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THE MAGICIAN 
CARD ONE OF THE TAROT 
 
The major Arcana of the Tarot are a mysterious set of 
symbols whose historical lineage goes back to ancient 
Greece and the wisdom tradition of Hermeticism. Its 
roots reaches even further back in time to combine with 
the lore and traditions of Egypt. Although these origins 
are obscure, the Tarot reaches us today in two ways: as 
a deck of cards often associated with divination, but 
also through a contemplative text of great depth by 
Valentin Tomberg called Meditations on the Tarot: A 
Journey into Christian Hermeticism. We can use the 
twenty-two cards of the major arcana from Thomberg’s 
work to explicate the spiritual principles of Christian 
Hermeticism as a guiding wisdom. .  
 
The first card in the deck of the Tarot is called the 
Magician and concerns sacred magic. The subject of 
magic and magicians fills our collective imaginations 
and world literature. The term magic comes to us from 
the ancient Persian majus, familiar to us perhaps from 
the biblical Magi in the Gospels who seek the infant 
Jesus.  
 
A magician, in the popular sense, is someone who has 
the power to create illusions, mesmerizing and 
entertaining us. In the Mediations, however, Thomberg 
says that there exists a spiritual power beyond 
entertainment depicted in the symbols found on the 
card and expressed as a sacred principle of magic from 
the wisdom tradition that has power to touch us today.   
 
The Magician describes the first, esoteric principle of 
spirituality—an inner practice where the practitioner 
must learn concentration without effort; transform all 
work into play; and make every yoke accepted easy and 

every burden carried light. This is the path of sacred 
magic leading to the mastery of the realities of Spirit 
in this world. When the spiritual pilgrim begins to 
live the principles expressed in this dictum, a form 
of sacred magic grows and is manifest that can 
change the world around us.  
 
In some sense this world presents itself to us in an 
illusory way (what some traditions call maya or 
play). Learning to work with illusion, therefore, is a 
form of spiritual practice. We need to deal 
masterfully with the illusory world as it presents 
itself to us in daily life. This requires that we 
practice the principles of this dictum and practice. 
Clearly this is not something that is either easy or 
natural for most of us. Divine power (or the sacred 
magic of Spirit), however, makes it possible to learn 
to live using the dictum of sacred magic.  
 
Such a practice requires that we live beyond the 
surface structure of the world, moving into its depth, 
past the illusion and into the inner dimensions of the 
heart. We begin to act as a Magician would with the 
illusions of the world around us in a masterful 
way—untroubled and playful.  
 
On the table before the magician are certain 
elements suggesting that he takes “a gamble” in the 
game being played. Our world, of course, is 
understood to have a certain level of reality in order 
to play its game, but like all games, it has limits and 
boundaries. The Magician brings a kind of attention 
to it that allows both concentration on the game as 
well as detachment from it. He or she is skilled at 
both—capable of full concentration while staying 
playfully detached.  
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Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. You may be new to the Tarot. It has a long, 

complicated history. Perhaps the most important 
thing to know about it, however, are that its roots 
are in Hermeticism, and in particular, Christian 
Hermeticism. If these terms are unfamiliar to 
you, do an online search to see what you can find 
about this topic, using discernment about the 
sources you use. Locate and read the preface and 
introduction to our principle text, Meditations 
on the Tarot.  

2. Have you ever imagined that the spiritual 
practice of traditional wisdom would require the 
kind of practice found in this text? If not, how do 
you respond to it now? 

3. When is your attention most concentrated 
without effort? In what areas or ways have you 
experienced such effortless concentration? 

4. Has “work” ever become playful for you? 
Describe your experience in your journal.  

5. Have you ever been able to change a burden or 
yoke into something easy and less burdensome? 
How have you been able to do this? 

6. Would you consider turning work into play or a 
yoke into an easy load as a form of magic? Does 
it feel magical to you? Why? 

7. Look at the images carefully and 
contemplatively. List the elements that catch 
your eye or your attention. You may not know 
what all the elements in the images mean, but 
begin to contemplate them in order to see what 
arises from them. Keep this list in your journal 
along with what you discover and return 
periodically to consider what remains opaque.  

8. What does the symbol over the Magician’s head 
mean? Why is it important? 

9. Have you ever gambled with love? Did you win 
or lose? If you lost, does that mean you should 
stop gambling, that the game was meaningless, 
or something else altogether? 

10. Watch a child play as you find out more about 
the meaning of this first card of the Tarot. 
Journal your discoveries.   

In another tradition, the spiritual writer and Muslim 
mystic Jalaluddin Rumi makes a similar observation. In 
this world of illusion, love is a gambling game full of 
risks. When we love, we are rolling the dice on the 
world. We do not know how the dice will fall or how it 
will all turn out, but we work with what is and with 
playful concentration allowing love to express itself in 
whatever way it can.  
 
In order to move toward such a possibility, the spiritual 
pilgrim must become a magician. This requires that he 
or she inhabit what Tomberg calls a “zone of silence.” 
In that zone, external passions are stilled and replaced 
by a careful listening that instructs the heart in the ways 
and practice of spiritual magic.  
 
Tomberg also says that this relates to the teachings of 
Yeshua who instructs us that we must enter the 
Kingdom of Heaven like a little child—not through 
hard work, but through a child’s form of playfulness. 
When a child quietly plays, his or her attention is 
undivided. It is one and whole, seriously but blissfully 
concentrated. Through such a practice the pilgrim 
becomes a mage—a masterful magician in a world full 
of illusions.  
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t first: Learn concentration 
without effort.   
 
Transform all work into play.  
 
Make every yoke you have 
accepted easy, and every 
burden that you carry light.  
 

 
 

—from 
The Meditations on theTarot: 

A Journey into Christian Hermeticism 
               Valintin Tomberg 
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