomb are fundamental science, instead of being the results of fundamental science. 

Technology is the bastard daughter of fundamental science: she has one foot in knowledge and one 

foot elsewhere. In our time, certainly, the demarcation between fundamental science and technology 

is more and more difýcult to distinguish, to the extent that fundamental science is called upon to 

solve technological problems.  But that is a question of a local and partial phenomenon. Funda-

mental science remains globally concerned about the confrontation with the unknown, without a 

precise aim.    

 

This long digression on the words ñscienceò and ñTraditionò was inevitable if we are to rigorously 

approach the relationship between the two realms of knowledge designated by these words.    



 

B: SCIENCE AND TRADITION: IMPASSABLE BARRIER OR INTERACTION? 

An impassable barrier seems to separate science and Tradition. In my book, Nous, la particule et le 

monde, I have analyzed at length the differences between science and Tradition. Let me recall here 

a few of those differences: ñTraditional knowledge is based on revelation, on contemplation, on the 

direct perception of reality. At the opposite pole, scientiýc knowledge . . . is based on the 

understanding of reality by the intermediary of the mind alone, through logical and mathematical 

constructions. . . . Traditional research accords a great importance to the body, to sensations, to the 

feelings, to faith, while scientific research excludes the searcherôs own body, his sensations, his 

feelings, his faith from the ýeld of observation and the formulation of ólawsô . . . Traditional thought 

has always affirmed that reality is not linked to time and space: it is . . . At the opposite pole, 

scientiýc searcher is obliged to postulate the existence of an objective reality that is separated from 

and independent of all observation or measure and which is strongly deýned in space and in time. . . 

Traditional research demands the right to an experience communicable by ordinary language: The 

traditional experience is unique, total, far surpassing the categories of ordinary logic. In contrast, 

scientiýc experiment is communicable and can be repeated. . . . Traditional knowledge demands the 

right to inefýcacy on the plane of material space and time, on the plane of directly observable 

materiality. . . . On the other hand, science interests itself essentially in the óexternal body,ô in the 

maximum efýcacy on the plane of direct materiality.ò 
9
 

 

The fact that traditional knowledge and scientific knowledge can be present in one and the same 

person by no means demonstrates the existence of some kind of bridge between science and 

Tradition. For example, one can be at the same time a practitioner of the Kabbalah and a brilliant 

biologist and still refuse to recognize any link whatsoever between the Kabbalah and biology. Or 

one can be a fervent Christian and a great specialist in quantum physics and deny that there is any 

relationship whatsoever between religion and physics.   

 

The teaching of Jacob Boehme, with his theory of the double nature of Nature, provides us with the 

possibility of a rigorous approach to the much-discussed question about the relationship between 

science and Tradition. At the same time, this approach opens us to astonishing perspectives which I 

am convinced will stimulate completely unexpected developments in very diverse areas of 

contemporary life. If we accept the idea of a sevenfold dynamic at work in each process of reality, 

we are led inexorably to the conclusion that fundamental science, such as that practiced today, is 

concerned only with the three ýrst qualities of the sevenfold cycle. Stated a different way, modern 

science ýnds itself ýrmly trapped in the ñwheel of anguish.ò   

 

The three ýrst qualities of the sevenfold cycle are those closest to the magical source of reality. But 

at the same time, they are the furthest from realization, from the successful completion of the cycle.   

 

The context I am proposing allows us to shed light simultaneously on the essential difference 

between science and Tradition and their equally essential relationship.   

 

It is the very methodology of modern science which places it in the ýrst triad of the sevenfold cycle, 

where the destiny of the whole cosmic drama is played out, in an unrestrained desire for 

manifestation, in a tumultuous dynamic that wants to go out toward joy, toward love, toward 

spiritual accomplishment. Modern science is like an extremely ýnely-tuned and exact probing 

device which permits us a glimpse of that ñwheel of anguish.ò But scientiýc methodology, which is 

the fundamental condition for the success and the efýcacy of science, at the same time limits the 

scope of this probing device. Thus one sees the deep-rooted motivation (perhaps unconscious) of 

the wish to eliminate the subject in the natural sciences, a wish that guided the steps of the founders 

of modern science. Science has brought about these rapid advances at the cost of separating the 

subject from Nature, which is perceived as an object of study. This is a principal difference between 



science and Tradition, which in various ways has always stressed the unity of all that exists, a unity 

in diversity, indeed, but which cannot exclude joy, love, spiritual development, the human being 

and the whole cosmos. In the light of Jacob Boehmeôs philosophy, one could say that Tradition is 

concerned with the totality of the sevenfold cycle and with the interaction among all the sevenfold  

cycles acting in all the different cosmoses.   

 

One can thus understand the deep-seated origin of scientism and its lack of metaphysical scope. 

Scientism consists of taking the ýrst triad of the sevenfold cycle as an absolute, elevated as the one 

and only reality. The very existence of the other four qualities of the sevenfold cycle is denied. As a 

result, the interaction among different sevenfold cycles is itself reduced to nothing. There is thus 

only one level of reality, a horizontal level opposing all verticality. The verticality extolled by 

scientism is a false verticality, a simple optical illusion, since movement can take place only in one 

dimension ï that of the ñwheel of anguish.ò This wheel is no longer a stage of movement; it is the 

movement. It becomes the wheel of anguish in the full meaning of the term. Everything goes around 

in circles (which could be a good deýnition of hell); everything becomes justified: totalitarianism, 

violence, destruction of others in the name of good principles. And, in the end, there is only one 

way out: self-destruction. Scientism is not only an ideology; it is truly a religion, a religion without 

God. Scientism, with all its philosophical and sociological ramiýcations, unknowingly repeats the 

action of Lucifer who, looking behind himself at the magical source of reality, wants to possess it, 

but is ignorant of the fact that this action means his own ruin.   

 

 It is not hard to understand all the confusion which dominates the thought of certain contemporary 

Traditionalists who deny (always of course in different words) the existence of the three ýrst 

qualities of the sevenfold cycle. This current of thought is the exact mirror image of scientism, even 

though it presents itself as scientismôs relentless enemy. It mistakes the part for the whole, making 

exactly the same error as that of scientism. The value of science is denied completely: science is 

thrown into outer darkness, that of impure, dead ñmatter,ò cut off completely from the soul, the 

spirit, the sacred, the divine. This seemingly angelic attitude fails in the end by the same action as   

Luciferôs: that of perpetuating forever the ñwheel of anguish.ò  

 

There is furthermore an intermediate attitude between the militant scientists and the militant 

Traditionalists ï that of those who see ñspiritò everywhere, in particles, in genes, in planets or stars. 

The sevenfold cycle is not denied, but it is reduced in fact to one solitary quality. These people see 

joy, love, soul, spirit, and who knows what, strolling everywhere, in a confusion that is perhaps 

sympathetic and reassuring, but which engenders all sorts of possible driftings off course.   

 

Does the essential difference between science and Tradition mean that there is no bridge at all 

between these two realms of knowledge?   

 

Another response, for the moment purely speculative, is furnished by the context I am proposing. If 

science is situated in the first triad of the sevenfold cycle and Tradition is concerned with the whole 

cycle, their relationship is clear: science and Tradition make no sense with- out each other. To 

reduce the sevenfold cycle to this first triad means the cessation of movement, a self-destructive 

reality. On the other hand, to rob the cycle of the knowledge of the ýrst triad means making its 

continuing movement, or a true accomplishment of the cycle, impossible.   

