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Chapter 1

Introduction

Since the beginning of human consciousness, those same humans have struggled to under-

stand the world around them and their part in its system. As a part of the physical world, it is

natural to desire greater connection with the rest of that order by growth in understanding

and synthesis. However, the composition and laws that govern the natural order are deeply

complicated and elusive requiring a constantly changing and evolving theory on the part of

the inquirer. Each generation and group of people brings their own lens to understanding

this objective reality and seeks to ϐind a solution that accords with their own assumptions

and beliefs. Therefore, even when objective data comes out of observation and interaction

with creation, the mind which must create a synthetic explanation of these phenomena often

does so in a way that connects with its own preexisting worldview.

It can be said that the Roman theological outlook was an overarching assumption dom-

inating the thought of the western medieval world. Not only did the Roman church have a

signiϐicant and important role in the governmental structures of the medieval world, but it

also had a hold on the mind of the thinkers of that age. The church and its religious orders,

being the main driver behind the growth of intellectualism and systematic learning, had a

major inϐluence on the distinctions and frameworks that formed the dominant worldview. In

fact, the church was so essential to the cultural and intellectual milieu of the Middle Ages that

it was difϐicult to conceive of a world divorced from the overarching framework of Christian

thought.
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This is not to say that the dominant cultural viewwas always representative ofmagisterial

orthodoxy in the way that the theologians of the church would have intended. Popular piety

among the uneducated faithful was always open to philosophical overreach and distortion

of doctrine without the correction and inϐluence of systematic writings and the work of the

universities. Lack of literacy and access to the texts, not only of scripture, but of the life of

the church opened the door for misunderstanding and a sort of new and often curious theol-

ogy. The majority of the church’s work including preaching was not done in the vernacular

tongue and was therefore incomprehensible to all those outside of the church hierarchy. Fur-

thermore, nearly the entirety of the Roman liturgy was done in the secret voice and obscured

from the view of the gathered faithful. By limiting knowledge of the faith and the work of the

church to the domain of the clergy, the medieval church allowed for the quick formation of

radical and incorrect understandings and applications of church doctrine.

This forming and evolving understanding of the faith greatly inϐluenced the attempt of

those same people to understand the world around them. Because the foundation of me-

dieval philosophical and conceptual thought was the context of Christian doctrine and prac-

tice, when inquiry began into the workings of the natural world it was done from the same

theological origin. God was seen as the origin of all things and the supreme governor of the

world and so it was ϐirmly believed that anything which was true of God would be true of the

world at least in a limited sense. Within the medieval consciousness, there was an assumed

link between the studyof the Creator and the studyof the creation and eachwas able to inform

the study of the other.

In today’s world, the idea that scientiϐic inquiry should begin within the framework of

Christian theology seems misguided and antiquated. However, in the Middle Ages there was

not yet an intellectual distinction between the veracity of theology and that of physical sci-

ence. This allowed for a sort of spiritual science which conceived of a divinely infused world

in which all perceived truths were intimately related and knowledge of the Creator dictated

the understanding of the creation. It is difϐicult for the modern mind to blend the beliefs of
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faith with the distinctions and formulas of science but for the medieval theologians and eso-

tericists it was impossible to separate the two without somehow admitting that one was not

fully true. Through the recovery of the spirit of these esoteric doctrines, themodern Christian

can regain an openness to a universe of divine immanence and action during a timewhere the

natural world is understood solely through a mechanical lens.
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Chapter 2

Historical Background

The development of human religion has been driven over time by the deep need of all human

beings to understand their environment and to connect with that which is larger than them-

selves. The world and the lives of all who live in it are full of encounters with creation and

all of its intricacies and mysteries. These encounters draw the human soul into the quest to

make and ϐind themeaning in the natural and supernatural order. It is acknowledgedwithout

proof andwithout argument that there is a realitywhich exists outside of human understand-

ing and control, but it is the never-ending struggle of humanity to take hold of this reality and

unpack and shape it into the meaning which empowers and drives the experience of human

life.

Much of this struggle for contact with the divine has come through the form of discern-

ing, ϐinding, and drawing out the presence of God within the natural order. Theologians and

philosophers have argued for centuries about themediumwhich best embodies the presence

of God within their own world and context. Does God make Himself present to humanity

through inspired word and symbol or throughmetaphysical infusion of thematter of the uni-

verse? The early and medieval catholic church was inherently comfortable with the idea that

the physical presence of the divine permeates the physical world in which we live our every-

day lives. It was not until the Reformation that an impassable trench was created between

that which is divine and that which is worldly within the Christian universe.1 The modern,
1. Orsi, History and Presence, 4.
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post-enlightenment view of Christian worship is often seen as merely symbolic in value mak-

ing the presence of God nothing more than a proposition. The earlier Catholics knew what

it meant to truly encounter the presence of God in worship and the deep reverence and fear

that accompany this experience. However, these beliefs in transformation and tangible con-

tact with divinity are often dismissed as naive superstition in today’s naturalistic world.

This is not to say that the Reformed tradition does not have its own tradition of engage-

ment with the divine, but such engagement is seen only as action at a distance. The God of

the universe is seen not as the force which permeates all things but as a sovereign and tran-

scendent entity which triumphs over and controls the depraved earth. This theology allows

for a God who can know and ordain what will happen in the future but one who sees it as if

looking down from the safety of the high and lofty heaven. For example, Zwingli believes that

the sacraments of the church are conduits of grace only insofar as they constitute pledges of

faith on the part of the recipient.2 There is no room for physical divine presence within the

church for such a descent of the transcendent is a move which lessens the greatness of God

and reduces faith to a sort of magic. Zwingli goes so far in this notion as to say that Christ

Himself speaks only metaphorically when imploring the disciples to eat of this bread as His

body in remembrance of Him. The reformer believes that this is just a veiled reference to bid-

ding the people to have faith in the Gospel that He proclaimed. To believe in the engagement

of the earthly senses with the direct presence of the divine was a step too far for the intellec-

tual spirit of the Swiss Reform.3 In an attempt to guard against superstition and inordinate

devotion to created objects, Zwingli and the Swiss Reformers lessened the immanence of God,

thereby abstracting the sense of His presence.

This sense of the real presence of God is best seen within the context of the Eucharistic

practice of the medieval church and the devotion and belief that developed around it. When

the fathers of the church and themedieval doctors of the church looked at the hostwhich rose

above the priest’s head, they did not question whether or not Christ was truly and physically
2. Courvoisier, Zwingli, a Reformed Theologian, 64.
3. Courvoisier, Zwingli, a Reformed Theologian, 68.
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present within this form of physicality but rather how God could have created and instituted

such a miraculous way of placing us within His most glorious and fearsome presence. It is a

frightening and visceral experience to ϐind oneself within the real and physical presence of

God, but it is this very feeling which informed and shaped piety and philosophy throughout

the middle ages. God was not an abstract concept or feeling which dwelt in an inaccessible

plane, but rather a real, effectual, and powerful force which undergirds all that is and is to be.

Therefore, while His ways were far above and outside of those of agents of created cause, God

was not so removed from the world and action of man that He could not participate in the

divine nature within Himself and the created order.4

The greatest obstacle to a realistic and faithful understanding of the pre-reformation Eu-

charistic tradition is the metaphysical and philosophical distance that has been cultivated

within themodernworld. Due to discomfort and fear of the real and physical presence of God,

He and His agency become separated from the interactions of daily life.5 As knowledge of the

created order developed through the disciplines of science and philosophy, God also began

to be relegated to the realm of the conceptual and intangible. Having lost a truly sacramental

conception of the universe in which all processes and things are part of the divinely inspired

order, each change in understanding of the world serves not to develop doctrine but to at-

tack the credibility of religion. As the modern thinker encounters the cognitive dissonance

of new discovery and thought, he or she leans not on the presence of God for support but

rather limits his or her own thinking to personal experience and understanding. Themodern

thinker either becomes fettered to metaphysical and theological convictions, such that he or

she ignores the continued revelation of God, or believes that God was never there at all.6 The

scientiϐic and theological outlook of the medieval mind is so distant from the modern world-

view that to understand the thought of the medieval theologians is to enter into a different

world.
4. Orsi, History and Presence, 5.
5. Orsi, History and Presence, 4.
6. Hart, Atheist Delusions, 69.
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The world of the catholic church is one in which there is no divide between the physical

and spiritual. To live in the world is to participate in the reality of God and to encounter the

divine presence in the ordinary matter of life. The Holy can transform the natural since it has

been within it and sustaining it from the beginning of the world. This is not to say that the

faith encourages a superstitious and anti-intellectual worldview, but rather one which has a

due and intrinsic respect for the physical and tangible presence of God within the world we

inhabit.7 This is themysterywhich surpasses the knowledgeof particles and cells and the laws

that govern our universe. This is the mystery of existence and the real power of the universe.

Despite the modern desire to separate the realms of divinity and nature with an impassible

wall, one cannot close off the room for divinity from within the world that it created, for that

divinity is being itself.8

This intensely real, tangible understanding of the universe and the God who created and

sustains it found its natural focus and enactment in the ceremonies of the Eucharist. It was

this physical ceremonywhichbecame ingrainedwithin thehearts of the faithful as theparagon

of God’s interaction with the world. This sanctiϐied interaction between heaven and earth be-

came so hallowed in the Christian tradition that a fearful and visceral devotion to the bread

andwine that are theBodyandBloodof Christ dominated theChristian consciousness through-

out the Middle Ages and beyond.

This practice entered the Christian narrative through the very actions of Christ and His

disciples and therefore was divinely instituted as a part of the tradition and faith which has

been given to the church. This resonated particularly strongly during the birth of the Church

as many clergy and faithful were to meet their own experiences of martyrdom and persecu-

tion in participation with the sacriϐice of Christ. By ϐinding communion with the One who

gave of His Own Body and Blood for the good of the world, each Christian was strengthened

in the call to follow in the way of sacriϐice.9 It is this peculiar ceremony which became en-
7. Hart, Atheist Delusions, 102.
8. Hart, Atheist Delusions, 103.
9. MacCulloch, Christianity, 96.
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throned in the Christian tradition as the great and perfect way to experience the presence of

the Risen Christ and to become one with His struggle both in the spirit and in the world. No

form of prayer surpassed the Eucharist in intimacy or in power since, through this sacrament,

the priest was able to call the very presence of the Risen One to the altar for the beneϐit of the

faithful.10 Through the power of the Sacrament, God exercised His own authority over the

very matter of the universe to bring about the coming of His Son.

Devotion to the Eucharist only increased as the Church grew throughout the Middle Ages.

The faithful sought to amplify their own power to pray with the more powerful intercession

of the priests whose hands had the power to confect the bread of life. The Eucharist was no

longer simply a ceremony of the Christian journey whichmarked the weekly feast, but rather

the deϐining act of prayer for the average Christian disciple. Mass began to be said for all

occasions in the Christian life from birth to death and all divine petitions were accompanied

by the Holy Sacriϐice.11 It was the real presence of Christ in their midst that drove the faith of

the medieval church and stood at the heart of clergy and congregations.

Asmentioned before, this presencewas not seen in a ϐigurative or symbolic light but as the

true coming of divinity into the realm of created man. This visceral and tangible understand-

ing of the holy presence led not only to deep reverence but also to a deep fear of contact with

the Almighty. As devotion to and belief in the real presence grew, reception of the Eucharistic

gifts by the laity decreased. The sharing in the consumption of the Body and Blood of Christ

was replaced by gazing on the elevated host in awed silence. The faithful would be sure to

obey the command of the Church to receive the precious body at least once a year, but such

intimate contact with the divine was something to be feared and for which great preparation

and instruction were needed.12

It was within this atmosphere in which Eucharistic theology was born. While the Church

was well convinced that Christ was truly present within the Eucharistic Feast, it was the
10. MacCulloch, Christianity, 356.
11. MacCulloch, Christianity, 356.
12. MacCulloch, Christianity, 432.
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growth of scholasticismwhichwould dedicate theminds ofmany great scholars to pondering

how exactly this presence and transformation is accomplished. As philosophical scholars like

Thomas Aquinas and others began to reason out the means by which the work of the Sacra-

ment is accomplished upon the altar of each and every priest, various schools of thought and

theories entered into the Christian consciousness. These include the categories and distinc-

tions of Plato and Aristotle in addition to those of St. Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius and other

early Christian thinkers. Because the world was created by God governed by holy laws, it is

only natural that the Eucharist wouldworkwithin these same systems if only in a greater and

more excellent way.

The quest to understand these natural systems and laws in light of the spiritual and philo-

sophical realities of the Middle Ages gave rise to what later became known as esotericism.

Because spirituality and church doctrine remained an essential part of the common mental

framework until the Enlightenment, many of the doctrines of the faith were brought to bear

upon the study of the world. Understanding of divinity and faith was not an intellectual or in-

tangible exercise butwas an integral part of understanding the existence inwhich humankind

ϐinds itself immersed. Since the world was a divine creation, it was believed that there could

be no separation between the natural and spiritual without logical contradiction. During the

enlightenment and growth of pure reason, the integration of spirituality into the study of the

natural world was seen as an attack on reason or a form of primitive superstition and was

denigrated by the dominant scientiϐic community.13 This rejection did not completely destroy

these disciplines and they continued to develop under various names and many writers well

through the Renaissance.

These traditions collectively became known as esotericism and their effects were seen

throughout the development of scientiϐic knowledge aswell as Christianmysticism. Through-

out the Middle Ages the assumptions of Neoplatonism and Hermeticism permeated the cul-

ture of Christian thought and shaped the worldviews of those who dedicated their academic
13. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 4.
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lives tounderstanding the centralmysteries of theChristian faith.14 Thisworldviewwas founded

upon a belief that all things in the created and spiritual worlds were intimately related and

that there is nothing which exists or operates in isolation. The proper working of the world

means that the actions of the lower sphere of which we are a part are in total cooperation

with the higher spheres and movements of the universe which proceed from the movement

of God. The divinity which redeems the human soul could therefore also redeem the creation

as humanity cannot be unrelated to the natural order.15 Participation in and facilitation of this

redemption was the work of the alchemist who sought to purify and enhance the divinity of

the world and the soul for mutual enlightenment.16 Alchemy is therefore both spiritual prac-

tice and scientiϐic study which unites the transformation of the practitioner with the trans-

formation of chemical matter.

Throughout the twentieth century, the esoteric disciplines began to gain recognition as an

area of academic study. western esotericism was established as a subject of interdisciplinary

research combining theology, science, and history into a united whole. The coalescence of

inquiry in this area yielded the creation of European Society for the Study of Western Eso-

tericism among other professional groups and journals that focused on this previously un-

dervalued area of research. One of the men who was instrumental in this foundation was the

historianAntoine Faivre. Faivre held an endowed chair at theÉcole Pratique desHautes Études

at the University of Paris and gave great recognition to the ϐield of esoteric study during its

formation. In order to deϐine the complex and new ϐield of esotericism, Faivre named four

cardinal qualities of the esoteric traditions.

The ϐirst of these is the doctrine of correspondence. This idea asserts that all things in

both the spiritual world and the material world are linked through analogy and common ori-

gin. The human soul does not exist as a thing which is exalted beyond the simple, unthinking

solidity of nature but is a living part of the entire cosmic system which is intimately linked
14. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 7.
15. Martin, Alchemy & Alchemists, 17.
16. Martin, Alchemy & Alchemists, 22.
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to all other processes and beings. The ways in which the planets rotate and the metabolism

of the world’s ϐlora participate in the spiritual order of the universe as much as the workings

of the human soul. All parts of the world can be related to all others and these relations are

hidden only to the one who is not enlightened through study and faith. For this reason, the

changes and processes which apply to the soul and cosmic order also apply to the metals on

the bench of the alchemist.17

In like fashion, all esoteric disciplines have an understanding of nature as a living thing

which possesses a soul with which one can interact. There is no division between inanimate

and ensouled beingswithin the esotericworldviewas all things are subject to and a part of the

spiritual forces that give existence to the world. Nature is seen not as a mechanistic or deter-

ministic ecosystem of laws and reactions but as a spirited, live being whose interrelatedness

causes all interactions to ripple throughout thewhole of creation.18 Allmatterwithin creation

is therefore believed to be not only spiritual but on the same plane of being and causality as

the alchemist who sought to understand them.19 Interaction with creation is therefore not a

precise or predictable endeavor but is instead an art form and spiritual actionwhich requires

deep study and connection to the animating spirit of the whole of said creation. This means

that certain elements and things repel or attract each other by the energy of their nature and

their role in the natural order. Metals and human souls are related by the same animating

spirit which allows each to affect the other and to be inϐluenced by the skilled philosopher.20

The third characteristic of the esoteric disciplines is their reliance on the imaginative and

meditative capacity of the human soul. The cultivation of the human capacity to see beyond

their own senses to the transcendent and spiritual nature of the world around them is the

goal of esoteric practice and a signiϐicant part of the enlightenment of which the alchemical

literature exults. This imagination includes an awareness of the hierarchy and processions of

intermediaries and levels of divine presence which ascend to God who is the peak of divinity.
17. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 8.
18. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 4.
19. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 8.
20. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 8.
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These steps on the cosmic ladder of creative procession form a devotional framework which

the esoteric practitioner works to ascend as he seeks greater and greater awareness of and

unionwith thedivineorder. It is this imaginationwhichgives rise to thebeautiful and intricate

imagery which is associated with the esoteric traditions as practitioners seek to bring that

imaginative spirituality into media of the physical world.21

The fourth and most well-known characteristic of the esoteric disciplines is their inter-

est in the phenomenon of transmutation. This idea is stereotyped in the example of turning

lead into gold, but actually applies not only to metals or matter but to the human soul and

relationship with the divine.22 The act of communion with nature and divinity which allows

the alchemist to transform the base elements into their purer and more spiritual forms also

puriϐies the alchemist and renews them as a person. Transmutation is therefore experienced

in the same framework of correspondence in which all other phenomena of the universe are

understood. As the metals undergo their puriϐication through ϐire and reaction, so the al-

chemist undergoes his own puriϐication through interaction with the cosmic and divine or-

der. Alchemy is at its heart a science of puriϐication and divine uniϐication and this applies as

much to the practitioner as to the objects of his practice.23

These esoteric disciplines represented an opportunity for the church to connect to the

history of thought and to ground itself in the tradition of ancient enlightenment. A deep link

was formed between the wisdomwhich had been sought and explored from the beginning of

the world and the fullness of the revelation that was given to the church in the person and

teaching of Jesus Christ. This allowed the Christian tradition to be understood and explained

as the crown of knowledge which ϐinally brought about the whole of enlightenment which

had been pursued from the beginning of humanity.24 For this reason, all esoteric and ancient

wisdom began to be viewed through the lens of the Christian tradition and inϐluenced by the

key doctrines and images of the new theology.
21. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 9.
22. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 5.
23. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 9.
24. Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the Academy, 9.
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Furthermore, as the works of Aristotle were rediscovered and began to revolutionize the

neo-platonic world of previous theological thought through the work of Thomas Aquinas, a

new opportunity was given for esoteric doctrines to ϐlourish as previous orthodoxy was dis-

rupted.25 When ϐixed ideas begin to be incongruentwith new learning, the theological resolu-

tion to that challenge incorporates both new and ancient ideas to ϐill the vacuum of explana-

tion.26 New ideas which are posed to ϐill these new openings in the structure of explanation

often start as esoteric belief but are later integrated into the dominant synthesis and univer-

sally accepted. This ismost clearly seen in the contributions of Galileo during his own conϐlict

with the Papal magisterium. While his heliocentric theories were seen as esoteric and threat-

eningwhen they conϐlictedwith thedominant theological synthesis, as new information arose

and ideas change his theory were integrated into accepted knowledge.27 Esotericism ϐinds its

home in intellectual disruption and drives the formation of new and updates understandings

of the natural and theological world.

Modern scientiϐic inquiry is once again bringing these previously rejected notions to light

as the mechanistic and materialistic worldview begins to be challenged by new discoveries.

New discoveries regarding quantum entanglement and the probabilistic nature of the uni-

verse have given a new opening for the integration of esotericism into the dominant scientiϐic

narrative. While esotericism always remains on the outskirts of the scientiϐic and theological

traditions, it has a timeless signiϐicance to the development of human knowledge and connec-

tion to the divine.

What modern physicists and chemists call the “observer effect” is not far removed from

what the alchemists of old called “faith.”28 Theadvent of quantumphysics hasopenedagreater

sense of participation on the part of the human being in themechanisms andworkings of cre-

ation. The modern view of matter, which was born of enlightenment philosophy, sees matter

as completely removed from the domain of the mind and spirit as to be devoid of divine pres-
25. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 13.
26. Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the Academy, 6.
27. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 12.
28. Martin, Alchemy & Alchemists, 17.
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ence or action.29 Quantum physics has challenged this dichotomy by involving the power of

the observing mind in the physical systems of the universe. It is the connection of a system to

the observer that moves the probable to the actual and brings deϐinite form to matter which

contains multiple possible states.30 This openness to the connectivity of mind and nature is

essential not only to the divinely interlacedworld of the alchemist but also to the foundational

principles of the universe as they are being further understood.

The quest to understand theworkings of naturalmatter became entwinedwith the under-

standing of that most precious Sacrament in such a way as to inϐluence the development of

the natural sciences and their underlying assumptions and philosophy. The ϐirm distinction

between the spirituality of alchemy and the Eucharist and the scientiϐic discipline of chem-

istry is amodern invention of a culture that is all too uncomfortablewith the real and tangible

presence of God. If it was possible for ordinary bread andwine to be transformed into the real

body and blood of the Risen Christ through the art of the clergyman, then in howmany ways

can the skilled practitioner of the alchemical arts change the divinely infused world around

him. Within this atmosphere of divine presence and transformation, the alchemical tradition

developed, and the ϐield of chemistry was born.

29. Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, 130.
30. Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, 121.
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Chapter 3

As Above, So Below

As Hermes Trismegistus said in the Emerald Table: “That which is above is like to that which

is below, and that which is below is like to that which is above, to accomplish the miracles of

one thing.”1 If we are to understand the presence of God within the universe as we encounter

it within the sacraments and the processions of the created order, we must ϐirst understand

how He interacts with that order both in its creation and sustenance. It is the decision of

the alchemist and certainly the orthodox Christian that the involvement of the divine in the

created order does not cease at the time of creation but extends into the future through a

constant relationship. It is through participation in this relationship between Creator and

created that we are able to see and bring about transformation within this world. Therefore,

it is this holy entanglement of the whole with the part that undergirds a sacramental and

divine view of the universe.

Within both the scholastic and hermetic traditions there is a ϐirm conviction that creation

is not a single event but rather the result of emanation and procession from the greater to

the lesser forms of being. Matter and things are not created so that they may exist of their

own accord but rather they are lent being by the God who is pure being. This makes creation

a relationship between the creator and created rather than a single event by which an inde-

pendent being is instantiated. All creation is therefore contingent upon the creator and exists

only as it remains in communion with the source of all being. While the dynamics and char-
1. Trismegistus, The Emerald Table, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 28
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acteristics of this relationship differ between the hermetic and scholastic traditions, it is this

relationship which represents the foundation of their respective worldviews.

3.1 The Christian Doctrine of Creation

Within Christian thought, the relations and processions of the Triune life of God form the ba-

sis and pattern for understanding all other processes of the natural world. This was seen as

its own form of esoteric knowledge even by the great doctor Thomas Aquinas. All other char-

acteristics of God were said to be obtainable through the use of one’s own reason and inquiry

into the created order. Thomas asserted that the great pagan thinkers made great progress

toward an understanding of the one God butwere limited from full understanding by lack of a

knowledge that was not yet revealed to them. However, without the gift of divine revelation,

one could not hope to elucidate the intricacies and intimacy of the Triune life of God.2 It is this

divinely revealed truth which begins to form a newworldview among Christians and entirely

new philosophical tradition as a whole.

According to Aquinas, the Trinity is formed as one single whole characterized by the re-

lationships and interactions of its three persons. Since God is being, perfect action, and per-

fect intellect in His very essence, Hemust, therefore, understand Himself perfectly and create

within Himself a self-image with its own being and existence.3 In God’s understanding of His

own nature and self-image, he is said to conceive the Word which is His Son.4 They are of the

same nature and share the same state of pure and total being and are thus fully united with

one another. Therefore, they exist in a perfect relationship and sharing of being which serves

as a model for the proper relationship of all creation.

In addition to the unity of substance and being which exists within the persons of the

Father and the Son, there is also an active unity of Love between themwhich we call the Holy
2. Compendium Theologiae, 6.
3. CT, 6.
4. CT, 37.

17



Spirit. It is this lovewhich accounts for the dynamic unity of the Trinity anddraws the persons

together.5 The Spirit enacts this unity as it proceeds from the Father and the Son, given to each

other in mutual love. This spirit is the unitive function of the Triune life and is the paragon

for being and procession between the creator and created.

The overarching metaphor for all things within the great synthesis of Aquinas is the pat-

tern of exitus and reditus.6 Because all things come from the perfect God and are sustained

by Him, they all seek unity with Him which is their own route to perfection. While this idea

draws upon the Neoplatonic notion of emanation, it does so with alteration and Christian

clariϐication. Because God is omnipotent and works in perfect freedom constrained only by

His own imposed limits, all acts of creation by the Deity must be free and perfect acts. There-

fore, all creations are said to proceed fromGod, given being by participation in the pure being

which is the essence of the Creator. Each creation is then given that same pure being as its

ϐinal cause and path to perfection. All things that come from God are thus intended to return

to Him as the Earth is reconciled and brought to its fulϐillment.7 It is this circular path which

characterizes the whole of the world both as it is to us and it is to God.

Through the Greek philosophical heritage of the Christian scholastic tradition, the natural

order is conceived as a series of processions and hierarchies descending from the one, pure

being of God. Since perfect unity is found within the pure being of God, all things that exist

in diverse and lesser forms must exist as processions from that one Source.8 God, being the

foremost and ϐirst cause of all things, necessarily causes all things to exist by virtue of His own

uncaused being.9 This is not to say that the God of theUniverse constitutes a single cause after

which the universe continues in its being and creation according to its own contingencies,

rather the God who is its ϐirst cause is also that which continues to lend being to all levels of

the cosmic hierarchy generated beneath Him.10 Therefore, a divine and constant relationship
5. CT, 46.
6. Torrell, Christ and Spirituality in St. Thomas Aquinas, 79.
7. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2, 54.
8. Davies and Stump, The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, 61.
9. Summa Contra Gentiles, II.6.2.

10. SCG, II.6.3.
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is established between the Creator and created which undergirds the very being of the order

of the universe.

This continuing relationship is exempliϐied by the enduring presence of God within all

parts of the creation. This presence takes the form of Divine likeness which can be found in

the formal causes of all beings.11 The ϐirst emanations within the Divine Being are those of

the Son and Holy Spirit which constitute the triune life of God. These beings form perfect

likenesses of the creator and are co-equal in divinity and being such that they exist within the

same unity as the Creator.12 The persons of the Son and Spirit are generated by the father but

in a way that is more perfect and distinct from that of all natural beings and creations. This

perfect way retains both perfect procession from and relation to God as an intrinsic part of

divine being.13 This perfect embodiment of procession in complete communion serves as the

paragon of all divine processions and relationships and it is to this state that all things are

destined to return at the consummation of all things.14

A continuing relationship between the natural order and the Creator is necessary within

the Thomistic worldview because only God can possess being by His own right and nature.

All other things which are made by God rely on Him to share in being so that they may exist.

The things of theworld are said to be contingent uponGod because if they cease to participate

in the goodness of divinity then they will cease to have being. This is a difϐicult notion for a

modern and materialistic mind which sees matter as a persistent and foundational quantity

within the natural order.

Even scholastic theologians differed on this particular belief about the contingent nature

of material being. Some scholars read Duns Scotus to say that God and matter possess being

in the same way such that matter can exist while not linked to God. By afϐirming that matter

can exist of its own accord and that being is simply a quality which is shared by both God and

matter, the possibility of separation between the two parties is opened within the Christian
11. SCG, II.6.6.
12. Davies and Stump, The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, 61.
13. Davies and Stump, The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, 420.
14. Davies and Stump, The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, 421.
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worldview. While not intended for this purpose, this afϐirmation of a non-contingent creation

allows the active hand of God to be removed from the world and overemphasizes divine tran-

scendence to the detriment of God’s immanence.15

As the simple and overarching cause, God by His own nature generates things which are

like unto Him. As ϐire begets heat and ϐire when exposed to matter which surrounds it, God

acts as a cause only to generate things which share His qualities and likeness to varying de-

grees. OnlyGodHimself can cause things toproceed inHis perfect likeness asHedoeswith the

generation of the Son and Spirit, but as Aristotle teaches it is a mark of perfection in all things

when they can increase in their likeness to their Creator by causing thingswhich bear likeness

to themselves.16 The persons of the Trinity are therefore said to be begotten of or proceeding

from the Father rather than created as they are not removed from Himself but rather exist in

perfect relationship and likeness to Him. God being perfect, creates things which participate

in that perfection to differing and varied degrees.