 

But the response that I have just outlined will be speculative and disembodied if it is not based on 

concrete scientiýc development.   

 

I wish only to come to grips with some major facts here, the detailed analysis of which it is 

impossible to make except by transdisciplinary research, as I have clearly underlined before. It goes 

without saying that, in this approach, I shall not question scientific theories, in their formal or 



mathematical aspects, for they are, by deýnition, silent on the ontological level. The points of 

contact between science and Tradition can be found only in the fundamental scientiýc axioms of the 

most general results obtained by science. In other words, it is the interpretation of scientiýc theories 

that I shall question, an interpretation which thus becomes more and more inseparable from 

scientific theory itself.   

 

The emergence in this century of quantum physics, with its discovery of a level of reality different 

from the macrophysical, constitutes one of these major facts, with consequences we have not 

ýnished exploring, on all the planes of our life. In the Boehmian context, this signiýes the 

interaction between the sevenfold cycles located at different levels of reality, an interaction which 

takes place through the A relationship among the ýrst triads at different levels. Even if there is a 

split between the quantum level and the macrophysical level (through the different laws which 

govern the two), there is at the same time continuity: the one cannot exist without the other. The 

proof: our own existence and that of our universe. The discovery of a level of reality different from 

our own brings out very selves into play: we are those who obligatorily must make the translation 

from one level to the other. A sense of verticality thus begins to make itself felt on the plane of 

language if not of understanding. At the same time, there appears to be a movement from the 

quantum level towards the macrophysical level. Our visible macrophysical world is built on the 

invisible quantum world. Our world thus appears, in a sense, as the invisible made visible.   

 

The logic which rules the quantum world is different from that which rules our own world. All the 

writings of Lupasco testify to the richness of this logic of contradictories in its philosophical 

implications. But what interests me here is the kinship between quantum logic and traditional 

thought. The thêmata of the quantum world, as alternatives to contradictions, appear to be 

outmoded and replaced by a veritable unity of contradictories: something not continuous or dis- 

continuous, but continuous and discontinuous; not simplicity or complexity, but simplicity and 

complexity; not unity or hierarchical structure, but unity and hierarchical structure; not constancy or 

change, but constancy and change. The quantum entity is at the same time continuous and 

discontinuous. The physical interactions appear once uniýed and structured hierarchically, 

according to the scale of energy on which they are being explored. The quantum world seems at 

once simple (through its fundamental laws which ensure the unity of interactions) and extremely 

complex (through the inýnite variety of phenomena at different energy levels). Quantum entities ask 

at the same time for symmetry and a break in this symmetry. The thémata appear thus at most like 

facets of a symbol. I have discussed elsewhere 
10

 some idea-symbols of modern physics. The 

reconciliation between contemporary scientiýc thought and traditional symbolic thought is a major 

encounter which is the sign, I think, of a still more important encounter: that between the world 

explored by Tradition and the world explored by science. What Tradition discovers in the richness 

of the interior life, science discovers, by correspondence, in the corporeality of natural systems.   

 

Is the uniýcation of all physical interactions the corresponding sign of an even more profound 

uniýcation, that which is spoken of as Tradition? Is the fascinating coherence between the inýnitely 

small and the inýnitely large a sign corresponding to an even still more profound coherence, 

between all the levels of reality described by Tradition? These are dizzying questions, to which it 

would be premature to outline a response, but their formulation is inevitable.   

 

Finally, why does the uniýcation of all physical interactions require a multidimensional space-time 

so different from our own? What is signiýed by the extremely rapid rolling-up of supplementary 

dimensions into an inýnitesimal region of space? There is a great temptation to characterize the 

different levels of reality of which Tradition tells us by a space-time with a larger and larger number 

of dimensions (does God live in a space-time with an inýnite number of dimensions?), but I cannot 

take this step, for it seems to me to lead to an abusive simpliýcation, one of extreme intellectual and 

spiritual poverty, in opposition to the teaching of Tradition. This temptation, as fascinating as it 



might be, has as its source the same error as that which I stressed before: reducing the sevenfold 

cycle to its ýrst triad. In which space-time is love located? An absurd question which is not, 

paradoxically, the prerogative of scientists only.   

 

In a celebrated book written a century ago, Edwin Abbott 
11

 described the adventures of a two-

dimensional being who was snatched from his own world by a three-dimensional being. In his 

marvel at discovering a world inýnitely richer than his own, he believes that the three-dimensional 

being is a god. But he realizes progressively that this marvelous world, like his own world, is 

peopled by criminals and wise men, by poets and hoodlums, by the good and the wicked. Are they 

gods? Certainly not. But this conclusion does not prevent our two-dimensional being from returning 

to his own world and proclaiming, at the risk of his own life, that there are other worlds, other 

realities.   

 

According to the context we propose, based on the writings Jacob Boehme, the value of dialogue 

between modern science and Tradition is not found in an abusive identiýcation of the results of 

science with certain afýrmations of traditional thought. After an interesting colloquium at Sainte-

Baume on the theme of ñAlliance,ò Andr® Chouraqui wrote to me: ñWithout the transcendence of 

unity and of love, the universe would be incomprehensible, whereas each day it becomes, 

incomprehensibly, more comprehensible.ò 
12

 Tradition is nourished by science, by time, by history, 

while science obtains its meaning (and, in particular, its sense of values) by interacting with 

Tradition.   

 

NOTES   
1. See, for example, Le Petit Robert, the alphabetical and analogic dictionary of the French language, by Paul Robert 

(Paris: S.N.L., 1970), p. 1810.  

2. Ibid.  

3. Antoine Faivre, Acc®s de lô®sot®risme occidental (Paris: Crallimard, Bibliotheque des Sci- ences Humains, 1986), 

especially the chapter ñDeýnitions et positions,ò pp. 13-50. 

4. Ibid., p. 34.  

5. Ibid., p. 36. 

6. Ibid., p. 38.  

7. Gerald Holton, LôImagination scientiýque (Paris: Gallimard, 1981); Thematic Origin of Scientiýc Thought: Kepler to 

Einstein (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1973); The Scientiýc Imagination: Case Studies (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1978).  

8. Holton, ñLes Th°mata dans la pens®e scientiýque,ò in LôImagination scientiýque, p. 30.  

9. Basarab Nicolescu, Nous, la particule et le monde (Paris: Le Mail, 1985) p. 159-16l.   

10. Ibid. 

11. Edwin A. Abbott, Flatland (New York: New American Library, 1984). 

12. André Chouraqui, letter to the author, dated July 7, 1987.   



 
 

CHAPTER SIX  

Jacob Boehme and the Evolution of Man 

 

LUCIFERôS ACTION: CONTEMPORARY RESONANCES 

 

It is well known that Boehmeôs doctrine of good and evil is one of the most important parts of his 

work. It would be presumptuous on my part to analyze it here after so many erudite studies have 

been made. I limit myself to the aspects linked to the formulation of a future Philosophy of Nature 

that would be suitable for our era.   

 

As I have stressed time and again, Boehmeôs thought is based on a logic of contradictories, as one 

of his essential ideas is the unity of' opposites. God himself is the incarnation of this unity of 

opposites: ñFor the God of the holy world, and the God of the dark world, are not two Gods; there is 

but one only God: he himself is all being, essence, or substance; he is evil and good, heaven and 

hell, light and darkness, eternity and time, beginning and end.ò
1
  

 

The unity of all the sevenfold cycles is truly beyond good and evil. Good and evil appear when 

there is a dysfunction in a sevenfold cycle or in the interaction between the different sevenfold 

cycles. Therefore there is a quite logical, clear deýnition of ñevilò as anything which is opposed to 



the development of a sevenfold cycle or the interaction between these different cycles. In other 

words, evil is anything which opposes the birth of God. Unquestionable signs of evil are the 

complete taking over of the cycle by one or several of the qualities in it, the stopping of the cycle, 

or, once again, the change of direction of the sequence of the cycle. 

 

Evil has a positive side so long as it is a resistance to the development of the cycle, a resistance 

which conditions the movement. Without this resistance everything would be devoured by the 

incomparable fire at the magical source of reality; it is a protection against this consuming ýre. This 

is why ñthere is nothing in nature wherein there is not good and evil; everything moveth and liveth 

in this double impulse.ò 
2
 Good and evil appear as two qualities ñwhich are in each other as one 

thing in this world, in all powers, in the stars and the elements, as also in all the creatures. . . .ò 
3
 

Even ñthe kingdom of God and the kingdom of hell hang one to the other, as one body, and yet the 

one cannot comprehend the other.ò 
4
 ñHellò is the first triad of the sevenfold cycle. If it respects its 

function, which is that of being, in Boehmeôs language, ñthe þame of anger,ò the movement can 

proceed for ñthe þame of anger is the manifestation of the great love.ò 
5
 The anger is ñthe root of 

life,ò but ñif it be without the light, then it is not God, but hell ýre.ò 
6
   

 

Evil transforms itself into an ontological catastrophe when it changes function: resistance turns into 

complete opposition in relation to the development of the sevenfold cycle and the interaction 

between the different cycles. The order of the world is turned upside-down. Harmony becomes 

chaos, and constructive interaction is replaced by an anarchic, self-destructive movement. In 

particular, ñhellò becomes truly infernal: the first triad closes up on itself in a world of darkness, 

shutting itself off from any penetration by the light  Evil is therefore a quality of being which is 

neither positive not negative. But it is equivalent to an ontological catastrophe when it changes 

function. At our level of reality, the freedom of man comes at the price of a difýcult, trying choice, 

where the will of man plays crucial role.   

 

The catastrophe is symbolized in a magniýcent way by the fall of Lucifer, which occupies such a 

signiýcant place in the work of Jacob Boehme. ñLucifer was born in the beginning as a being of 

light,ò Pierre Deghaye writes. ñHe is the output of a sevenfold emanation which begins in the 

darkness and completes itself in the light. His regression inverts the course of this process. . . . The 

violence done to nature destroys the divine manifestation. It abolishes the birth of God. It is a 

deicidal violence.ò 
7
   

 

What was Luciferôs crime, basically? That of looking backwards, toward the magical source of 

reality, ñbut he became a fool; therefore this place or space, in its burning quality, could not subsist 

in God, hereupon the creation of this world ensued.ò 
8
  

 

By this backward glance, Lucifer reverses the direction of the sevenfold cycle. This change of 

direction is not made innocently, for each reality of the sevenfold cycle is transformed into its own 

opposite. Lucifer is the creator of the upside-down sevenfold cycle, which engenders ñthe house of 

darkness,ò the house of death. Jacob Boehme gives us a striking description of this upside-down 

cycle in The Aurora: ñHere is lamentation and woe, yelling and crying, and no deliverance; it is 

with them as if it did continually thunder and lighten tempestuously. For the kindled spirits of God 

generate themselves thus. . . . The ýre burneth as a ýerce wrathful Sulphur. . . . Love is an enmity 

here. . . . The sound is a mere beating, rumbling or cracking. . . . The circuit, region, court or 

residence of the body of the seven is a house of mourning. Their food is abomination, and groweth 

from the fierceness of all qualities.ò 
9
 It is death which lives in the world of this upside-down cycle, 

a world where the king is Lucifer turned into Satan.  

 

The completion of this reversed cycle is the ýrst triad, that of the wrath of God, that which Boehme 

calls ñthe outermost birth in this world,ò 
10

 that of the wheel of anguish, that of the ñnatural fire, 



which is a torment and consuming source.ò 
11

   

 

The idea of the danger of the backward glance runs through texts of all times. The wife of Lot, 

Abraham's nephew, is turned into a pillar of salt for having looked back during the destruction of 

Sodom. Orpheus descends to hell to bring back Eurydice, but, not keeping his promise, turns to 

look at her and she disappears into the darkness.   

 

Let us look around ourselves, in our own world today, and dare to ask to ourselves this question: 

Are we on the verge of repeating this action by Lucifer, this backward glance? Are we on the verge 

of forever locking ourselves inside the wheel of anguish? A philosopher of the stature of Michel 

Henry is not afraid to write: ñIt is life itself which is wounded; all its values are wavering, not only 

aesthetics, but also ethics, the sacred ï and with them the possibility to live each day.ò 
12

  

 

Our contemporary world, seen in the context of Boehmeôs thinking, is located clearly in the first 

triad of the sevenfold cycle.  

 

It is not by chance that science is the dominant language of the age ï as I have said, it explores 

precisely this ýrst triad.   

 

It is not by chance that for the first time in history man has acquired the means for the total, 

complete destruction of his own species. ñThou seest also,ò Boehme writes prophetically, ñhow the 

wrath of God lieth hid and resteth in the outermost birth of nature, and cannot be awakened, unless 

men themselves rouse or awaken it, who with their þeshly birth or geniture qualify, operate or unite 

with the wrath of the outermost birth of nature.ò 
13

 Indeed, man has succeeded precisely in 

awakening an incredible energy hidden in the deepest part of Nature, an energy capable of burning 

up the whole earth.   

 

It is not by chance that for the ýrst time in his history man is being given the means to modify the 

human being by changing his genetic makeup. There also we are quite close to the frontier of the 

magical source of reality, with all that that implies about the danger of self-destruction.   

 

It is not by chance that this century has seen more and more monstrous wars take place, in this 

collective madness which represents the process of the mutual destruction of mankind. It is not by 

chance that we are witnessing more and more indifferently the establishment of violence in our 

everyday life.  

 

It is not by chance that we have seen in this century, in the name of good principles, the birth of all 

sorts of totalitarianism which destroy the very existence of entire peoples. To the age-old question 

ñWhy are the children of darkness more cunning than those of the light?ò Jacob Boehme gives us 

this answer which is at once surprising and logically simple: ñWhy? Because they have the magical 

root of the original of all essences manifest in them.ò 
14

   

 

Our world is effectively inside the wheel of anguish, in the first triad of the sevenfold cycle. But this 

ýrst triad is not yet closed up on itself. We are at a point of choosing the road between self-

destruction and evolution. The ýrst triad, the wheel of anguish, is only a stage of our own evolution.   

 

B: MAN, HUMANITY, AND THE SEVENFOLD CYCLE 

The idea of a possible evolution of man, beyond any physical or biological aspect, dominates all of 

Jacob Boehmeôs thought. An entire book could be written, consecrated exclusively to this idea, but 

here I try to bring only a few illuminations, in relation to the subject interests us ï that of a new 

Philosophy of Nature.  

 



In Boehmeôs perspective, evolution cannot be dissociated from the completion of the sevenfold 

cycle, in the orientation with which it is usually associated ï a movement from its ýrst quality 

towards its last quality. In particular, this evolution cannot take place without the discontinuous leap 

between the ýrst triad and the other four qualities of sevenfold cycle (see Chapter Three). But, there 

is a fundamental difference between these two parts of the cycle, separated by the frontier of 

discontinuity: the qualities of the wheel of anguish are outside the will of man (they bring into play 

the forces which condition the passage to manifestation), while the other four require the 

participation of man, his will, and his consciousness. In Boehmeôs perspective, manôs evolution is 

the evolution of his consciousness.  