The greatest image of the Trinity is imparted to the human being as that creation which

inherits intellect and will from the One that created him. This creates within the human per-

son the ability to understand God and the nature of the universe and to participate in the

work of divine action through their ownwill.17 It is therefore through both the divine and hu-

man persons that we begin to understand the mechanisms and intentions of the processions

of creation. Just as the aforementioned ϐire lends its quality of heat to those things around

it according to its own strength, with a strong ϐire heating strongly in both temperature and

distance and a weak ϐire limiting itself to a small area and a light heat, the God who is perfect

in being and action lends His qualities to the things of all levels of creation.18

Although this image is seen most perfectly in the divine persons and in the creation of

humanity, this doctrine of emanation follows down to every level of the natural order. Only

things which proceed from and retain some relationship with the Creator can remain in exis-
15. Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 72.
16. SCG, II.6.5.
17. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2, 59.
18. SCG, II.6.7.
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tence as being is given in a constant process of lending by the grace of the God who is being

in essence.19 The entirety of creation can then be organized as a set of emanations from the

one God who gives them being. In this way, God is said by Albert the Great to be the artisan

of the universe. The ideal image and form of the thing created is born within the mind of the

artisan who then relies on the instrumental causes of the material and creative process to

bring that form intomaterial being.20 These instrumental causes thenmediate the ϐlow of the

divine likeness into the creation of earthly being. All things ϐlow from the intended image and

spiritus of the Divine Artisan and reϐlect that same form from which they were created.21

The spiritus of the Divine Artisan is limited only by the eternal truths which form the na-

ture and character of God. Obviously even God Himself is limited by the bounds of logical

possibility. For example, the intention of God cannot conceive a form which constitutes a

fundamental contradiction like a “square circle” or a “red blue” as non-contradiction is an el-

ement of nature by virtue of its place in the character of God.22 The laws of nature and logic

are not impositions that limit the freedom of the divine creator, but rather they are a quality

of the divine nature. Therefore, what is impossible by the principles of logic or natural order

is willed to be impossible by the divine creator as incongruent with His will and being.23 This

enshrinement of the natural order and law is essential to the uniϐication of the larger cosmic

and closer tangible frames of being.

All earthly creation is further limited by the possibility which is containedwithin themat-

ter that is employed to embody the form called upon by the Artisan. All things which are pos-

sibly wrought from a particular element of matter must exist within the potentiality of that

same matter. It is not that matter limits God because God Himself created matter as well but

that the differences in being which result from the divine creation show themselves within

the potentiality of said matter. For this reason, because God is pure action and contains no
19. SCG, II.10.1.
20. Bonin, Creation as Emanation, 15.
21. Bonin, Creation as Emanation, 16.
22. Bonin, Creation as Emanation, 18.
23. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2, 239.
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potentiality, all things must exist within that action.24 Therefore, the created order must at

its most base level reϐlect the mind and likeness of God.

As material things become farther removed from the Source by emanation and creation,

their diversity increases and great diversity of being comes into existence. This is not due

solely to imperfections, though the capacity for fallenness and corruptibility increases as one

proceeds farther into worldliness. Rather, each form of being represents a different and var-

ied embodiment of the divine grace which knows all things and therefore manifests all possi-

bilities of the good creation.25 The diversity of the creation is therefore not an accident or a

mark of fallenness but is instead an intended and necessary part of the creationwhich reϐlects

and participates in the God who created it.

Each of these grades and species of creatures is also said to possess goodness in its own

way and to its own degree for the betterment of the entire created order. A natural hierarchy

of divinity is formed by the diversity inherent within the creation and each part exempliϐies a

different characteristic of God and does so to a different degree. Those things which live and

affect others embody the divine image to a greater degree than those which exist in what is

traditionally considered an inanimatemode.26 Therefore all thingswhich are created possess

a certain level of perfection and exist in relationship to all other things within the world.

Evil within the created ordermanifests itself not only as an inclination away fromGod, but

also as a tendency toward non-being. Being comes as a donation from God who is pure being

in essence, therefore evil within the natural order is a move away from the source of being.

This evil therefore takes the form of corruptibilitywhich degrades and harms the character of

matter. An imperfect object increases in its inclination toward decay and death as it increases

in evil for movement away from God is movement towards annihilation. However, any object

which exists contains good to a certain extent for anything which is purely evil must cease to

exist.27

24. SCG, II.45.3.
25. ST, I.47.1.
26. ST, I.47.2.
27. ST, I.48.4.
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The ϐinal cause of all thingswhich emanate from theone source of cosmic being is to return

to that same source. This means that all emanations seek to complete their nature in a way

that eliminates all evil and corruptibility within them and to return to the good for which

they were intended. For the world to be completed in perfection, it must reach its optimal

embodiment of the divine image thereby returning to the source of its being. This is not to

say that all things are to obtain the perfect being of the divine persons but rather that theywill

be perfected in their capacity to bear the image given to them. Therefore, a metal is perfected

when it best exempliϐies the properties of its form and efϐicient cause.28 Because a creative

agent can only create those things which bear its own image, at least in part, the perfection of

an object is found in union with that agent.

The pinnacle of perfection of being is that which is incorruptible and can not fail in doing

good such that it brings good to those things which are around it. These things cannot cease

to exist and therefore have no evil within them. The fullest realization of this perfection can

be exhibited only by divine being but the created order varies in corruptibility according to

the good which is in it. Those things containing the most good help to point the rest of the

creation back to its source and complete the cycle of procession and return that constitutes

the whole of creation.

These correspondences also show themselves within the text of the Roman Canon of the

Mass which persists in use to this day albeit in translation. Within the epiclesis of the Roman

Canon, the priest asks God that the sacriϐice of his own earthly altar be “borne by the hands

of your holy Angel to your altar on high.”29 This action constitutes the reunion of the material

worldwith thatwhich is above and completes the circle of correspondencewithin theprimary

action of the prayer of the church. The direct presence of Godwithin the elements of themass

and the enhancement of this correspondence is central to the action of Christian ritual and

constitutes a large part of the work of the church.

Such a mystical reading of Thomas Aquinas and his doctrine of creation is increasing in
28. SCG, II.46.2.
29. “Order of Mass.”
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popularity in modern Thomism but previous schools of thought have been more closed to

the strong platonizing inϐluence of recent readers. Through persistent emphasis on the tran-

scendence rather than the immanence of God, many interpreters seek to disconnect the em-

anations and processions of the universe from the presence of God in the universe. Thomas

himself is ϐirm in his assertion that the nature of God so surpasses that of creation that it is

impossible to conϐlate the two. Thomas outright states that no effect of God or thing on this

earth can actually exist within the being of God.30 God, being simple and perfect, cannot con-

tain distinctions or substantive relationship with the creatures of the natural world. In order

to remain independent of all things which are subject to Him, God must relate to His creation

only in the donation of being and the act of creation. If anything could be said to refer to God

in its being then Godwould be inϐluenced by something outside of Himself, therefore eroding

His state of perfection and simplicity.31

Some readers take this distinction between God and creation to mean that there can be

no substantive relationship between God and His creation but this position can be equally

problematic as it erodes the immanence of God. If one is to over-exaggerate the difference

of nature between God and the natural world, then one can quickly approach a deistic world

viewwhich posits a Godwho is wholly uninvolved with the world as man experiences it. This

too is incompatiblewith the Christianworldviewwhich emphasizes the relationship between

God and the world. While God is certainly the ϐirst cause of creation and the genesis of the

world, He must remain in relationship with that same world in some way.

Thomas resolves this problem through an understanding of perfections as qualitieswhich

emanate from God through the creation. In order for God to bring about the existence of

beings with varying degrees of perfection, all perfections must ϐirst exist within Him. It is not

possible for any agent to create something more perfect or greater than itself, therefore God

must surpass and contain all perfections of this world.32 Furthermore, due to the simplicity
30. SCG, II.12.1.
31. SCG, II.12.2.
32. CT, 21.
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of the divine nature, all perfections are one in God and differentiation of being comes only by

way of procession in the natural world. All things reach their completeness in God and are

therefore united insofar as they contain perfections of being. This is not to say that anymortal

being or creation can possess perfection in its fullness, but each may have reϐlections of the

divine perfection albeit in a less eminent and excellent way.

The linkages of the world in participation and procession allows for a Christian concep-

tion of a natural world which is still subject to the action and character of divinity. Matter can

be seen not as a vessel of the worldly and anti-spiritual, but rather as another form in which

we may encounter the God who created the universe. By making creation an active relation-

ship rather than a singular and past occurrence, God ceases to be an intellectual construct or

completely from the world of sensory experience.

3.2 Esoteric Correspondences

These correspondences between the macrocosm of the universe and the microcosm of the

human form an integral part of the alchemical worldview. The early medical and chemical

sciences sawallmaterial things as a part of a constantly changing and interactingwholewhich

could only be understood through analogy. Since all people and things are formed through

emanationswhich are drawn back to the source, all things can be understood better by better

understanding of the source. Furthermore, all things are linked by that common source and

each cause within the universe affects all others without regard to distance or separation.

This challenged the mechanistic notion that causation could only be affected through direct

contact and emphasized the tangible control of the spiritual within the experienced world.

While the Christian philosophers found themselves in danger of limiting the immanence

of God in favor of His supreme transcendence, the Hermetic philosophers suffered from an

over-emphasis on the tangible and material conception of divinity. For the Hermetic scholar,

God perfused the things of the world in such a deep and physical way that He could be ma-
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nipulated and engaged by the human actor. This engagement could be taken to such a level

as to allow the alchemical practitioner to improve upon the natural order and bring about

greater degrees of perfection than existed within creation. For example, Roger Bacon argued

that alchemically created goldwas even greater than natural gold by virtue of its creation and

the art of the alchemist.33

The idea of correspondence and emanation deeply inϐluenced the ideas of the early scien-

tiϐic and medical researchers leading to interesting, and cosmic ideas of illness and medical

intervention. Chief among these thinkers was the philosopher later to be known as Paracel-

sus. He was a German professor and writer who is widely regarded as the father of modern

medicine through his contributions to scientiϐic inquiry. The understanding of the human

body had been dominated by the work of Hippocrates and Galen since the classical period

but their theories were beginning to be challenged by the ideas of correspondence and spiri-

tuality which were put forth by Paracelsus.

Among the disciples and followers of Paracelsus, a new philosophy and scientiϐic under-

standing was created that was seen as more theologically and scientiϐically congruent with

contemporary belief than the works of Aristotle and Galen. This philosophy was grounded in

the idea that the scientiϐic process looks to the two books of divine knowledge: the Bible and

the creation. The ϐirst was considered the word of God in word by His own inspiration, and

the second was seen to point to that same God through vestige and correspondence.34 These

together contributed to a new synthetic understanding of God and the world which allowed

for a new and more spiritual worldview.

TheParacelsian ideaof correspondence is seenmost strikingly in the concept of the “weapon

salve” as a cure for the wounds of a soldier in battle. This remedy depended primarily on the

correspondent relationship between the soldier who was struck and the weapon that caused

the injury. Paracelsus directed themedical practitioner to create a salve fromahost of curious

and symbolic ingredients including blood from the weapon and moss from the decomposing
33. Osler, Reconϔiguring the World, 23.
34. Osler, Reconϔiguring the World, 121.
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skull of a hanged criminal. This concoctionwas tobe applied to the offendingweapon, thereby

affecting the cause of the injury and engendering healing in the injured party. The correspon-

dences of the weapon and the injury it caused allow the treatment of one to affect the other

and allow for healing action to occur at a distance.35

Correspondence is also a key image and concept in alchemical manuscripts like those of

the Franciscan Friar Roger Bacon. In deϐining the origin of the world and its composition

of material elements, Bacon says that all things are “conjoyned by God Almighty in a perfect

unity.”36 Central to the formation of the universe is the remaining relationship of Godwith the

created order both as source and ϐinal end. All distinctions are able to be manipulated by the

alchemical art because they share corresponding natures and properties which are united in

the ϐigure of the one God.

The foundational document of the alchemical tradition is widely considered to be The

Emerald Table by the mysterious Hermes Trismegistus. This esoteric work of poetry which

is legendarily said to have been inscribed on a large emerald tablet although the text’s actual

origins are difϐicult to ascertain. Hermetic wisdom is said to have been passed down from

the ancient Egyptians and timeless sources of wisdom but recent scholars of esotericism esti-

mate that the piece was more likely written during the early Middle Ages.37 Therefore, while

it beϐits themythical heritage of alchemy to attribute this to a blessedman of ancient wisdom,

it is more likely that it is the work of amedieval scholar working within the same atmosphere

as the theologians mentioned above.

The Table beginswith afϐirmation of the correspondences between the spiritual and phys-

ical realms in a way that parallels the emanations and creative causes which were asserted

by the scholastics. Hermes says that “as all things were by contemplation of one, so all things

arose from this one thing by a single act of adaptation.”38 This statement centers creation and

emanation around a single and ϐixed point which must be said to be the origin of all other
35. Osler, Reconϔiguring the World, 122.
36. Bacon, Radix Mundi, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 111
37. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 27.
38. Trismegistus, The Emerald Table, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 28
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things. All correspondences must have a point of unity which can link the diverse manifesta-

tions of the world into a interrelating whole.

The “one” that is spoken of thereforemust be a divine being of either Christian or Platonic

origin which animates the world and unites it in common origin and ϐinal cause. As has been

demonstrated in the discussion of Christian theories of creation and emanation, a theistic

worldviewwhich sees the one deity as a creative force lends itself to the idea of heavenly and

earthly linkage and relationship. Because every created thing comes from the same head,

each also participates in that same head and embodies its characteristics to the degree that it

is capable.

This “act of adaptation” also cannot be seen as a ϐinite or simple action within the alchem-

ical worldview. In order for the correspondences to be maintained, the creative and adaptive

actmust exist as a continuing relationship between the created and creator. If it were a simple

and ϐinite act of creation ending once the forms and substances of matter were established,

there would be no need for or spiritual backing for correspondence as all nature would be

self-sufϐicient. However, it is essential to the art of the alchemist that a spiritual force sustain

all matter. It is this perfusion with a universally shared divine energy that establishes the

mechanisms by which the artist may work and interact with the world.

The writer of The Table establishes the correspondences of heaven and earth, the macro-

cosm and microcosm, as the result of the intellect and will of the creator of both. Because

the world is ordered by the will of a logical and conscious divine being in whose image we

are created, the philosopher is able to work within that order to accomplish the goals of his

spiritual and material work. Sir Isaac Newton testiϐies to this fact in his own Commentary on

The Emerald Tablet in which he says, “all things were created from one Chaos by the design

of one God, so in our art all things, that is the four elements, are born from one thing which is

our Chaos, by the design of the Artiϐicer and the skillful adaptation of things.”39

39. Newton, The Commentary on the Emerald Tablet, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 246
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3.3 TheWorld of Correspondence

All things were created from the design of the one God and therefore possess the necessary

unity for a synthetic understanding of the cosmic order. However, as Newton attests, all cre-

ation is brought out of chaos by the work of a spiritual designer and force. This force is the

one God who is the source of all emanations and the commonality of all correspondences. It

is the job of the alchemist then to study those adaptations and entanglements and to use their

techniques to bring the world closer to its ϐinal end in the divine.

The correspondences of the alchemical worldview are a natural extension of the doctrine

of emanations and the scholastic view of creation. Because of the sacramental and divinely

infused world which is created by the Christian narrative, the mind of the natural observer is

drawn to the mysterious processes and spiritual realities which lie behind their surrounding

reality. The followers of Esotericism had an openness to this divine element of the Creation

and engaged it for the purpose of participation in that divinity and redemption of the natural

order. The understanding of correspondence and linkage between the Heavens and the Earth

is what draws the alchemist to reach beyond the symbolic and to interact with the world in

both its physical and spiritual dimensions.

Alchemy and Esoteric mysticism was built upon a “sacramental ontology” which results

from the emanations and linkages which are inherent within the Christian conception of cre-

ation.40 This concept is difϐicult to understand from a post-enlightenment point of viewwhich

understands the divine at best as an abstraction which is wholly removed from the natural

order which is governed by scientiϐic principles. Within the modern worldview, the divine is

wholly transcendent and is shownwithin the natural world only through symbology and per-

sonal feeling. Distance like this allows for a sort of dualism inwhich there are thingswhich are

spiritual and things which are natural with an impassible gap between them. Things are not

given their being by relationship with the Divine Creator but instead possess being within

themselves. At its worst, this doctrine asserts that there is only one type of being and that
40. Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 22.

29



created matter possesses it to the same level as does a divine being. It is this assumption

that allows for a relegation of the divine to the symbolic and abstract areas of the modern

imagination.

To call something symbolic is to say that it holds no powerwithin itself but rather refers to

the real source of power by redirection. The power of a symbol exists only within the percep-

tion of the onlooker and is dependent on a proper understanding of the intent of the corre-

lation. Such a symbolic relationship allows for an intellectual distance between the observer

and the symbolic so much that spiritual things can become intangible and removed from the

plane of natural life. Today, imagery is used without real belief in the picture that it creates

and the real power of such language is hollowed and diminished due to an inability to grasp

the spiritual as a reality. Within the worldview of alchemical correspondence, there is no

room to interpret divine imagery in a symbolic light as such imagery is seen with the same

verity as the sensory observations of life.41

Though it is often seen in themodern period through symbolic eyes, theworld of alchemi-

cal correspondence existswithin a framework that is better described as sacramental. In such

a world, the imagery that is used is not a stand-in for true divine reality but participates in it.

And so, the created order of God on earth can be described as a Kingdom in the earthly sense

because God is truly sovereign over all creation. However, this is not limited to ametaphorical

sense in that an earthly Kingdom also reϐlects the divine order and is an instrument through

which God works to exert His reign over the world. Both the earthly institution and the tran-

scendent reality towhich it points are connected in being and purpose and one cannot be said

to be wholly removed from the other.42

The esoteric traditions took this sacramentality of the universe to its natural conclusion

to which orthodox Christianity was loath to endorse. While the scholastic theologians, es-

pecially Aquinas, were careful to say that God was wholly transcendent despite his link with

the creation, the esoteric philosophers were far more willing to draw direct lines between
41. Lewis, The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses, 100.
42. Boersma, Heavenly Participation, 24.
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the creator and created. The orthodox theologians believed that creation did participate in

the divine, with humanity being the most exalted image, however, they also believed the gap

between true divinity and the created order to be metaphysically insurmountable. God tran-

scends every category and idea in divine simplicity and therefore natural things can only be

said to participate in Him in a limited way.43

Paracelsus and other alchemical interpreters of scripture saw God fully revealed in the

creation as well as the scriptures making no distinction between those things which are sa-

cred and those which are natural. Correspondence means that each object within the natural

world reϐlects and embodies the character of God in a real and physical way. All scientiϐic

study must lead to God because all created matter emanates from and is related to that same

God.44 Paracelsus believed that creation was not actually performed ex nihilo but instead re-

sulted from the separation and decomposition of a pure mass of prime matter thus relating

all things from the beginning of existence.45 This drew ire from more orthodox exegetes of

the Christian tradition but it is a simple conclusion based on the interconnected theory of

creation that the esoteric traditions inherited from the scholastic doctrine of emanations.

It is this principle of deep interaction between the created order and the Creator that

makes the sacramental life of the Christian and the transformations of alchemy possible. Be-

cause God lends being to all things, they remain infused with divinity and are related to all

other things created by the same God. This sacramental view of creation ϐinds its focus in the

sacrament of the Eucharist in which the divinity of matter is unleashed to transform simple

bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. Through this analogy the universe is given

a new framework in which many new transformations and interactions are made possible.

43. ST, I.5.3.
44. Killeen and Forshaw, The Word and the World, 112.
45. Killeen and Forshaw, The Word and the World, 113.
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Chapter 4

The Alchemical Universe

Within this interlinked and participatory vision of creation, the alchemical tradition begins

to detail its understanding of the created world. Each natural thing is described not only by

its physical characteristics but also by its spiritual elements and its relationship to the divine

reality from which it proceeds. The alchemist, who is primarily concerned with the metals

which were then known, grades them in ascending character according to their puriϐication

and perfection. Because all metals were believed to be composed of the same two elemental

parts, their only distinctions were thought to arise from differences in purity and proportion.

4.1 Dual Nature in Christianity

One of the primary mysteries of the Christian faith is that of the incarnation of Jesus Christ.

Since the time of Christ’s physical presence on Earth, theologians have been working to un-

derstand the man who claimed to be the Son of God. This was a complicated notion because

in one way, Christ lived the life of an average human and underwent experiences which are

common and endemic to the human condition. However, it can not be denied that He also ex-

perienced the true power and excellence of divinity by working miracles during His life and

its triumphant andworld-defying end. For this reason, the actual nature of the person of Jesus

Christ became the subject of intense debate and struggle during the ϐirst years of Christianity.

This problem came to a ϐinal resolution at the Council of Chalcedon which asserted that
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Christ could be understood only as a person of two natures. Those who saw more value in

divinity and sought to explain away the humanappearance of theirMessiah asserted that such

humanity was only an appearance imposed upon the perception of humanity. Others sought

to attack the unity of Christ’s person, and of divinity and humanity in themselves, by saying

that Christ held both natures separately in such a way that He could no longer be said to be

one person. It was an insufϐicient explanation of the revelation of the Son of God to say that He

was either a purely divine manifestation or a mixture of divine and human persons. To deny

the humanity of Christ was as incongruent with divine revelation as was a complete denial

of his divinity. Both natures were therefore asserted to be in perfect unity within one body,

thereby constituting one perfectly divine and perfectly human person. This unity in duality

was proclaimed as ofϐicial dogma at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 and was thereafter the

ofϐicial position of the majority of Christian traditions.1

While this proclamation was intended to settle the controversy of Christ’s nature, it re-

mained a great challenge to theologians and philosophers to explain the possibility of this

miraculous union of being. The Chalcedonian deϐinition of the nature of Christ seems on its

face to be contradictory and was not simply accepted by all members of the Christian faith.

On one hand, the idea that the purity and greatness of the Divine Creator would assume the

mortal imperfection of human ϐlesh was to some an impossibility or even offensive. If God

was to be truly God, many believed that Hemust remain entirely removed and sovereign over

the world of created and physical being. On another hand, somewanted tomake Christ out to

be nothing more than a particularly perfected creation and therefore failed to acknowledge

the transcendent divinity that was an essential part of His being and ministry on earth. Nei-

ther of these arguments was found to properly explain the revelation of the encounter with

the living Word and a more nuanced understanding was therefore sought to understand this

mystery of the faith.

This difference in understanding of the relationship between God and nature results from
1. “Council of Chalcedon | Christianity.”
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the same tension between divine transcendence and immanence which is seen in the theol-

ogy of creation. Those who see God as wholly transcendent and removed from the wretched

world believe that the assumption of ϐlesh by the Son would be forcing imperfection onto the

perfection of divinity. This would therefore make one of the divine persons less than perfect

which would be incomprehensible within the divine economy. For this reason, many early

heretics attempted to explain away the human presence of Christ as nothing more than an

appearance. It is difϐicult to get a clear idea of these theories as those who held them would

have articulated as much of the writing on the topic is polemic in nature. However, the at-

titude which was most inϐluential upon and known by esotericism was that of the medieval

church although modern historiography has helped to recreate this thought world in greater

detail and accuracy, often restoring the image and reputation of supposed early heretics.

Key among these was Mani who taught that it was not God but the devil who created all

material things therefore creating a strict dualism between the divine and physical. There-

fore, Mani believed that Christ had only the appearance of a body while he acted within the

world in order to make the divine comprehensible to those trapped in physicality. The world

was thought to be ruled by a lesser deity since all physical thingswere believed to be opposed

to the divine knowledge. Mani believed that Christ relates to the world only in three phases

or roles, as divine revelation to Adam, as historical prophet of truth, and as the great judge at

the end of time.2 In this view, because Christ had body only in appearance, all of the material

actions of His earthly life were thought to have occurred only in a sort of divinemirage rather

than in actual fact. For example, Christ could not have been circumcised, eaten with His disci-

ples, or been born of Mary since all these things would require that He possess an actual and

physical body.3

The gnostic Valentine, not to be confused with the bishop and martyr of the same name,

maintained that Christ could not have taken real, human ϐlesh using a different explanation.

He was willing to concede that Christ was born of the Virgin Mary but not that He actually
2. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 182.
3. CT, 207.
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accepted ϐlesh from her. Rather, Christ was thought to have passed through the womb of the

Blessed Mother as a ship through a canal; passing through the way but not being changed by

the journey. This also denies the real meaning of dual nature by saying that the ϐleshly nature

of Christ could not have been the product of true humanity. By asserting that Christ had a

sort of heavenly body instead of earthly ϐlesh, one is denying the possibility that Christ truly

inhabited the nature of humanity and divinity.4

Amore common and insidious heresy was that of Arius whowholly and totally denied the

divine nature of Christ as distinct from the nature of any created being. This particular heresy

separated the created nature of the Son and the divine nature of the Father and therefore

denied the equal honor and substance of the Triune beings. Arius asserted that the divine

Word which existed as part of the trinity of God was to take the place of the soul within the

Son of God. As Aquinas counters, the soul is the form of the body and no material being can

take on the formof a divine person.5 This formof beingmakes Christ out to be a sort of exalted

creationwhich participates in the formof true divinity but cannot reach its perfection through

the hinderance of mortal ϐlesh.6 Modern commentators believe that this theory was made to

protect the unity of the one Godwhile leaning on a platonic conception of emanation. The Son

of God stands as an intermediate being between the divine monad and the created world in

a similar way as the platonic demiurge.7 Christ, in the view of Arius, is therefore not an equal

member of the Trinity but rather a creation which is inescapably separated from themember

of the Trinity who ensouls Him.

This however clearly contradicted the scriptural narrative and experience of the early

Christians and introduced deception into the very being of Christ. To say that none of the

physical events of the Bible happened in actuality is to negate their power and signiϐicance

and distort themeaning of the incarnation. This greatmystery of the faith gets its power from

the unity of the divine and earthly in the one andwhole person of Christ. To deny the veracity
4. CT, 208.
5. CT, 204.
6. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 227.
7. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 229.
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of the humanity or the divinity is to divide the person of Christ into parts which cannot be

done within the scope of orthodox belief.

All of these Christological heresies show a deep sympathy to the transcendent quality of

God and His relationship with createdmatter at the expense of an openness to divine engage-

ment with the world. A notion of transcendence helps to protect the supreme otherness of

divine nature that is essential to our understanding of divinity. However, if this is allowed to

overtake the sense of God’s immanence to His creation then there is a danger of making the

deity irrelevant to the experiential life of created beings. An overly transcendent God can be

seen as nothing more than a creative force who allows chance and natural change to govern

His world. This is not the idea of presence that is preached and understood in the orthodox

Christian tradition and is blatantly contrary to the witness of scripture.

If Christ were truly a purely divine being, then His presence in the world is at best an il-

lusion and at worst a hoax. For Him to have really hungered, bled, and died, Christ would

need to inhabit a body in the same way as the rest of the human race.8 Furthermore, Christ

presented Himself to the world in a human body and is, by virtue of His relationship to the

divine, unable to deceive or lie. For this reason, the explanations of Mani, Valentine, and Ar-

ius fall short of explaining the truth of the essence of Christ. While each of these ideas fully

accounts for the transcendent divinity of Christ, they fail to duly acknowledge His humanity.

On the other hand, there were also errors in Christology that tended to emphasize the

immanent presence of God at the expense of His transcendence. These errors did not assert

that the essence of humanity was unworthy of God, but instead allowed the limitations and

foibles of creation to overtake the perfect divinity of the Son. This view allowed for a greater

identiϐication on the part of humanity with the divine Son, however, it did not provide room

for the divine nature to exist in its wholeness. By focusing inordinately on the immanence

of the divine character of the incarnation, Christ can quickly be formed in the image of an

everyday man. Without the adequate presence of a transcendent and divine nature, Christ
8. ST, III.5.2.
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becomes nothing more than an exceptional human which, while impressive and interesting,

does not equate the incarnate Son of God.

The chief example of this error is the teaching of Photinus who believed that Jesus Christ

came into the world as a simple and normal human being without any preexisting divinity

or special mark of grace. Rather, through the practice of holy life and dutiful obedience to

God in His death, Christ was able to merit adoption by God and completion in reuniting with

the divine.9 In some ways, this seems a reasonable and orthodox position but it negates the

need for a true reconciliation between God and humans. God, by an infusion of divine grace,

obliterates the frail humanity of Jesus and restores Him to a place of total divinity. The person

of Christ in this view does not represent a true union of divinity and humanity but rather a

human raised to divinity as reward for obedience.

Photinus’s view is most problematic because it makes Christ out to be nothing more than

a remarkable human during His earthly ministry. This implies that there is no real barrier

between the divine and human because a person can live a life worthy of divine nature. It

insinuates that through proper study and work, one can merit the adoption of God and bring

humanity to divine perfection. This is not simply to say that a person could achieve commu-

nion with God through their own merit, but to say that a person could be raised to the level

of equality with God. If a human can truly be adopted to the level of the divine persons, God

is no longer a transcendent and ineffable being as He relates to humanity and the world.

A sort of compensation for this extreme position was made in the form of Nestorianism,

which believed that Christ was divine only by inspiration and not by full possession of the

divine nature. Nestorius, the bishop of Constantinople, is often assumed to have begun and

established this heretical doctrinebut later scholarshiphas shown that his understanding and

legacy was shaped by a complex theological struggle. Due to the controversy of Christology

during his time and his Episcopal effort to mediate the conϐlict, the writings and interpreta-

tions of his thought was taken to extremes and led to a heretical and polemic tradition.10 In
9. CT, 202.

10. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 454.
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this way, Christ was a normal human like any other but possessed supernatural power only

as an extra share of the divine indwelling to which all humans lay claim by virtue of their

creation. Christ, in this view, is therefore a mixture of humanity and divinity which cannot

be said to fully inhabit either category. While Nestorianism was willing to concede the full

humanity of Christ, he believed that Christ became divine only by the addition of grace to His

mortal form. In a similarway to Photinus, this Christ is seen as an elevated human rather than

a proper member of the Holy Trinity. He must therefore be only the mouthpiece and puppet

of God, since He cannot act as a true agent of God by His own virtue.11

Once again, this view makes Christ out to be an exceptional human being, but one that is

far removed from the transcendence and otherness that is attributed to the Creator. In order

to preserve the human nature of Christ with which these early theologians greatly identiϐied,

they were willing to dilute the divinity of the Son to the point where He was no longer un-

derstood as a divine being. This is equally incongruent with the scriptural account of the life

of Christ as it does not acknowledge the miraculous and supernatural attributes and acts de-

scribed in the Gospels. Within the narratives of scripture it is possible to ϐind full detailed

explanations of the actions of Jesus which are both essential to the human experience and

obviously divine. Christ is seen both crying at the death of His friend on earth while at the

same time raising that same friend to life again. It is therefore difϐicult to reduce that nature

of Christ to one or the other or even a mixture which reduces both. Christ must fully inhabit

both natures in order for Him to be the full manifestation that He was and for Him to truly

bridge the gap between the created and the divine.