 

For Boehme, ñnatural manémoveth between two Principlesò 
15

; he is a ñtwo-fold man.ò 
16

 On the 

one hand, the wheel of anguish is at work in him, it takes part in his constitution as a natural system. 

If man locks himself inside this wheel of anguish, it is like a living death, ñso altogether dead in 

death, and so bolted up in the outermost birth or geniture in the dead palpability.ò 
17

 But he can 

evolve toward the world of light ñfor if the light be in him, he is born in the three Principles; but yet 

he is only a spark risen from thence, and not the great source, or fountain, which is God himself.ò 
18

  

 

Thus it can be affirmed that the ýrst triad of the sevenfold cycle corresponds to the body of man in 

all his physical and chemical aspects, and that the ýrst discontinuity introduces him into the world 

of life, where the evolution of his own being can begin.  

 

This view of a possible evolution of man is not necessarily in contradiction with the theories of 

evolution of modern science. After science recognizes that the physical evolution of living species 

leading up to man is probably accomplished, ýnished. We can conclude that if evolution continues, 

it will be able to occur only on another plane ï that of culture, of consciousness, or of humanity as a 

collective body of all mankind.  

 

For Boehme, conscious human evolution is a difýcult process, based on self-observation, on 

attention, on great effort, ñand man cannot better prove or try himself than by giving serious 

attention to what his desire and longing impel him. But there must be real earnestness; for he must 

subdue the astral spirit which rules in him. For, to subdue this astral spirit, no wisdom nor art will 

avail, but sobriety of life, with continual withdrawal from the influxes. The elements continually 

introduce the astral craving into his will, Therefore it is not so easy a thing to become a child of 

God; it requires great labour, with much travail and suffering." 
19

 

 

This spirit of the stars pushes man endlessly toward the wheel of anguish. It has led to the creation 

of the visible world, of the earth the stars, the galaxies. It is near the magical source of creation, to 

the devouring fire. To disengage from this astral influence signifies the reestablishment of the 

direction of the sevenfold cycle leading to the body of light. That is why the wonder and the 

fascination of the visible world, when they are taken as absolutes, are paradoxically perverse 

guides, for they turn back the course of the sevenfold cycle and transform evolution into involution. 

 

The spirit of the stars leads man to believe in the complete power of the "outer body," but ñthe outer 

body has no power to move the light world; it has only introduced itself into the world of light, 

whereby the light-world is become extinguished in man. He has, however, remained to be the dark 

world in himself; and the light-world stands in him immoveable, it is in him as it were hidden." 
20

 

 

As God dies in order to be born, man must die in this life in order to be born. His life thus 

comprises two births: biological birth and a self-birth or self-engendering. This new birth is a birth 

from above, for it presupposes the completion of the sevenfold cycle. The new birth implies death 

to oneself, a singular, mysterious process which takes place in the secrecy of the interior life. The 

second triad of the sevenfold cycle is a preparation for this new birth, which is brought forth only at 



the moment of the second discontinuity of the cycle, when "in the fountain or well-spring of the 

heart there riseth up the flash in the sensibility or thoughts of the brain, and therein the spirit doth 

contemplate or meditate.ò 
21

 Finally, the third triad of the sevenfold cycle, during the course of 

which "the soul eateth of God," 
22

 and leads to the creation of the new body. 

 

The responsibility of man is immense, for, in Boehme's perspective, the noncompletion of his 

sevenfold cycle leads to a cosmic catastrophe. The entire universe of the creation would disappear 

in the chaos. That is why Boehme tells us, ñTherefore seek for the noble Pearl; it is much more 

precious than this world.ò 
23

 Our smallest actions or thoughts have a cosmic dimension: 

ñwhatsoever thou buildest and sowest here in the spirit, be it with words, works or thoughts, that 

will be thy eternal house." 
24

 

 

It is necessary to distinguish clearly the evolution of the individual human being from the evolution 

of humanity. Humanity, as a collective body of all mankind, obviously submits to other laws than a 

man by himself. Its sevenfold cycle is different from that of one Person. 

 

The two sevenfold cycles are indeed in perpetual interaction: the one cannot develop without the 

other. Let us try to imagine for an instant the earth peopled in a definitive way by a single human 

being. The absurdity of this situation is obvious. The individual defines himself by interaction with 

others. 

 

But there is an asymmetry between the two sevenfold cycles, related to the rhythm of their 

development. If Boehme's cosmology is true, the founders of the great religions, the great mystics, 

the great poets ï and also an anonymous crowd whose names will never be remembered ï have 

probably completed their sevenfold cycle in the course of their lifetime, a very short period of time 

compared to the age of our universe or the period corresponding to the appearance of human beings 

on earth. The rhythm of development of the sevenfold cycle of humanity is a great deal slower, in 

accord with the cosmic rhythms ruling the formation of planets, galaxies, and our universe. 

 

Is it absurd to hypothesize a sevenfold cycle of humanity, with the underlying idea of a unity of 

humanity? Is it the product of simple speculation, with no foundation? The most rigorous approach 

to this question seems to me to be that furnished by contemporary research in history of beliefs and 

religious ideas, of which the uncontested master is Mircea Eliade. 
25

 What strikes me in the first 

place in the work of Eliade is his discovery, based on scientific method, of a hidden driving force in 

the spiritual growth of humanity, through surprising convergences between different civilizations, 

in spite of their separation in space and time. "What seems to me totally impossible, at all events," 

Eliade states, "is to imagine how the human mind could function without the conviction that there is 

something irreducibly real in the world. Consciousness of a real and meaningful world is intimately 

linked with the discovery of the sacred the sacred is not a stage in the history of consciousness, it is 

a structural element of that consciousness." 
26 

 

If we take seriously the hypothesis of a sevenfold cycle governing the evolution of humanity, this 

thinking layer of the earth, a first sign that the hypothesis is correct will be the appearance of a 

planetary civilization, where all violence of man against man, of one nation against another, will be 

completely abolished. Obviously we are a very long way from such a situation, even if a few facts 

seem to be pointing in this direction. Science is already a planetary language. The dizzying 

development of the computer system database establishes a communication between all points on 

the earth, by the creation of a sort of planetary brain. The interaction among all nations of the earth 

on the level of economics becomes more and more obvious. Even the menace of total destruction of 

our own species seems paradoxically to carry a positive message: humanity must evolve or 

disappear. 

 



But where is our humanity in the development of its sevenfold cycle? All the ideas that we have 

outlined in this chapter lead us to the conclusion that we find ourselves in the first triad of the 

sevenfold cycle, inside the wheel of anguish, more precisely at the frontier of the second triad. A 

first discontinuity must necessarily occur to assure the passage of humanity towards life, if we are 

not going to founder in the self-destructive cycle of the wheel. 

 

Our conclusion may indeed shock the many minds who, even if they accept the idea of an evolution 

of humanity (in any case a rare occurrence), are convinced that we are at a stage a good deal more 

evolved than that of the wheel of anguish. But, after all, humanity is very young. Its existence 

covers an infinitesimal period in the history of the universe. Let us imagine a book where each line 

covers the history of a thousand years, each page having forty lines. Thus the history of the universe 

would fill a library of a thousand books, each having 375 pages. The history of humanity would 

cover only the last 50 pages of the thousandth volume of the history of the universe. It is 

comprehensible that humanity finds itself at the very beginning of its evolution, just before its first 

step towards a self-engendering which leads to the creation of its own body. 