All of these errors are natural and understandable because of the inherent difϐiculty in

acknowledging that two full natures can exist within the same person. This problem is com-

pounded by the seeming mutual exclusivity of the human and divine natures. The reuniting

of these two categories strains the tension which is ever-present between the transcendence

and immanence of God. The only sufϐicient answer to the question of Christ’s nature nonethe-
11. CT, 203.
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less remains a co-existence of the two natures within the divine mystery of the Son of Man.

Despite its efϐicacy, this answer is not simple nor easy to understand and therefore requires

further elaboration.

In order to resolve this problem, Aquinas holds up the personhood of Christ as the vessel

for divine and earthly unity. This is not held up in a union of addition, as was previously ex-

plained, in which an existing human is given a great share of divinity or in which divinity is

given the appearance of humanity. Rather, the eternal Word which stands as a coequal mem-

ber of the Trinity was made to live in a body which was not an already existent creation but

was instead one truly beϐitting the divinity of the Son.12 The matter of the body was ordered

in perfection around a rational and full human soul at the time the divine nature assumed

the nature of humanity. Because divinity exceeds the perfection of humanity, only the most

perfect human could be assumed into the nature of the Son of God.13 Furthermore, the divine

Son was not created as a being wholly different from the average and commonplace human,

but was created through conception as are all members of the human race. The humanity of

the Sonwas like unto all people andwas not pre-existent nor of some super-human character.

Instead, the man was created at the time of conception and assumed fully into the nature of

the divine word such that both were made one.14

4.2 Dual Nature in Creation

The dominant concept of how metals are formed is what was later called “sulphur-mercury

theory” by historians of science. This idea rose primarily out of the natural philosophy of Aris-

totle inwhich “sulphur” is identiϐiedwith solidity anddrynesswhereas “mercury” is identiϐied

with what is wet and mutable. Each of these substances carries with it an opposing property

which is held in balance by the other. For example, while “sulphur” is associated with mas-
12. SCG, IV.41.6.
13. SCG, IV.44.5.
14. SCG, IV.43.

39



culinity, “mercury” is associated with femininity.15 In this way, the understanding of the nat-

ural worldwas founded upon the categories and frameworks of theological and philosophical

thought.

It is important to note that when the alchemists spoke of these substances they did not do

so in the manner to which the modern scientist is accustomed. While some modern histori-

ans of esotericism believe that alchemical sulphur andmercury actually refer to theirmodern

elemental equivalents, these substances were not understood to exist in the same way.16 Sul-

phur and mercury were referred to not as substances, but as principles, because the terms

were not meant solely to refer to speciϐic items but rather to concepts which are foreign to

the modern scientiϐic mind. These principles were based on the laboratory experience of the

alchemist with the elemental substances that still bear the names ofmercury and sulphur but

these experiences were generalized and abstracted to describe a wide variety of ideas.

The concept of a pure element which is an irreducible quantity had yet to be developed,

and the name of said substance did not signify its purity or composition. Contrary to con-

temporary understanding, one could have pure or impure mercury without acknowledging

the presence of a mixture or combination of substances. By alchemical methods, both sul-

phur and mercury could be puriϐied of their undesirable characteristics while still remaining

within the same state of being.17 This puriϐication represented an elevation to greater par-

ticipation in its form rather than an elimination of contaminating substances. The idea of a

mixturewas not yetwell formed and the conceptual line between discrete parts of substances

did not exist. While it was widely believed that one could have an impure substance, this did

not mean that said substance was understood to have distinct impurities within its compo-

sition. The platonic understanding of matter which dominated the hermetic tradition held

that all things are linked to a speciϐic form which gives them their characteristics and being.

If a speciϐic substance was understood to participate in a speciϐic form, then it claimed that
15. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 14.
16. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 328.
17. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 328.
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identity no matter how impaired that participation happened to be. To be impure or corrupt

was a result not of the presence of a foreign substance, but rather a mark of removal from

adherence to its form.

This theory of mixture is still present within Roman Catholic doctrine and liturgical prac-

tice especially as it relates to the handling of the Blessed Sacrament. For instance, if onemust

dispose of consecrated wine due to spoilage or spillage, it must be diluted with water to the

point that it is no longer recognizable as wine. This water, though mixed with consecrated

wine, is not understood to be a bearer of the presence of Christ because the species of wine is

no longer discernable to the observer. This understanding is made clear within the General

Instruction of the Roman Missal, which instructs the priest to dissolve spilled wine in water

andpour it down the sacrarium.18 Thedissolutionmust change the presence of Christ in order

to make this action permissable as it is an act punishable by excommunication to dispose of

consecrated wine in the same way.19 In this view, substance is not seen as subsistent no mat-

ter the quantity or character of a thing but rather something that can be altered or obfuscated

by natural processes.

This theory of contamination and mixture brings about problems and conϐlicts between

the categories of Aristotelian and Platonicmetaphysics. In one sense, the alchemical tradition

leans upon the Platonic framework of form and participation in its understanding of purity

and creation. Each metal retains its character by virtue of its form, but it varies in purity

and outward appearance based on its degree of participation in said form. This framework

crosses overwith the Aristotelian categories of substance and accidentwhich offer a different

approach to understanding the nature of creation. The substance refers to the true character

of an itemwhile the accidents are those propertieswhich are directly perceived by the senses.

Within the physics of Aristotle, substance and accident are thought to be directly related such

that things of like substance share similar accidental qualities. Since the alchemists believed

that they could havemultiple samples of onemetalwith different physical qualities, therewas
18. Catholic Church, The General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 280.
19. Catholic Church, “Code of Canon Law,” 1367.
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obviously a separation between these two categories posited within the alchemical world. In

this way, a sort of composite theory was born which sees substance as the form in which a

particular object participates and the accidents as a consequence of that participation.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that “the Eucharistic presence of Christ

begins at the moment of consecration and endures as long as the Eucharistic species sub-

sist.”20 However, this statement requires deϐinition of what it means for the species to subsist.

Aquinas further clariϐied this theory of substance and divine presence in his explanation of

the corruption of natural substance. He quotes Aristotle to deϐine corruption as “movement

from being to non-being” thereby implying that the substance of a thing can indeed cease to

exist or be destroyed.21 In this way, Aquinas says that when the perceptible substance of a

thing is obliterated then that thing ceases to exist. This is not to say that things cannot change

in their accidents; many things change in color or in other accidental qualities while retaining

their natural substance. However, if a substance is obscured to the point that it is no longer

able to be detected due either to reduction in size or quality, then it can no longer adhere to

the form to which its substance is tied. This means that if the consecrated wine is diluted to

the point where it is indistinguishable from the water which solvates it, then the substance of

wine and the presence of Christ which is tied to it ceases to exist.22

It was not until the scientiϐic revolution that permanence of substance was believed as a

metaphysical principle. Until this realization, all things were thought to maintain their sub-

stance and being only so long as they maintained their physical and sensible characteristics.

Therefore, if somethingwas physically altered, even in a superϐicial or insigniϐicantway, itwas

believed to have been transformed into another substance or reduced to non-being. The idea

that things could exist in imperceptible quantities or formswithout losing their substance led

to the movement called “chemical atomism” which came about with Robert Boyle and other

scientists who are associated with the founding of the modern discipline.23 Those who fol-
20. U. S. Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1377.
21. Aristotle, Physics, v., quoted in ST, III.77.4.
22. ST, III.77.4.
23. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 341.
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lowed the alchemical tradition of the high middle ages generally agreed with the Thomistic

view of mixture which states that individual objects lose their own substantial being if their

physical properties are overtaken by the other components of the mixture.24

The Latin alchemists often differed in this view from their contemporaries in philosophy

and metaphysics. The high medieval alchemical tradition believed that the principles of sul-

phur and mercury existed without confusion or corruption within the metals such that they

could later be extracted in their pure forms.25 However, traditional philosophy of the time

held that the metals were perfect mixtures which had their own substance and obliterated

the substances of their component parts.26 This difference created a point of contradiction

between the esoteric and orthodox traditions and was an inconsistency within both world-

views. While the orthodox theologians argued that Christ must be understood as a person of

two full and whole natures which cannot be mixed or confused, they also believed that any

mixture must obliterate its component parts to ϐind a new substance. This tension was not

resolved until the introduction of “chemical atomism” as the prevailingmetaphysical assump-

tion.

The metaphysical primacy of form over substance in scholastic and platonic thought was

due to an understanding of the concept of “prime matter”. This mysterious substance was

thought to exist in pure potentiality such that with the addition of form it could amount to

any natural thing.27 Thomas Aquinas was particularly friendly to this idea and argued that

prime matter was a state of pure potentiality in which there is no actualization at all. This

was a difϐicult and unpopular idea since it is a deeply platonic and seemingly contradictory

idea that something could have existence in a state of pure potentiality.28 Many of Thomas’s

Contemporaries rejected this idea insisting upon the need for matter to contain a certain de-

gree of actuality in order to have being in any sense. Aquinas believed that prime matter
24. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 342.
25. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 102.
26. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 342.
27. Pasnau,Metaphysical themes, 1274-1689, 35.
28. Pasnau,Metaphysical themes, 1274-1689, 38.
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existed in a category of its own and gained actuality through the addition of form.29 Being

itself is a form of action in the Thomistic universe, and anything that exists is understood to

have moved on from the realm of possibility. Thomas believed that it was impossible for God

to create prime matter directly, because something which is purely potential could not have

the quality of existence althoughother commentators disagree about this. Furthermore, since

God is understood to be a being of pure act, it is not within His character to create something

consisting of pure potentiality.30

For these reasons, primematter functions as a sort of intermediary between states ofmat-

terwhichdoesnot havebeingby itself but is con-createdwith all othermaterial things. Within

the Thomistic worldview, it stands as the most irreducible form of matter while at the same

time being a sort of non-existence by virtue of its potentiality. Even Thomas is unsurewhat to

dowith this particular quantity as it stands as a physical representation of the problemof pos-

sibilities and probability in God. If primematter could have being of its own then by Thomas’

own admission the created world could stand eternally changing only by differentiation of

this primematter. This was the theory of creation that dominated amongst themore platonic

schools of esotericism However, Thomas asserts that it is an article of faith and the teaching

of the church that only God is eternal and that while this is a possibility it is not within the

will of God as it has been revealed.31 In this way, the orthodox resolution to the problem of

potentiality in the creation is an appeal to faith and revelation rather than philosophy and

metaphysical proof.

Natural things therefore gained being and existence insofar as they adhered to a form

which could order and shape its potential matter. It was an objects ability to participate in

its given form that determined the degree of perfection that could be containedwithin it. The

substance of a particular thing is donated to it by participation in one of the formswhichmap

out the perfect being of that substance. Despite this metaphysical theory, it is not the sub-
29. Pasnau,Metaphysical themes, 1274-1689, 37.
30. Pasnau,Metaphysical themes, 1274-1689, 38.
31. ST, I.46.2.
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stance of a thing that is sensed by the observer in the course of interaction with the world.

These properties which are described through imagery and appeal to the physical senses are

referred to as accidents of a thing. While accidental properties proceed from the substance

of an object, they do not directly constitute or effect that same substance. Different things

can have different accidental properties yet share in the same substance. For example, while

there aremany different types, colors, and sizes of chair, they all remainmembers of the same

group. The substance and form of all material things are inferred by the observation of acci-

dental properties and the logic of the observer but are not directly linked to it.32

Philosophical mercury was seen as an exalted element which had the power to animate

and create the ϐixed and earthly sulphur with which it comes into contact. This curious sub-

stance often described as a living metal is characterized as the animating force behind the

metallic and mineral creation. Within the alchemical literature, this element is often called

argent-vive otherwise known as quick silver. It was the unique character of this substance,

known by today’s chemists to be the only metal which exists as a liquid at room tempera-

ture, which intrigued the early scientists and led to its view as a divinized principle in the

creation. Mercury is therefore able to form bead-like lumps and roll without leaving any of

its own residue behind leading the alchemists to believe that it possessed a sort of liquid dry-

ness.33 Furthermore, mercury is a uniquely volatile substance, meaning that it readily trans-

forms into a vapor, which is another quality that differentiates it from what were thought of

asmore earthly substances. For these reasons,mercurywas thought to have particular power

and importance in the alchemical art.

On the other hand, sulphur was thought to embody all that is mortal and earthly in the

nature of the metals. It is sulphur that was seen as the more ϐixed and grounded element of

themetals as opposed to the spiritualized and living qualities ofmercury. Sulphurwas under-

stood as the product of the decomposition of the minerals in the core of the earth and there-
32. Pasnau,Metaphysical themes, 1274-1689, 115.
33. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchimia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 105
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fore represented a sort of mortality within the alchemical work.34 Sulphur is clearly thought

of as the inferior and more corrupt of the dual principles but ϐinds its natural opposition and

mate in the aforementioned mercury.35

The distinction between substance and accident becomes important in the discussion of

the natures of the primarymetals of the alchemicalworld. Eachmetal, while sharing the same

composition and ideal form, carries different accidental qualities based upon its particular

level of purity and perfection. When pure sulphur andmercury are joined, the exaltedmetals

gold or silver are created. However, when impure sulphur and mercury come together, the

base metals of lead or iron are formed.36 The metals do not differ in their substance which is

determined by their common form but their accidents which bring forth their diversity. This

form, in its most complete manifestation, creates the pure gold which is so ardently sought

by the alchemical practitioner. While themodernworldview holds that all metals and natural

substances are distinct and separate species, the alchemical tradition saw all of the metals as

variations on a common theme.

This theory of composition allows for an increase in purity to transform the very identity

of the metals into greater and more enlightened forms. Each of the metals were given clas-

siϐication not only as to their physical properties but also to the spiritual and metaphysical

components which were seen as an equal part of their physical being. The seven knownmet-

als formed a sort of hierarchy from the most base to the most pure and hallowed. Common

metals like iron and lead were seen as the most base and impure of the natural substances as

each was generated by corrupt and impure mercury and sulphur respectively.37 It is the re-

moval of corruption from these basic componentswhich constitutes thework of the alchemist

in order to bring about natural redemption within the world.

It is the belief of the alchemist that all metals desire to be gold which is the most pure

and incorruptible of all the metals. However, in a world which is corrupt and fallen much
34. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 106
35. Isaac Newton, The Commentary on the Emerald Tablet, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 246
36. Newman, “Mercury and Sulphur among the High Medieval Alchemists,” 330.
37. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 101.
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diversity in the metallic world is born of impurity and poor quality.38 Alchemists believed

that it was the work of the practitioner to bring about the realization of each substance’s

true end and increasing the goodness and perfection of the created world. This perfection is

increased through the creation of the medicine, called the Elixir or the Philosopher’s Stone

by alchemists, which is that perfect union of sulphur and mercury that can purify all that is

around it.39

It is important for the modern scientiϐic mind to understand that there was no separation

in the alchemical worldview between the spiritual and natural meanings of the doctrines of

the art. While alchemical sulphur and mercury were understood as representations of the

union of opposing forces which hold each other in balance to create matter, they were also

understood as the elemental composition of all metals in a physical sense. Albert the Great

proves this notion by arguing that even base iron can be converted back to the pure mercury

from which it arose by removal of the sulphur which now abides within it.40 Due to the be-

lief of correspondence and the idea of creation through emanation, all natural things were

thought to have a spiritual component and to be open to the working of the divine.

This ability to retrieve the component parts in their original form from the metals that

they compose also show the true duality of nature within the metallic world. In order for

pure mercury to be extracted from Gold, its nature must exist within its original form while

still being a part of the uniϐied metal. Sulphur and mercury must be understood as whole

and self-sufϐicient parts of an equally uniϐied single substance. The same errorswhich seek to

conϐlate or overly separate the dual natures of Christ, can equally distort the sulphur-mercury

theory of metals in order to resolve the apparent contradiction of dual nature. While the idea

that something can be composed of two fully actualized things while still containing unity of

being is largely incompatible with our modern understanding of chemical composition, it is

the only philosophical construct which fully accounts for the characteristics described in the
38. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 4.
39. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 3.
40. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 102.
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alchemical writings.41

This stands in contrast to the thought of Islamic alchemists like Avicenna who under-

stood the interaction of the two principles differently. While he accepted the idea that all

metals were formed from the uniting of sulphur and mercury, he did not think it possible to

transmute the metals from one species to another. This is an altogether different view of the

alchemical world as it foregoes the principle of transmutation. His refutation of alchemical

transformation as a sort of parlor trick became famous during the middle ages and was later

mistakenly attributed to Aristotle.42 While this was a popular view held by the Eastern and

Islamic alchemical traditions, it was largely rejected by theWestern and Christian alchemical

schools.

Duality and opposition in union is a key idea within the thought of the hermetic tradition.

It is through the uniting of opposing forces that the art of alchemy is accomplished. For ex-

ample, in describing the philosopher’s stone, whose synthesis is the goal of the alchemical

art, Hermes Trismegistus described the union of the male Sun and the female Moon. It was

through the reuniting of these binary beings that powerwas released and the divinisingwork

of alchemywas accomplished.43 These categories of opposing naturewhich are referred to as

Sun andMoon are better understood as symbolic representations of the sulphur andmercury

which were mentioned and explained previously. In this way, duality of nature is the primary

way that the alchemical philosophers understood the composition and formation of metals

and the even more precious philosopher’s stone.

Through these uniϐications of sulphur and mercury a new thing is created which is more

than the sum of two parts or a mixture thereof. The two principles have complementary yet

differing qualities that serve to balance each other to varying degrees in the creation of the

metals. These opposing forces create a new being in which both parts continue to exist while

still bringing about a new creation.
41. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 102.
42. Avicenna, De Congelatione et Conglutinatione Lapidum, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 98
43. Hermes Trismegistus, The Emerald Tablet, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 28
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4.3 Duality and Union

It is in the union of two unlike yet reconcilable things that exalted being was found in both

the alchemical and orthodox traditions. Just as Christ is fully man and fully God uniting the

divine and earthly within one being, the metals of the alchemist unite the rare and divinized

mercury with the mortal and earthly sulphur to create a single substance. This joining of

the divine with the earthly shows the result of the correspondences of heaven and earth and

begins to cross the gap which separates the divine and the mortal. By this connection, the

heavens and earth are truly linked so that what is below may be reunited with that which is

above completing the cycle of exit and return that is essential to the medieval understanding

of creation.

Christ is, by virtue of his divinity and humanity, the perfect union of transcendent God and

the immanence of ϐleshly humanity. While Christ and salvation are often thought of only as

they relate to the human soul, salvation can also be interpreted as reconciliation for thewhole

created order. As St. Paul says in the Epistle to the Romans, “We know that the whole creation

has been groaning in labor pains until now…” (Rom. 8:22 NRSV) as he speaks of the coming of

Christ. It is not only the human soul which has been impaired from perfect communion with

God, but also the creation which required reconciliation with the divinity fromwhich it came.

Salvation is described as “the restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21) and all things in heaven

and on earth are to be reunited under the headship of Jesus Christ. The plan of redemption is

greatly limited if it is reduced to a singular focus on the human soul.44

The results of sin and fallenness is evidentwithin theworld through its inclination toward

entropy and decay. Not only do the works of people lead to the degradation of the natural

order through greed anddisregard for the consequences of its use, theworld as it now is tends

to favor disorder and chaos. The second law of thermodynamics states that all spontaneous

reactions will result in an increase in disorder. Things tend to break down and fall apart if left

to their owndevices and rarelydoes something ϐix itselfwithout outside intervention. While it
44. Snyder, “Salvation Means Creation Healed,” 11.
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is overly anthropomorphic to say that creation itself can commit sin, it seems self-evident that

it has suffered the results of human rebellion and has been distanced from the communion

with God that it enjoyed at the beginning.45 The world, through the sin of humanity, has been

separated from the goodness which is the origin of the chain of being. Therefore, corruption

and death has entered the natural order and interrupted its created goodness.46 While the

Christian tradition is clear on its understanding of personal and human sin, it is often unclear

and vague regarding the sin and evil that affects other elements of the creation. Man is often

spoken of in terms of his need for a savior but the natural order is often neglected in this area

of theology.

After the judgment and the ϐinal consummation of the world, all things will be freed from

decay and corruption and a newworld will be instituted which is in communion with its Cre-

ator. Aquinas goes so far as to say that the world will become so unitedwith the transcendent

God that time will cease and all will exist in a state of divine incorruptibility. Time, which is

the primary agent of decay, cannot be a part of the perfect God and thereforemust be removed

in the return of the world to communionwith God.47 If this is to be true, theremust exist a di-

vine plan for the restoration of all fallen things, not only for humanity but also for the natural

order of creation.

It is the work of the Son of God to bring together the created things of the earth and the

Creator who is responsible for their existence. Since, as demonstrated in the previous chap-

ter, God remains in constant relationship with all things which have being, there must be an

enduring relationship between Him and all created things both human and inanimate. Christ

is seen throughout the Gospel accounts manipulating the things of nature to accomplish His

will. Everything on Earth, both living and not, is subject to His power as the top of the order

of processions and He transcends the entire created order. His appearance in human form

allows him to make this sovereign power tangible and visible within the created world and it
45. Snyder, “Salvation Means Creation Healed,” 12.
46. ST, I.49.1.
47. SCG, IV.97.2.
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beϐits Him as the incarnate God to exercise His power over creation.48

This exercise of power is seen primarily in themiracles of His earthlyministry inwhichHe

healed the sick and transformed the things of nature. At the wedding at Cana (John 2:1-12),

Christ turned ordinary water into wine at the request of His mother showing His power over

the natural order and the being of things. Furthermore, throughout his ministry, Jesus over-

came the ailments and corruptions of the world in order to relieve people of their illnesses

and afϐlictions as they met Him along the way. His power over sin and decay is most clearly

seen in His resurrection which conquered even the most powerful wages of sin which is that

of death. In these ways, Christ inhabited the human experience while also transcending and

transforming the ills that are endemic to it due to sin and decay.

The alchemical tradition also conceived of a body which through perfect harmony of di-

vine and mortal nature was able to divinise and redeem the natural order around it. This

particular body was called the philosopher’s stone and its creation was the subject of much

of the alchemical literature. The stone was said not only to have the ability to turn the base

metals into the ϐinermetals of silver and gold but also to bestow long life and spiritual enlight-

enment to its user.49 Its creation was the entire aim of the alchemical art and it was thought

to be the one thing with the power to redeem the created order and release the divine energy

that resided within it. In fact, the stone was seen as so powerful that it could overcome death

itself and prolong human life to immortality. Also known as the elixir or tincture, the philoso-

pher’s stone was understood to have the power to bring about the redemption of the world

such that it could be returned to the divinity from which it came.50

Like Christ, the stone was understood to be the union of perfect earthliness and transcen-

dent divinity in order to form a conduit between the two. Firstly, the alchemists believed that

the elixir must be brought about from the same matter as the metals it sought to purify. Be-

cause the pure metals could contain nothing other than the pure sulphur and mercury that
48. ST, III.44.4.
49. Martin, Alchemy & Alchemists, 174.
50. Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, 73.
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formed them originally, the elixir must also be made of these same materials.51 However, the

philosopher’s stone is different from even gold in the exaltation and purity of the components

andmethodbywhich it is formed. While it ostensibly takes the formof a normal, physical sub-

stance, the stone contains within it a union of perfect natures that is unlike all other things

in the created order.52 By the union of these two opposing forces in their most perfect and

full forms, an exulted creation is formed which has the power to bridge the gap between the

mortal and divine and to bestow its beneϐits onto the things around it.

The stonewas said to be the perfect union between feminine, whitemercurywhich shares

its correspondence with the moon and the earthly, masculine red sulphur which shares its

correspondence with the sun. The analogy used most often within alchemical literature for

this union is that of amarriagebetween the “redman” and the “whitewife”who join tobecome

impregnated with the perfect work of the alchemist. This union is seen to be so complete

as to make the two to be one body and one substance standing in perfect unity despite the

presence of divergent and complementary natures.53 While these two are then considered

joined in such a way as to be inseparable, they maintain their individual properties keeping

each other in perfect balance.

This same idea ofmaterialwedding is seenwithin the liturgy of themass during the prepa-

ration of the chalice at the offertory. During this portion of the mass the chalice is ϐilled not

onlywithwine but alsowithwater to create amixture of two substanceswhich come together

in symbolism of balance and unity. Throughmixture neither thewine norwater entirely loses

its contribution to the whole, but each come together in an inseparable form In this we see

the humanity which is symbolized by commonwater and the divinity symbolized by precious

wine brought together into a unity which comes to be greater than either simple substance.

It is only within this unity that the fallen people are united to Christ and the chasm between

divinity and mortality is able to be crossed.54

51. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 6.
52. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 9.
53. Roger Bacon, Radix Mundi, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 115
54. ST, III.74.6.
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The parallel between the dual natures of Christ and the composition of the metals is not

perfect but it does show the inϐluence of the Christian tradition upon the growth of esoteri-

cism. It is possible tomakeanargument that theunion in the sulphur-mercury theory is closer

to a nestorian conception of dual nature as it seems that through mixture each loses its full

self-sufϐiciency. Despite this possibility, both the use of wedding imagery and the belief that

both the original mercury and the original sulphur are above to be extracted from the formed

metals seem to counter this objection. Just as the bride and groom in a marriage become one

while still maintaining their own identity and being, so the two alchemical principles unite to

create the philosopher’s stone.

In both the dual natures of Christ and the duality of the sulphur-mercury theory greater

being is gained through the uniting of seemingly opposing ideas. In the combination of two

separate entities, the gap between them is lessened and a reconciliation between the two is

achieved. Just as the union between the two natures of Christ helps to bridge the gap between

the transcendent holiness of God and the fallenmortality of man, so the union of exaltedmer-

cury and earthly sulphur creates that which can enliven and redeem the creation. It is this

union between the transcendent and the immanent which enables the transformation which

is the trademark of the alchemical ethos.
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Chapter 5

Sacramental Transformation

The most notable and universally known image of alchemy in the popular culture is that of

the mysterious transmutation of metals. People envision the dark and mysterious worker,

dwelling in a basement laboratory, working through mystical processes to create that most

precious substance from the base metals of everyday things. However, these images are of-

ten used to evoke an idea of alchemywhich is a caricature of the actual beliefs of themedieval

esotericists. Accepting a worldview of divine infusion and correspondence in which the di-

vine and mortal are allowed and created to intermingle, the practitioners of the alchemical

arts believed their work to be a natural part of their interaction with the world. Being a peo-

ple far more open to the intervention of divine and transcendent forces within the everyday

circumstances of their lives, the medieval faithful were wholly open to the idea of alchemical

transformation.

This openness can be attributed to the dominant image and metaphor of the medieval

Christian tradition which is the sacrament of the Eucharist. The mysterious reverence of the

mass, whichwas the deϐining ceremony and image of the Catholic faith throughout the history

of the church, created an openness to the tangible and real presence of God within the nat-

ural order. Eucharistic presence was seen as far greater and more real than a philosophical

understanding of a transcendent presence, but is instead a sort of second incarnation which

once again brings the real and physical presence of Christ into the reach of our senses and

perception. It is therefore natural to extend this understanding to other parts of the physical
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world through the use of similar divine invocation as one would see in the ceremony of the

mass.

The ceremonies and traditions of the mass were further mystiϐied by the conϐinement of

their detailed explanation and understanding to the domain of the clergy. The Roman Canon

was recited primarily in the secret voice with the priest facing the altar and reredos on the

east wall. It was not within the reach of the average layman of the medieval church to under-

stand or know the words of the Eucharistic prayer, let alone the theology which developed to

understand its signiϐicance. This ignorance allowed for many diverse superstitions and the-

ories to develop among the laity regarding the host and its origin and qualities. Nearly the

whole of lay participation in the sacrament was the act of gazing upon the elevated host sig-

naled by the ringing of a bell and the upstretched arms of the priest.1 At most celebrations of

the mass, only the cleric was seen as worthy of partaking of the elements and did so vicar-

iously for the salvation of all assembled.2 The work of the church in its primary sacrament

quickly became its own sort of esoteric practice, not only prone tomisunderstanding but also

incredible dominance in the divine imagination of the medieval Christians.

5.1 Transubstantiation and the Eucharistic Miracle

Although the ceremonies and sacrament of the eucharist had been well established by the

time of scholasticism, as it became more central to the Christian experience more and more

questions began to arise regarding the mechanics of this particular miracle. While it was

taken as undeniable fact that Christ was wholly present within the matter of the eucharist,

exactly how and when this transformation took place was far from clear or understood. No

longerwas it sufϐicient to believe that it was an entirelymysterious and hidden processwhich

brought about the presence of Christ; rather the church felt the need to understand how this

amazing mystery ϐit into the rest of the laws of the created order. A particular fascination of
1. Rubin, Corpus Christi, 59.
2. Rubin, Corpus Christi, 50.
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this movement was what exactly constituted the moment of change between the sole pres-

ence of ordinary bread and that of the body of Jesus Christ. If a priest suddenly died without

ϐinishing the whole of the Roman Canon, was the host still just ordinary bread or had it un-

knowingly become the body even by the action of a portion of the mass?3 A vast amount of

theorizing then began to surround the devotion to the sacred eucharist and a sacramental

theology was developed.