 

The main event which seems to me to dominate this century is fundamental science's discovery by 

its own methods of the frontiers where it can begin a dialogue with the wisdom of the ages and with 

other forms of knowledge. These other forms of knowledge ï art, Tradition, or the human sciences 

ï are concerned with one or another of the four last qualities of the sevenfold cycle. But, 

paradoxically, it is modern science, immersed in the study of so-called " external" nature- the wheel 

of anguish- which today demands passage beyond the wheel in our own evolution. But this passage 

cannot occur on its own. A transdisciplinary dialogue between all forms of knowledge can help us 

bring this about- a dialogue which, without leading to a new scientism, must nonetheless take as its 

point of departure the contemporary discoveries of fundamental science. In this way it will 

find what there is between the different forms of knowledge, which in fact belongs to neither one 

form nor the other, but which ultimately circulates between the different disciplines, while 

respecting their autonomy. It will thus contribute to the establishment of a true, long-term, planetary 

dialogue, as a condition for our evolution of being' 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Complexity and Levels of Reality 

 

IN THE beginning there was complexity," Edgar Morin writes in a dazzling formulation. 
1
  

 

In fact, our world seems invaded by "complexity." Everywhere we look, towards the infinitely large 

or the infinitely small, or even at our own scale, we see complexity manifesting itself triumphantly. 

Contemporary man moves like a stranger through an increasingly incomprehensible world, the 

slave of his analytical thinking. 

 

The dream of a "universal physics" which would explain everything on the basis of a few general 

laws or a few fundamental building blocks of matter has vanished with the advances of contemp-

orary science itself, without any interference from considerations of a philosophical or ideological 

order. Even the so-called "unification" theories in particle physics, as fascinating as they might be, 



are concerned after all only with physical interactions. Moreover, the unification of all physical 

interactions takes place at incredible energy levels which could never be attained in our particle 

accelerators. 
2
 Only a few more or less out-dated scientists, for reasons more ideological than 

scientific, take it upon themselves to soothe public opinion with the illusion of a simplicity that is 

accessible by reason and science alone. 

 

The urgency of formulating an epistemology of complexity, like that which Edgar Morin is 

elaborating, 
3
 is an immediate reality. It is not just a question of an attempt to introduce order into 

complexity so that we can understand what is happening in natural systems: our very life, individual 

and social, is directly concerned with the formulation of a new epistemology. Is it possible to 

conceive of the emergence of a new system of values and a new ethics without an understanding of 

this intrusive complexity, which, if it is left to proliferate according to its own chaotic and anarchic 

laws, can only lead to the destruction of our life and our species? 

 

Here I would like to outline how the concept of "levels of reality" could contribute to the form-

ulation of an epistemology of complexity. 

 

The discovery (at the same time abstract and palpable, experimental and theoretical) of a scale 

"invisible" to the sense organs ï the quantum scale, where the laws are completely different from 

those of the "visible" scale of our everyday life ï probably has been the most important contribution 

that modern science has made to knowledge. The new concept which has thus emerged ï that of 

levels of materiality or levels of reality ï is one on which a new vision of the world can be based. 

 

But is it truly a question of a new concept? I have used the expression "levels of reality" frequently 

throughout this book, in the symbolic sense which emerges from the cosmology of Jacob Boehme, 

based on the relationship between the threefold structure and the sevenfold self-organization of 

reality. Such a reading is too vast, too general to be applied to the results of modern science. It 

would be absurd, a mere caricature, to wish to bring at any price a cosmic dimension down to an 

earthly dimension. Moreover, the very clear difference between the methodologies of Tradition and 

of modern science foreshadows the failure of any hasty reconciliation between traditional and 

scientific thought. Finally, as Antoine Faivre remarks, 
4
 though true Tradition is intimately linked to 

the existence of a Philosophy of nature (which is precisely the thought of Jacob Boehme and that of 

his followers), up until now modern science has been able to dispense with the need to formulate it. 

But the fact is that since the birth of quantum physics, this necessity appears more and more urgent. 

The formulation of this new philosophy may even, in the long run, permit a deepened dialogue 

between modern science and Tradition. But for the moment, we are only at the stammering stages in 

this dialogue, and it is urgent to advance in this direction with great prudence and by very small 

steps if we do not want to spoil an extraordinary potential of our age. 

 

So let us adopt a definition of the concept of "levels of reality" which is a good deal narrower than 

Boehme's, but which will have the advantage of being very close to what modern science teaches 

us. This idea is therefore new, in a sense. It has not been brought about by a vision or by a 

metaphysical speculation. The concept of "levels of reality," as it will be used in the following text, 

is supported by scientific theory and experiment. We can say that it appears as a facet of Boehme's 

symbol, engendered by the dialogue between humanity and Nature over the course of time. It is a 

question of a new facet, for it is precisely the product of historical time. Boehme's symbol can only 

be enriched by this contribution of time; its own existence in time is what allows this enrichment. 

 

Let me first of all give a description, although it must necessarily be an approximate one, of the 

meaning that I attribute to the words "reality" and "level." 

 

I use the word "reality" in its very simple meaning, in the way the physicist experiences it in his 



daily work. In our practice, we continually encounter a "something" called nature, which resists our 

theories and our experiments. This resistance naturally gives that "something" the attribute of 

"reality." Likewise, the relentless resistance explains why there are never definite answers in 

science, but always partial, approximate ones, subject to constant change. But if there are no 

definitive answers, there is nonetheless a continual deepening of questioning. 

 

The "reality" of which I am speaking is not simply a creation of the mind, to the extent that it does 

not allow any kind of description whatsoever; neither is it something in itself, for we intervene in an 

essential way and inevitably in the quantum domain with our experimental measuring process, with 

our mathematical formulation, with our interpretation. This reality is not a reality in itself about 

which anything can be said (but, it seems, a great deal can be written), nor is it an empirical reality, 

mute on the plane of being. It is rather a reality of interaction or participation. 

 

Let me now define precisely the word "level." 

 

We can describe a level (or scale) of reality as being a group of systems which remain unchanged 

under the action of certain transform motions. For example, we can conceive of "the particle scale," 

"the human scale," or "the planetary scale," with humanity appearing as the interface between the 

systems belonging to the first level and the last. 

 

This description is a little imprecise, for it can lead to a confusion with the ideas of levels of 

integration or levels of organization, such as those which appear, for example, in contemporary 

systemic thought. 
5 

 

I believe that in order for a truly different level of reality to be seen, there must be a breakdown of 

language, a breakdown of logic, a breakdown of fundamental concepts (such as causality, for 

example). In this sense, the quantum level can be recognized as a level of reality different from that 

which corresponds to our own macroscopic scale. 

 

I have analyzed these breakdowns at length elsewhere. 
6
 Here I will give just a few examples. 

 

Our macroscopic world is characterized by the separability between different objects which 

comprise it, while in the quantum world, there appears to be an inner non-separability. The different 

interacting quantum entities, while each remaining distinct, behave simultaneously as if they formed 

an inseparable whole. Is quantum non-separability a particular example of a generalized non-

separability of the whole universe, of the kind which is described in the work of Jacob Boehme? 

 

Local causality, essential for classical physics, gives place to a very delicate causality, a global 

causality, which, not to be confused with ordinary finality, nevertheless determines the evolution of 

all the systems interacting together. Is this global causality a sign, or a particular example, of that 

global causality that characterizes the self-organization of Boehme's universe? 