Addressing the time of the consecration, there were multiple opinions each focusing on a

different hingemoment of the ceremony and prayers. Despite these disagreements, the point

of greatest focus was appropriately on the words of Christ said by the priest in remembrance

and recreation of the last supper. The priest stood in persona Christi thereby calling upon

the same words and actions of the Christ they represent to bring about the miracle of the

mass. Among the oldest theories regarding this question was that of Peter Comestor who

said of Jesus: “He said that when all is said, all is done.” By this assertion, only after all the

words of Christ were proclaimed by the priest, both those regarding the bread and the cup,

were the bread and wine fully transformed to become the body and blood. However, this

posed the question of how the bread could exist as the bodywhile the wine stood on the altar

waiting to become the blood. Could Christ actually exist solely under one species or as body

without blood? This was seen as impossible because it would constitute the division of the

being of Christ in a way that would not be faithful to His original nature. For this reason,

the church adopted the doctrine of concomitance to account for the total and full presence of

Christ within both of the individual Eucharistic species.4

Concomitance was an Aristotelian term and idea which was brought into the conscious-

ness of scholastic Christianity through the work of Avicenna. It describes the intrinsic link

between a certain object to something which is normally considered to be outside of its own

essence. By this doctrine, when the bread is transformed into the body of Christ, the full body

and blood are present within that same species without division or separation. Despite the
3. Rubin, Corpus Christi, 54.
4. Rubin, Corpus Christi, 54.
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fact that the essence of the bread and its purpose in the sacrament is to be the body of Christ,

the essence of the blood must also be present within the same matter in order for it to fully

represent Christ.5 In practical application of this doctrine, communion in both kinds was dis-

couraged and in large part discontinued amongst the laity and only the hostwas administered

to the faithful the few times a year that theywould be disposed to partake. This is seenwithin

the admonitions of Robert Pullen who declared that only bread should be given to the faithful

because “He does not show himself well who when he gives the ϐlesh dips it in the blood; as

if the ϐlesh lacks the blood, or the blood exists outside the ϐlesh.”6 In this way, the being of

one object was understood to incorporate within itself the being of another so as to embody

something greater and more complete than what it can by virtue of its own essence.

The idea of concomitance extended furtherwithin the scholastic understanding of the Eu-

charistic transformation in order to make sense of the physical complications of such a mir-

acle. The transformation of the sacred host and wine into the body and blood of the one and

risen Christ posed several metaphysical and logical problems for the systematic theologian

who sought to explain this mystery of the church. For example, if there is only one Christ who

has ascended to heaven to dwell until the day of judgment, then it would seem impossible for

Him to be truly present on all the altars of the church where mass is being celebrated at any

given time. It is an almost unquestioned philosophical assumption that one thing cannot be

in two places at once and that two separate things cannot occupy the same physical location

at the same time. The establishment of these two principles make the sacrament that much

harder to explain in a coherent fashion and therefore, certain metaphysical linkages must be

asserted in order to resolve this contradiction.7

Thesemetaphysical assumptions take the form ofmultiple instances of concomitance and

presence “by the power of the sacrament” as Aquinas understands it. There is a difϐicult and

important distinction in this formula between the accidental and substantive properties of
5. ST, III.76.2.
6. Robert Pullen, Sententiae, quoted in Rubin, Corpus Christi, 71
7. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 86.
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both the body of Christ and the bread of the Eucharist which is used to resolve this tension.

At the time of consecration, the accidents of the bread remain while the substance to which

they adhere is transformed wholly into the body of the risen Christ. This is not to say that the

presence of the bread is totally annihilated but rather wholly changed to become something

else by the sovereign power of God.8 However, as stated before, this change cannot bringwith

it the entirety of the body of Christ as it is obvious to any observer that the matter of the host

still appears to the senses as the bread thatwas originally brought to the altar. It is herewhere

Thomas makes a ϐirm distinction regarding what qualities and properties of Christ are made

present in the host “by the power of the sacrament.”9

By this logic, one can assert that the substantive and formal properties of the divine Son

are presentwithin thematter of the sacramentwhile the dimensive and accidental properties

are not conjured by the act of the priest. In this way, Christ’s body is present within the bread

and wine according to its substance and form but not according to its accidental properties

by which the human senses understand it. Thomas supports this concept by citing the words

of Christ during the last supper which is seen as the institution of the eucharistic sacrament.

Noting that Christ says “This is my body” rather than “Here is my body”, Aquinas asserts that

Christ did not mean to communicate that his physical qualities would be available by par-

ticipation in the sacrament.10 Because Christ is not present in quantitative or locative senses

through the sacrament, He is therefore able to be present inmany places and instances simul-

taneously without violating the laws of locality.11 Eschewing the literal presence of the Body

of Christ on the altar, many of these physical difϐiculties were able to be avoided and the way

was opened for a plausible view of the Eucharistic presence.

With the avoidance of the physical and quantitative problems of the transformation comes

the problem of how presence in substance only can be properly understood. Aquinas asserts

that the rest of the qualities and parts of the real body of Christ are present within the sacra-
8. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 89.
9. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 93.

10. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 91.
11. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 95.
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ment throughnatural concomitance. Because the substance of theBodyof Christ is inexorably

linked with His accidental qualities, even when only the substance is present by the power of

the sacrament the accidents are there, at least in a non-literal sense.12 This allows the trans-

formationof thebreadandwine tobe completewhile not fully recognizing thephysical results

through the senses.

Having solved the problems of location and physicality within the sacramental transfor-

mation, onemust still identify the efϐicient cause of this divine action. While the transforation

is obviously one born frompowermuch greater than that ofmortalman, it still seems to come

about through the actions of human clergy by the action of the Christian liturgy. It would be

a violation of divine sovereignty to say that the actions of the mass coerce God into accom-

plishing this miracle, but it is also inconsistent with the teaching and tradition of the church

to say that the mass is only valid on occasion or when the stars align properly. Furthermore,

if a priest is personally in a state of sin and is in impaired relationship with God, one can raise

a question as to whether or not he would be able to bring the body of Christ in the power of

that same relationship. God most certainly accomplishes the miracle of the Eucharist each

time it is performed, but this is not to say that the priest has the power to bring this about by

himself.

Regarding the person towhom the power of this sacrament is entrusted, Thomas Aquinas

is very clear in his explanation. The Eucharistic sacriϐice is solely the domain of the priestly

ministry by God’s own establishment. Priesthood is the state which constitutes the ability to

stand in persona Christi and work in the power of Christ insofar as it has been delegated by

God and His church. This power is delegated by the sacrament of ordination to those who

validly undergo it so that it may be used for the accomplishment of God’s goals on earth.13 As

an indelible mark upon the soul of the receiver, the grace of ordination grants a share in the

priesthood and divinity of Christ. This allows the priest to carry out the sacraments which

were established by God and the church for the beneϐit of the world and the faithful. Without
12. Adams, Some Later Medieval Theories of the Eucharist, 96.
13. ST, III.82.1.
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this power, a person is unable to accomplish these works as they are done through the power

of God in man.

Thepriest doesnot enact the transformationof thebreadandwine throughhis ownpower

or ability but by thatwhich is delegatedbyChrist to the church. By thedispensingof this grace,

God has promised to be present within the sacraments of the church in order to beneϐit the

members of that body. This principle is best shownwithin the work of Aquinas regarding the

question of a sinful priest who celebrates the Eucharist. It is a reasonable assumption to say

that a priest in a state of sin which separates him from the love of God cannot feasibly confect

the Eucharist. When a person is sinful and notoriously so, it is only natural to see them as less

of a conduit of grace than someone who is of a more unassailable reputation. However, it is

undeniable that within the history of the Christian church that many people in Holy Orders

have committed grievous sins and found themselves unworthy of the ofϐice of the priesthood.

This begins to pose a question as to whether the priest calls upon his own power or that of

divine grace when he consecrates the host.

Thomas resolves this issue by asserting that the priest does not call upon his own power

when celebrating the mass and is therefore personally irrelevant to the work being done in

the sacrament. It is the grace conferred at ordination by the Episcopal laying on of hands

which functions to accomplish the transformation of the Eucharistic species and not the skill

or merit of the priest himself.14 He even goes so far as to assert that the mass given by a

sinful priest is no better or worse than that offered by a saintly priest because the minister

works only in the place and power of Christ.15 The order of the mass also helps to emphasize

this fact not only in the use of the words of Christ to accomplish the transformation but also

by the invocation of the Holy Spirit to accomplish this sacrament and to make the people

worthy to receive it.16 While an unorthodox belief of popular piety began to attribute the act

of transformation to the power of the priesthood, it is only through the power of Christ that
14. ST, III.82.5.
15. ST, III.82.6.
16. “Order of Mass.”
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this miracle is made possible.

This principle that the validity of the sacrament does not depend on the worthiness of the

minister came to be known as ex opere operato. It was important to afϐirm that the power of

the Eucharistic miracle comes from the power of Christ and not the power of the minister in

order to avoid adopting a sense of magic into the theology of the church. The metaphysical

action is accomplished in total through the power of Christ who established the practice and

commanded that it be done in remembrance of Him. Furthermore, the change which is ac-

complished is entirely metaphysical and not to be understood as a physical change which is

perceptible by the bodily senses. It is through changed adherence of the matter of the bread

and wine to the substance of a new and divine form that the bread and wine come to embody

the whole of the body and blood of Christ for the believer who participates in the sacrament.

Christ makes this transformation possible by His power and through this miracle allows for

the divinization of the matter which makes up the foundation of human life.

5.2 The Alchemical Eucharist

Transformation is also a guiding image andmetaphor for thework of the alchemical tradition

which seeks to divinise and elevate the base metals of lead and steel to the purer metals of

silver and gold. This work was seen as an extension of divine power on the part of the prac-

titioner who is able to manipulate the laws and systems of God in order to accomplish this

elevation. The work of the alchemist was done not only for the monetary gain of the patron

and practitioner but was also seen as a participation in the plan and workings of God for the

betterment of the entire created order. Therefore, it was believed that through proper study

and knowledge of the laws of the universe and the alchemical art that a skilled master could

perform transmutations and alter the form of the universe at will. While such work is a par-

ticipation in the work of Christ and God in the natural order, it is done not through the direct

power of Christ but rather through revelation of secrets that allow the alchemist to gain a sort
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of divine power for himself.

In theMirror of Alchimy, Roger Bacon says that “God hath given to nature a straite way, to

wit, continuall concoction, and you like fooles despise it, or else know it not.”17 He believed

that the secrets and laws which governed the natural order were given by God in a way that

was discernible and apprehensible to the well-studied human such that all who dedicated

themselves to the work were able to understand them. This is not to say that these laws were

believed to be easy or readily apparent, but through diligent work and study it was thought

that a man could gain mastery over them in order to bend and manipulate nature to his will

according to their principles. Alchemical and esoteric knowledge gave the power to the prac-

titioner and through virtue of that sacred knowledge the work is accomplished for the im-

provement of creation. It was an act of discipleship and study to learn the art which would

allow and merit one to accomplish the transmutation of the metals and the creation of the

Elixir and few are reported to have reached this goal. To be a proper practitioner of alchemy

was to become so intimately acquainted with the laws and movements of nature that one

could rise above them and ϐind dominion over them. The science of alchemy is therefore the

use of natural processes and knowledge to bring about the improvement and transformation

of the things of this world.18

The alchemists still believed that great faithwas required for thework to be accomplished

but they thought of this in a way markedly different from the understanding of Christianity.

While Christians believed that faith was necessary to participate in the work which God was

doing and had done throughout history, the alchemist believed that faith in the laws and prin-

ciples of alchemywere necessary to establish the diligence and understandingwhich brought

about knowledge and enlightenment. Since the secrets of the work were believed to be re-

vealed gradually through study and experiment and not by the simple transmission of secrets

between workers, it was necessary that the one who desired to learn all of the secrets must

have the belief in the process necessary to understand what he has already learned and to
17. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 10.
18. Bacon and Linden, The Mirror of Alchimy, 3.
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press on for further understanding. Albert the Great says that many who sought the enlight-

enment of the art were quickly dissuaded because of the hidden nature of the work and the

imperfections of their techniques or the matter of their work.19 Worse still in his estimation

were those who upon losing belief in the effectiveness of the transformative art began to de-

ceive themselves and others by faking the effects of transmutation in order to gain fame and

recognition.20 If one was to fully understand the laws of the universe which constituted the

secrets of the alchemist, one must start by believing in the possibility of the transformation

and the merit of the work to be done.

There is a sense of divinity within this faith, but it is not the type of active and living di-

vinity that is the foundation of the orthodox faith. While the alchemist believes that he is

participating in the work of God through his puriϐication and elevation of the natural order,

he believes that this is done under his own power which grows by his knowledge of those

divine principles and laws. The knowledge of the alchemical art comes not through the di-

rect illumination of God but rather through the study of the laws of nature and the wisdom

which is implanted in the creation.21 Because of the relationship between God and His cre-

ation enumerated earlier, it was believed that one could discern knowledge of God and His

laws and intentions through the study of the beings which emanated from Him. The practi-

tioner of alchemy is seen as a sort of priest ordained to assist in the work of nature by virtue

of his knowledge and faith in the work.22 It is as if God set out a difϐicult path upon which

the student of alchemy is invited to ascend in order to gain the knowledge which unlocks the

workings of the universe and brings the created being closer to the creator. Therefore, God

does not restrict the work of transformation solely to His own power as is shown in the Eu-

charistic miracle, but opens the invitation for the human to participate and learn this power

for himself so that he may grow in his agency over the created order.

It is directly afϐirmed that it is nature which holds the keys to accomplishing the trans-
19. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 100.
20. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 100.
21. Roger Bacon, Radix Mundi, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 113.
22. Roger Bacon, Radix Mundi, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 112.
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formation just as it is nature that made the metals. The alchemists are “no more than meer

servants in the work.”23 However this statement seems to personify the idea of nature as a

sort of deity within itself. Nature then is the animating force behind the interaction of man

and theworld andwhich allows for thework of the alchemist to take place by establishing the

processes in which they participate. Unlike the God of the orthodox tradition, this divine con-

ception invites the follower into greater and greater states of elevation so that he may seek

near equality with it in power. Bacon is careful not to allow the possibility of a person be-

coming truly equal in power with the governing force of the universe, but does allow that one

can gain a level of mastery of it that would seem like a sort of divine authority. By submitting

to the laws and principles of the alchemical work, the practitioner is offered an opportunity

to rise above their place in the creation and to go from being governed by the workings of

the natural world, to being a sort of governor himself. Yet this mastery is still a lesser sort of

divinity, as true mastery is reserved to the One who created the entire world and is nature in

Himself.

Because the work is accomplished not by pure divine power but by the learning and skill

of the practitioner, there is a greater emphasis within this transformation on the worthiness

and ability of the worker. An alchemist showed his authority and dignity not through pious

obedience or holiness of life as one would expect of a cleric, rather he gained notoriety by his

ability to succeed in transmutation andmastery of the secret processes of the art. The alchem-

ical tradition put great weight upon the writings and teachings of those who were thought to

have mastered the art and succeeded in the work and their words were considered as holy

scripture to other students of the discipline.24 Since the goal of alchemical study was to gain

greater and greater understanding of the principles and knowledge which undergirded the

work, the writings and ϐigures of those who were seen as masters were invaluable in passing

on the knowledge which had been gained. Particular people were seen as particularly adept

due not only to their natural predisposition to achievement in the art but by their in labor to
23. Roger Bacon, Radix Mundi, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 112.
24. Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 22.
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understand the principles of the work.