 

Finally, if classical thinking is based on the idea of continuity, quantum physics makes evident the 

crucial role of discontinuity. Where does discontinuity come from? Is it not brought about by the 

interaction between different levels of reality? Is not discontinuity manifesting itself at a certain 

level of reality therefore a sign of the unity of the universe, a unity precisely conditioned by its 

diversity? 

 

It is very clear that, in a universe characterized by a structure of levels of reality, the passage from 

one level to another becomes an urgent necessity. The scope of this problem was recognized by the 

founding fathers of quantum mechanics, especially by Niels Bohr. The problem of translation from 

one level of reality to another is intimately linked to the understanding of the nature of complexity. 



 

We must thus distinguish two types of complexity: the complexity which refers to only one level of 

reality and the complexity which makes several levels of reality come together. 

 

The complexity appearing at only one level of reality can be, in a way, "structured" by the idea of 

"level of integration"; so it is understandable why there must not be a confusion between the idea of 

"level of integration" and that of "level of reality.ò There is no one-to-one correspondence between 

these two ideas. In general, several "levels of integration" belong to a single "level of reality." For 

example, classical mechanics, organic chemistry, and classical economic thinking each set into play 

the same type of ideas, even if they correspond to different levels of integration. 

 

On the other hand, the passage from one level of reality to another arouses a complexity of a 

completely different nature, demanding new tools of conceptual approach.  

 

The contradictory relationship between simplicity and complexity clarifies itself in a new way: what 

appears to be horribly complicated at a certain level of reality can appear extremely simple at 

another. For example, according to the superstring theory in particle physics, physical interactions 

appear to be very simple and unified as a result of a few general principles, if they are depicted in a 

multidimensional space-time of ten dimensions (one of time and the others of space) and at an ultra-

high energy, corresponding to the so-called Planck-mass. Complications arise at the moment of 

passage to our world, which is inevitably characterized by only four dimensions and by the fact that 

considerably lower energies are available. 

 

This last remark allows me to stress the probable role of the nature of space-time in the definition of 

a level of reality and thus in the understanding of the nature of complexity. 

 

Our space-time continuum of four dimensions is not the only one conceivable. In certain physical 

theories, it seems more like an approximation, like a "section" of a space-time a good deal richer in 

terms of possible phenomena. The conceptual implications of such a situation are considerable. Let 

us try to imagine an intelligent being, living in two-dimensional space (for example, on a sheet of 

paper). For him, in his own world of two dimensions, practically everything which derives from our 

three-dimensional world is experienced as a miracle, as an irrational, incomprehensible 

phenomenon. It seems important to add that the supplementary dimensions appearing in theories of 

contemporary physics are not the result of simple intellectual speculation. On the one hand, these 

dimensions are necessary to assure the self-consistency of the theory and the elimination of certain 

undesirable aspects. On the other hand, they do not have a purely formal character ï they have 

physical consequences on our own scale. For example, according to certain physical theories, if the 

universe was associated with a multidimensional space-time at the beginning of the Big Bang, then 

the "spontaneous compactification" of the supplementary dimensions of space (that is, their rapid 

rolling up into an infinitesimal region of space) can be linked to a period of very rapid exponential 

expansion of the universe in our usual three-dimensional space. The supplementary dimensions will 

remain hidden and unobservable forever, but their vestiges would be precisely the known physical 

interactions. 

 

In generalizing the example furnished by particle physics, it is not absurd to think that each level of 

reality corresponds to a specific space-time, distinct from that of any other level of reality. 

 

Without an appropriate translation in the passage from one level of reality to another, an endless 

series of paradoxes is engendered. 

 

Thus the source of the arising of contradiction can be recognized; what appears as harmonious at a 

certain level of reality can appear paradoxical at another. That, I believe, is the source of the 



paradoxes engendered by the interpenetration of the terminology of quantum physics into ordinary 

language, paradoxes we wrongly call "quantum paradoxes": they are rather ñmacrophysical 

paradoxes,ò arising at the moment of translation to our own level. 

 

In ordinary language, we are forced to describe a quantum event as either a wave or a particle. But, 

in its own language, that of quantum formulation, the quantum event is simultaneously both wave 

and particle, or, more precisely, it is neither wave nor particle. The quantum event is a new type of 

entity, which is not entirely reducible to its classical components. All the work of Stéphane Lupasco 

(which is based on quantum physics), and in particular his "systemology," 
8
 testifies to the 

unsuspected richness of a logic of "contradiction." 

 

It is interesting in this context to recall that the cosmology of Jacob Boehme, as we have mentioned 

several times, is founded on the dynamic of contradictory opposites. "In Nature," Jacob Boehme 

writes, "one thing is always opposed to another, so that one is the opposite of the other and its 

enemy. However, this is not to make the creatures take a mutual aversion or dislike to each other, 

but to keep them in motion by their struggle and their opposition, so that they can manifest 

themselves thus, so that great mystery can enter into their differences and their separations, and so 

that there can be a perfect exaltation of joy and felicity within the Eternal One." 
9
 

 

It is natural to define the different levels of reality according to our own level, in the way they are 

experienced by our body and our sense organs. 

 

We are not the centre of this succession of levels, but the natural system of reference. 

 

With respect to ourselves, we can recognize the existence of levels which are nearer or farther away. 

 

In any case, we are those who, alone among the other natural systems of the planet, seem to be 

equipped with a capacity for translating this information between levels. 

 

This capacity for translation, associated with the scientific study of natural systems, allows us to 

pass beyond the modern illusion of a single level of reality, an illusion which has as its source the 

taking as absolute the information given by our body or our sense organs (and also, of course, the 

extension of these perceptions by various measuring instruments). 

 

Our age is thus potentially that of the abolition of the single (one logic, one language, one causality, 

one space-time, one reality, one knowledge) and of the emergence of the plural (logics, languages, 

causalities, space-times, different levels of reality, different types of knowledge.) There is, in this 

emergence of plurality, a considerable source of tolerance, which does not result from an ethical 

choice, but has a character of necessity in order to be in accord with the information furnished by 

natural systems. 

 

The structure of levels of reality permits us to understand the resurgence of meaning in modern 

physics. In general, as Raymond Ledrut states, 
10

 it could be affirmed that meaning arises out of the 

contradictory relationship between a presence and an absence. It is the evocation of an absence in 

the observed reality. (I employ the word "presence" in order to signify the presence on a certain 

level of reality, which implies absence" on other levels of reality. These ideas are non-static: they 

are evolving, for they depend on effective translation from one level of reality to another.) 

 

We can thus understand why science represents moments of the history of the real. The role of 

historic time, through the action of the imaginal, is to let us embrace more and more simultaneously 

the richness of different levels of reality. In a certain sense, it could even be said that the imaginal 

becomes concrete via the different levels of reality. 



 

The advances of modern science thus let us foresee the birth of a new rationality, infinitely richer 

than that bequeathed to us by the scientistic vanity of the nineteenth century. 

 

One could even speak of the existence of different degrees of reason being in a one-to-one 

correspondence with different levels of reality. The passage from one degree of reason to another is 

a painful process, for it puts us into question, it demands the change of all our habits of thinking. 

This process corresponds to a true conversion. Of course, this conversion cannot arise from science 

itself; it can only be individual, for it requires a great deal more than knowledge of mathematical 

formulation or the data of scientific experiment. 