In alchemical thought, the transformation of the base metals was accomplished through

puriϐication of the component sulphur and mercury in order to yield a more complete dual

form. Because the basemetals were composed of impure sulphur andmercury that were hin-

dered from achieving their perfect forms, it is through elimination of these impurities that an

elevation of being is bestowed upon themetals. This puriϐication took various physical forms

in the alchemical laboratory consisting primarily of operations which burned and degraded

the base metal which served as the starting material for the work. Often through extreme

heating and dissolution, the original substance would be reduced to an ash or powder which

was believed to be the purer remnants of the starting material. The vapors which were re-

leased during this process were thought to contain much of the impure and hindering ele-

ments of the material which were eliminated in this process.25

Each of the alchemical processes had the overarching theme of puriϐication through re-

moval of impurity and isolation of more perfect component parts. Each involved the addition

of heatwhichwould decompose thematter of thework and removewhatever propertieswere

seen as hindrances to the realization of the royal metals. One of these processes was Subli-

mation which sought to remove moisture from the composition of a substance which was

seen as an impure property. Albert the Great described this moisture being driven out of the

substance by heat and allowed to cling to the sides of the glass container leaving behind a

more pure and dry substance in the middle of the vessel.26 Modern chemists would identify

this process as evaporationwhich removes those elements of a drymixturewhich vaporize at

increasing temperatures. This is usually done to drive off water which has become incorpo-

rated into a substance or other liquid contaminants which may have been added to a product

for other purposes. These substances through heating would then condense on the cooler

glass and appear as the leaving spirits which the alchemists describe in this process. How-

ever, when the alchemist separated these impurities from the metals they did not conceive of
25. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 102.
26. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 106.
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them as different substances but rather as impediments within the samemetal that hindered

its full participation in its greater form.

Similar processes existed for the removal of different properties from the metals which

were seen as impurities keeping them from realizing their intended being as silver or gold.

However, as heat, and therefore energy, is added to any substance, the probability of what

modern chemists refer to as “side reactions” increases greatly and allows for the actual com-

position of the matter being heated to change. This change would cause great differences in

physical properties to appear in the supposedly purifyingmetals therefore causing a problem

for the alchemistwho sought to obtain very speciϐic products through theirwork. For this rea-

son, the alchemists also had varying ideas of what the physical properties of silver and gold

might be when created through alchemical processes. While they believed that these prod-

ucts were certainly real gold and not an imitation, they also believed that they had properties

andpowers not innate to the gold and silverwhichwas formed throughnatural processes. For

example, alchemical gold was thought to be even greater than gold which came from nature

and was able to be used to create medicines that could cure all ailments.27 Likewise, alchem-

ical iron was said to be unattracted to a magnet which leads the modern chemist to wonder

whether or not it was an oxide or other compoundwhich was created through the alchemical

puriϐications.28

This idea that the alchemical versions of the metals could retain their true form and sub-

stancewhile being different in accidental properties allows for the transformation of themet-

alswithout thenecessary ability for the lay observer to recognize the change. While somemay

see this as proof of the falseness of the alchemical art, it is fully within the thought world of

medieval philosophy to allow for change in substance and formwithout perfectly correspond-

ing changes in accident. This sort of natural yet miraculous change sprung from the divinely

infused world of the alchemist and opened the possibility of an interaction with an animated

world.
27. Osler, Reconϔiguring the World, 23.
28. Albertus Magnus, Libellus de Alchemia, quoted in Linden, The Alchemy Reader, 105.
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5.3 Christ the Philosopher’s Stone

The person of Christ became, especially among the English reformers, the most important

metaphor for the Eucharistic transformation and the spiritual work of the Christian life. It

is universally accepted that some change needs to occur to bring the fallen world back into

full communion with the God who created it, and it is in the person of Christ that the hope

for this change is grounded. By uniting the physical and spiritual in a union of perfect duality,

Christ opens thedoor to the transformationof both for the ediϐicationof all. Within alchemical

Christian writings, Christ is represented by a geometric creation called the “squaring of the

circle” inwhich the spirit represented by a circlewas united in the same spacewith the square

which represented matter.29 The alchemists believed that only through full participation in

both the earthly and divine could the fallen nature of the world be interrupted and allowed

to ascend to a greater andmore complete being in line with the original intention of Creation.

As Lancelot Andrewes says while speaking of Christ and the Blessed Sacrament, “there is a

recapitulation of all in Heaven and Earth in Christ, so there is a recapitulation of all in Christ

in theHoly Sacrament.”30 By the incarnation of the divine in the great gift of God, one person is

able to embody the true reconciliationbetween thedivine andmortal and grant thepossibility

of this same reconciliation to continue in the world which inherits that gift.

In the Eucharistic transformation of the bread and the wine, the gifts which were given

by God to His people for the nourishment of their bodies is elevated to be the very body and

blood of Christ which nourish not only the body but also the soul and spirit of the recipient.

Within the orthodox tradition this is accomplished by the annihilation of the substance of

bread and wine that they may be exchanged with the substance of Christ Himself so that it is

no longer earthly food which sits on the altar but the real and full body of Christ. However,

in the view of the alchemist this elevation is accomplished not through the removal of the

natural substance of the bread and wine but by purifying them and allowing them to regain
29. Szulakowska, The Sacriϔicial Body and the Day of Doom, 45.
30. More and Cross, Anglicanism, 308.
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full union with the God from whom they gain their being. Christ, who is the perfect union of

God and mortal ϐlesh is the perfect example of this reuniting of the mortal and divine, pre-

ϐigures this transformation and enables all who follow Him and know His teachings to carry

on in the work of transforming the world. Andrewes once again captures this Christocentric

understanding of the Eucharistic presence with Christian orthodoxy by arguing that in the

transformed elements the sign and the thing signiϐied dwell together as the two natures of

Christ.31

Both alchemical and eucharistic imagery were brought together in later mystical writings

in order to exemplify this uniϐication of God and world in the person of Christ. For exam-

ple, multiple bookswere published by Germanmystics which constituted a sort of alchemical

missal blending together the imagery and actions of the traditional Roman Rite with images

and principles of the alchemical tradition. The Eucharist in this view became a sort of meta-

physical chemistry enacted by the hand of the one who could understand the mysteries, not

solely through the power of the spirit but also through careful manipulation of nature accord-

ing to the secrets learned in alchemical practice.32 Celebrating the mass became not a prayer

to God for His action in the world as He promised to His church, but rather a sort of secret

discipline which could be learned and used for the manipulation of the world and the divine.

Much of the imagery in these books blended together the understanding of alchemical pro-

cesses with biblical theology to put forth a sort of natural interpretation of the faith.

In this view, the sacriϐice of Christ on the cross as propitiation for sinwas not the foremost

redemptive act of the incarnation but rather Christ’s life as the perfect man accomplished the

reconciliation of the world and God. The union of frail ϐlesh and divine perfection was seen

as paramount in the understanding of salvation and some later thinkers went so far as to say

that Christians must be the physical offspring of Christ bearing within them His literal body

and blood.33 The salviϐic act was no longer Christ’s bearing of the punishment of God on the
31. More and Cross, Anglicanism, 309.
32. Szulakowska, The Sacriϔicial Body and the Day of Doom, 40.
33. Szulakowska, The Sacriϔicial Body and the Day of Doom, 38.

68



behalf of humanity, but ratherHis ability to unleash and cultivate thedeposit of divinitywithin

all created beings so that they may reach full unity with God as Christ has it. Apocalyptic

imagery and texts were also popular within the alchemical devotions for this reason as true

salvationwas seen as the creation of a newEarth andHeavenwhichwere no longer separated

by impurity and imperfection.

One particular alchemical image which illustrates this principle is a depiction of Christ

with the Virgin Mary standing between themoon and sun. The earliest example of this image

canbe found in theworkDasBuch von der heiligenDreifaltigkeit but various interpretations of

it can be found throughout alchemical works of the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance.34

The Virgin Mary stands in the position described in the canonical apocalyptic texts of Reve-

lation 12 perched upon the overturned crescent moon with the sun and stars above her head

gazing upon the Christ towhomshe gave birth. In the alchemical tradition this image depicted

Mary uniting the philosophical principles of Sulphur or Sol, whichwas symbolized by the Sun,

and Mercury or Luna, which was symbolized by the moon, to create the perfect union of the

principles exempliϐied by Christ. Christ, who is in this image the philosopher’s stone created

by the work of Mary, is then able to defeat the dragon of impurity and imperfection through

the transformative power of the perfectly united sulphur and mercury.

Because of this type of exegesis and symbolism within alchemical writing and its promi-

nence during the time of many English writers, the image of Christ as philosopher’s stone

became a popular devotion in the Christian tradition. In the poem “The Elixir” by Anglican

Priest George Herbert, Christ and His presence in the sacrament are extolled as the tincture

which can transform even themost base thing into something “bright and clean.”35 As the one

who divinizes the common and base, Christ is able tomake anything done for His sake into an

experience of divine grace and joy. John Donne goes even farther in his poem “Resurrection

(imperfect)” by describing the death and resurrection of Christ as a grand transmutation for
34. Szulakowska, The Sacriϔicial Body and the Day of Doom, 41.
35. Herbert, The Complete English Poems, 174.
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the redemption of the whole world.36 Christ who died as pure gold in perfect innocence, was

then raised as a pure tincture capable of redeeming and transforming the whole of the world

into that same perfection.

Christ is therefore, in both the alchemical andorthodox traditions, the instrument of trans-

formation which enables all things both physical and spiritual to reunite with the Divine Cre-

ator in a new and more perfect creation. However, within the more mystical strains of the

alchemical tradition this work is not done solely by Christ but is left for the human to learn

and study so that the divine ways of the universe can be used and manipulated by the prac-

titioner. This is not to say that this manipulation was to be done for bad or selϐish ends on

the part of the alchemist, but rather that the miracle of Christ was not a wholly transcendent

thing but rather a part of the natural scheme in which humans are immersed. The unity of

God andworldwhichwas accomplished in Christ is the primarymysterywhich allows for the

transformation of the natural world into new being which is in perfect unity with the Divine

nature from which it originally proceeds.

36. Donne, The Complete Poems of John Donne, 518.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

In themedieval Christianworld itwas natural to approach scientiϐic andphysical inquiry from

aworldviewdeeply shapedby thewesternChristian tradition. Because Christian practice and

belief constituted the most fundamental mental furniture of the medieval culture, if any new

discovery was to be believed it must ϐit within the overarching theological framework which

was already established. It was a default assumption of the Middle Ages that the Creator still

affected the creation, and that knowledge of the creation could not help but bear images and

imprints of the character of the Creator.

This deeply engrained Christian ethos led to the use of Christian distinctions and beliefs

as a lens through which to interpret the movements and properties of the natural world. Be-

cause it was taken as a self-evident premise that the God of Christianity created the world,

it was understood that whatever was true in the heavenly sphere would be true, at least in

a participatory fashion, in the earthly sphere. It was this theologically informed naturalism

which gave birth to the earliest forms of the scientiϐic disciplines which are so familiar today.

The traditions which were later called esoteric, as the scientiϐic consensus began to move

away from the Christian tradition, were born as an application of the study of the church to

the discovery and exploration of the creation.

This correlation between the two traditions is ϐirstly seen in the esoteric idea of corre-

spondence which sees all creation and existence occupying places in a long chain of being

which both extends down to the diversity of the created world and seeks to be reunited with
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its source. Just as the Thomistic picture of the universe casts the whole of creation as being

on a journey of procession from and return to God, the alchemist believes that all things are

connected on an intrinsic level to the divine and have both a divine imprint in their being and

a ϐinal cause that seeks even greater unity with that point of divine emanation. While Thomas

would say that it is thework of the reconciling Christ andHis church to bring about this return

toGod, the alchemist believed that by hiswork and cooperation in the processes of nature that

he could facilitate this new creation and bring even greater divinity to the natural world. The

world of the Middle Ages was a sacramental place in which all things bore an openness to

divine action and in which man interacted with the divine and natural simultaneously. God

therefore remained both transcendent and immanent being both the source of all things and

that which directly animates them.

Another correlation is foundwhen evaluating theway inwhich themedieval philosophers

understood the composition of matter, especially the metals which constituted the majority

of the alchemist’s work. Like Christ, the metals were seen as being composed of two natures

in union to create a new being greater and different than the two parts alone. Within the

fallen creation, these unionswere imperfect and the natures contained in themwere inhibited

from their full potential existence. When these two natures or principles were perfected and

brought together, they did not simply make another metal but the perfect creation which is

able to redeem all other substances that encountered it. Just as Christ was the redeemer of

humanity being composed fully of perfect divinity and perfect mortality in order to redeem

andhelp others in their return toGod, so the Philosopher’s stonewas thought to be the perfect

unity of the earthly principles for the divinization of the creation. The reconciliation of the

opposing principles of the world creates opportunity for the redemption of all things and the

fulϐillment of their full reunion with the divinity that created them and draws them to return.

Thework of alchemy, as demonstrated from these two founding principles, is to transform

the things of the world so that they may realize their full potential being which is the restora-

tion of union with the divine source of being. This mirrors the sacramental understanding of
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the Eucharist in which God is made present within the physical world by the consecration of

the created bread and wine. The bread and wine, which were created for the nourishment

of the body, are elevated to nourish the soul and spirit as well by greater participation in the

source of their being which is God. In the same way, the base metals are elevated to their

more royal and divine forms through the work of the alchemist for the betterment of the cre-

ation and the redemption of the world. Because the Eucharist was the paradigmatic way in

which God established divine interaction with the matter of creation, it naturally became the

paradigm for the earliest forms of scientiϐic interactionwith that same creation. However, the

alchemical tradition took the paradigm of the Eucharist too far and thereby sought to manip-

ulate and control the mechanisms of the creation rather than accepting the total sovereignty

of God.

It is clear from the similarities between the foundational ideas of the alchemical world-

view and the neoplatonism which inϐluenced the scholasticism of the medieval university

that the two schools of thought affected each other in an intimate way. While the alchem-

ical school departed from that of orthodox Christian theology as it leaned on platonism to

force theological distinctions onto the natural world, the beginning point was the framework

created by the church for the understanding of the Creator and the sacraments. The unity of

science and belief at this time created one uniϐiedworldview inwhich natural and theological

knowledge were not of differing character but were mutually informative spheres of the in-

tellectual union of man with God. The sense of divine presence in the physical universe was a

strong cultural assumption during theMiddle Ages before the separation of religious thought

to the sphere of cerebral and philosophical dialog. That openness allowed for a divinely in-

fused and informed type of natural philosophy in which the faithful sought to commune with

and interact with the divine presence that they encountered in nature.

After the enlightenment and the changed focus on human reason and experience, the nat-

ural sciences began to become separated from the theological disciplines such that there be-

gan to be a larger chasm between the transcendent God and the physical world. This is not
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to say that science and religion became contradictory or necessarily opposed as the clergy

of the Church have been great proponents of scientiϐic exploration from the formation of the

universities. It is a caricature of the esoteric and early scientiϐic traditions to say that they

were unreasonable or anti-intellectual, rather they had a starting point in Christian premises

which would be incomprehensible to the modern secular world. While science and religion

are thought of as separate spheres of knowledge in today’s world, within the framework of

medieval Christianity theywerepartners in the search for knowledgeof Creator and creation.
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