 

On the social level, I believe that the decadence of our age and its evident powerlessness in facing 

multiple challenges are intimately linked to the blinding of science with respect to being, conjoined 

with the existence of a major discrepancy between the new vision of the world that is emerging 

from the study of natural systems and the old-fashioned values still dominating philosophy, the 

human sciences, and the life of modern society ï values based in large measure on mechanistic 

determinism, positivism, or nihilism. 

 

The opening of science toward meaning, toward being, can take place if, in particular, the idea of 

levels of reality is present. It permits the integration of the subject as the explorer of these levels of 

reality. 

 

Scientific knowledge, by its own internal movement, has arrived at the frontiers where it must again 

take up an active and fruitful dialogue with other forms of knowledge. The fact that scientists them- 

selves are beginning to wish for such a dialogue 
11

 seems to me very significant. 

 

In this context, it might be asked if there are not laws of correspondences, that is to say, laws that 

cross several levels of reality. Their effects would be different according to the scale on which they 

manifest, but the laws always remain the same. 

 

The idea of a correspondence between different planes of knowledge is not a new idea. It underlies 

the celebrated dialogue between Carl Gustav Jung and Wolfgang Pauli. It appears also in the works 

of Ludwig Von Bertalanffy and Stéphane Lupasco. Niels Bohr, in fact, did not hesitate to establish 

correlations between sociology, politics, and physics, starting from a generalization of the 

complementarity principle discovered in quantum physics. 

 

Reality could be compared to a crystal with different facets. If one facet of the crystal is removed, 

the crystal ceases to exist. But if there is a crystal, this signifies that there has been crystallization, 

that is, laws globally engendering the different facets of the crystal. It is exactly in this sense that I 

employ the term "correspondences." The discovery of the laws of correspondence can develop only 

by a new scientific and cultural approach ï one which is transdisciplinary ï in which all the 

branches of knowledge, both the so-called "exact" sciences and the so-called "human" sciences as 

well as art and Tradition, must cooperate. 

 

It is important to distinguish carefully the transdisciplinary approach from others which seem to be 

quite similar- such as the pluridisciplinary, the multidisciplinary, or the interdisciplinary approach ï 

but which are actually, in both their means and their ends, radically different. 

 

The transdisciplinary approach is not concerned with the simple transfer of a model from one 

branch of knowledge to another, but with the study of correspondences between different fields of 

knowledge. In other words, it takes into account the consequences of a flow of data circulating from 

one branch of knowledge to another, permitting the emergence of unity in diversity and of diversity 



through unity. Its objective is to discover the nature and the characteristics of this flow of data and 

its primary task consists in elaborating a new language, a new logic, new concepts to allow the 

arising of a true dialogue between specialists of different branches of knowledge ï a dialogue which 

would then open fully to the ordinary life of society and which in the long run will supply its 

contribution to the emergence of a true planetary dialogue. 

 

To conclude, I will say that in confronting the problem of complexity that invades our modern 

world, there are three possible attitudes, attitudes which can be clearly demonstrated in the present 

debate about culture and about different types of knowledge. 

 

The position of the scientistic type is based on the belief that a single type of knowledge ï Science, 

Philosophy, Tradition, etc. ï has the only right-of-way to truth and reality. For example, the 

scientistic ideology of the nineteenth century proclaimed that science alone could lead us to this 

goal. The happiness of humanity therefore (alas!) appeared within hand's reach. Any other means of 

knowledge was considered either destructive (religion, Tradition) or accessory (art). The word 

"science" could be replaced by the phrase "dogmatic Tradition" and science and culture could be 

designated as destructive ways. One could also replace "science" by "philosophy" or "culture" and 

consider, as did Michel Henry in his nevertheless very remarkable book, La Barbarie, 
12

 that it is 

precisely science which is the devil, the separator, the destroyer. In my opinion, the source of 

modern barbarity is not science, but the anarchic proliferation of technology and the predominance 

of binary logic, that of "yes" or "no." Modern fundamental science is a part of our culture and can 

contribute to the re-enchantment of the world. 

 

A second position is that of relativism of the neo-reductionist type, formulated by Henri Atlan in his 

last book, À Tort et à raison, 
13

 a position which will be quick to gain a great many disciples, for it 

seems to be a good deal more seductive than the scientistic approach. However, the two attitudes 

resemble each other very much: neo-reductionist relativism is only a sort of "generalized 

scientism": For example, Atlan proclaims the existence of an impassable barrier and an 

incommensurability between mysticism and science, which nonetheless does not prevent him from 

trying to bring about a dialogue in his book between Talmudic tradition and modern science. Atlan 

comes to this conclusion starting from the postulate that each of these two approaches "takes the 

position from the outset that its [own] relevance is unlimited and that it is capable, in principle, of 

accounting for everything that exists." 
14

 As a result, he denies the value of all search for a meta-

discourse or a meta-theory. Everything thus becomes fun and games: one can amuse oneself 

hopping from one branch of knowledge to another, but cannot find any bridge linking them. 

 

Here is an important difference from the relativism of the transdisciplinary type which I advocate: 

While recognizing the autonomy of each field of knowledge and the essential differences between 

various ways of knowing, transdisciplinary relativism is based on the idea that none of these ways 

could embrace reality as a whole. The search for correspondences is not to be confused with the 

search for the one and only logic of logics, to the extent that we must always formulate models 

which are successive approximations. Historic time and approximation will always go together. 

Transdisciplinary relativism, rigorously conducted, could never end in a globalized discourse, in a 

closed system of thought, in a new utopia. It refuses all bondage to one ideology, one religion, or 

one system of philosophy- whatever they may be. 

 

Totality is a phantasm, and separateness is also a phantasm. I believe that it is good to avoid both. 

But certainly it is very difficult for us to conceive of the unity of contradictory opposites. 

 

An interesting example is the recent birth of a new truly transdisciplinary branch of science ï 

quantum cosmology. As its name indicates, this new science is based on the idea of the unity 

between two scales of nature which were considered, until just a few years ago, as completely 



different ï the quantum scale and the cosmological scale. The interactions between particles can 

teach us about the evolution of the cosmos, and data about cosmological dynamics can clarify 

certain aspects of particle physics. Quantum cosmology revolves around the idea of the spontaneous 

appearance of the universe, as the result of laws of physics. The universe seems capable of creating 

itself and also of organizing itself, with no "outside" intervention. The most appropriate image for 

visualizing this self -contained dynamic of the universe would be the ouroboros ï the serpent which 

bites its own tail ï an ancient gnostic symbol and also the symbol of the completion of the Great 

Work in alchemy. 

 

This example foreshadows the richness of a transdisciplinary kind of research. A true dynamic of 

the bootstrap type (self-consistency) could be envisaged between different levels of reality: each 

level of reality is what it is because all other levels of reality exist at the same time . A meta-

discourse or a meta-theory would therefore be possible, but they would never be unique or absolute. 

 

While located resolutely in the domain of the rational, the trans-disciplinary approach would permit 

the emergence of a polyphonic dialogue, between rational and irrational, sacred and profane, 

simplicity and complexity, unity and diversity, nature and the imaginal, man and the universe. I am 

convinced that in the decades to come it could establish itself as the preferred means for developing 

the epistemology of complexity and could light the way to the formulation of a new Philosophy of 

Nature. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

By Way of Conclusion 

 

HAVING arrived at the end at this brief study, I am perfectly aware that I have unveiled only a very 

small corner of an immense territory. But I had to bear witness to my encounter with the thought of 

Jacob Boehme; to bear witness to my conviction that his work can make a fundamental contribu- 

tion to the contemporary search for a new Philosophy of Nature; to bear witness to a possible 

reenchantment of the world through the encounter between the study of man and the study of the 

universe. 

 

Af ter having explored the infinitely small and the infinitely large, man finds himself confronted 

with the endless complexity of the encounter with himself. 

 

The ambiguity of our age is fascinating. Everything seems to be arranged for our confinement in the 

"wheel of anguish," for our self-destruction, our disappearance as a species from the surface of this 

earth. But at the same time, everything seems to be in position for the emergence of a new 

Renaissance, of a scope incommensurable with that of the movement which spanned the sixteenth 

and the seventeenth centuries. It is about the possibility of this New Renaissance that I have wished 

to bear witness. 

 



But what are the tangible marks of the potential for such a new Renaissance, if we want to pass 

beyond pure verbiage or the declarations of intent with no real substance? 

 

First of all, there is the quest for the identity of Europe. We speak a great deal, and rightly so, of the 

importance of the build-up of Europe in this dawning of the twenty-first century. But, in my 

opinion, we will never succeed in realizing this build-up if we limit ourselves to political, 

economical, or social motivations, however well justified. It is by the rediscovery of a spiritual bond 

between the different European nations that we will succeed in revealing our own identity. To 

respond to a question which has recurred often in this book ï "Why was modern science born in the 

West?" ï is to contribute in a direct way to this quest for the identity of Europe. 

 

My conclusion, based on the study of Jacob Boehme's work as an exemplary case, is that the 

Christian contemplation of the Trinity has been the seedbed out of which modern science has 

sprouted. This conclusion may be surprising even if it does nothing more than extend and define 

other avenues of research, in particular that of Charles Morazé. The established churches have 

indeed scorned Nature for a long time and have cast it into an outer darkness. But Christian thought 

passes far beyond any institutional framework; so it is not surprising that its quintessence is often 

found in the work of thinkers on the fringes of the established churches, like Boehme, who was 

considered a "heretic" in his time. Nor is it surprising that modern science has had to define itself by 

a break with traditional thought, which was locked into an institutional framework that was stifling 

and withering it. But this break is of a methodological order: it does not in any way make a total 

breach with the living thought which has permitted the birth of modern science. This break in 

methodology has been the condition sine qua non for the full and spectacular development of the 

New Science, a development which has led to the science of our own century. 

 

Certainly, the threefold structure of reality is found in a great many traditions. But the specific and 

single quality of Christian thinking on the Trinity can be strictly demonstrated. The paradoxical 

coexistence of the one in three and the three in one already implies the potential of manifestation of 

divinity through Nature. In order to come to the actualization of this potential, there was a necessity 

for this unique encounter between creative imagination, Christian thought, and Jacob Boehme's 

genius. Boehme could thus discover, in his own interior being, a true universal dynamic through the 

interaction between the threefold structure and the sevenfold self-organization of reality conforming 

to it, Christian meditation on the Trinity thus reveals all these potentials, in a prophetic explosion 

embracing all the cosmoses. Nature finds its own place in this dazzling dynamic ï that of the 

receptacle of the birth of God. 

 

A second mark of the New Renaissance, which is moreover linked fundamentally to the one 

described before, is the contemporary encounter between science and meaning, a major event which 

will probably produce the only true revolution of this century. Contemporary science is certainly 

international, but its deep roots always remain anchored in the soil of its birth. More and more, 

science discovers its own limits, determined by its own methodology, and has more and more need 

of meaning, as a tree needs the air and the soil for its full development. Science has been able to 

examine the indications found in Nature in a magnificent way, but, because of its own 

methodology, it is incapable of discovering the meaning of these signs: Science, doubled back on 

itself and cut off from philosophy, can only lead to self-destruction because of its dominant position 

in our society. The self-destruction is necessarily brought about by lack of ontological 

understanding of these signs of Nature which are more and more numerous, more and more 

powerful, and more and more active. At the other pole, philosophy, wisdom, and Tradition, doubled 

back on themselves, through mistrust or ignorance of these signs of Nature, can only, as powerless 

witnesses, await their own withering and their own death. The dialogue between science and 

meaning becomes more necessary than ever. But how can we instigate this dialogue? 

 



It is here that the third mark of the New Renaissance comes in. We must invent a mediation 

between science and meaning. This mediation can only be a new Philosophy of Nature. It would be 

presumptuous and on the verge of the ridiculous to try to formulate that at once. The ancient 

Philosophy of Nature has required several centuries to come to its full formulation; in its turn, the 

new Philosophy of Nature can only be formulated over a long period of patient research. We can 

nevertheless decipher immediately some of these incontrovertible characteristics. 

 

A return to a cut-and-dried theology, tradition, or ideology is inconceivable. The point of departure 

for a new Philosophy of Nature can only be modern science, but a science which, having reached its 

own limits, tolerates and even demands an opening to being. This opening can take place only by a 

new type of scientific and cultural approach ï a transdisciplinary one. This opens an incredible 

space for a free dialogue between the past and the present, between science, art, Tradition, and all 

other forms of knowledge. Through its own methods, science has discovered the existence of levels 

of reality. We were in "danger of death" under the domination of thinkers who extolled a single 

horizontal level of reality, where everything turns in circles and inevitably brings forth chaos, 

anarchy, and self-destruction. We are now passing into an era of "danger of life," through the 

recognition of different levels of reality opening a vertical, multiple, polyphonic dimension of 

being. The transdisciplinary approach, intimately linked with levels of reality, is the preferred 

means for exploring what circulates between these different levels. On this path, it is inevitable that 

the great texts of the past, such as those of Jacob Boehme, will be rediscovered, for culture forms an 

indissociable, inseparable whole, over all times. Boehme shows us how the multiple splendor of 

Being is reflected in the mirror of Nature; in its turn, modern science has brought about our 

discovery of increasingly dazzling signs while looking into this mirror. Unlike Ilya Prigogine, I am 

convinced that modern science's opening to being will not lead us to a return to pantheism. The 

recognition of an irreducible reality, the very basis of the sacred, but which manifests itself through 

multiple facets and which participates in our life, will open a horizon infinitely richer than that of 

pantheism. What we call the "real" is the result of the interaction between two facets of one and the 

same Reality: the physical universe and humanity. The time for a truly new alliance ï that of man 

with himself ï has come. In our quest, Jacob Boehme is present among us, bodily present, a friend, 

a divine cobbler, a living witness to this new alliance. 

 



 
AFTERWORD 

THE relationship between Nature and Spirit is perhaps the most fundamental question of 

metaphysics. Certainly it can be avoided, by asserting that only one order of reality exists: either 

Nature alone, reduced to matter or to a form of energy; or else (following the example of the so-

called "Traditionalistsò) Spirit alone, outside of which everything, including Nature in its entirety, is 

nothing but illusion. Pantheism, which allows God no place outside of Nature, would then be a 

variation of this two-faced monism. One can also set a gulf between Spirit and Nature, a radical 

dissolution of their continuity. From this come the various styles of dualism: both that of Deism, 

with its tranquil deus otiosus (lazy god), and the tragic examples developed with a vengeance by the 

Gnostic schools of the Manichean type, ready to pronounce upon Nature a hopeless anathema. 

 

On the other hand, it is possible to conceive of this relationship of Nature and Spirit as a richly 

paradoxical complexity. This in no way prevents one of the two terms from becoming absorbed by 


