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The Meaning of Esotericism: A Theme in Need of 
a Focus  
Nicolas Laos  
 

Abstract 
t ought to be the case that the likely content 
of a scholarly and, generally, spiritual ac-

tivity is signaled by its name or title. For in-
stance, in the case of economics, a work bear-
ing the title “economic theory” would unam-
biguously convey to any competent member 
of the profession the general nature of what 
was to follow. Whether this degree of intellec-
tual consensus is or is not desirable is a matter 
of opinion, but what cannot be denied is that 
it does make easier the author’s, the re-
searcher’s, and the practitioner’s life: the use 
of a few generally understood keywords con-
veys to all likely readers, researchers, and 
practitioners the nature of what is to come, 
and the writer, the esoteric “master,” and the 
practitioner can concentrate his or her ener-
gies on the real task in hand. Unfortunately, in 
the field of esotericism, there are virtually no 
neutral descriptive terms which can be em-
ployed to signal the content of a work, and 
each writer/practitioner is more or less 
obliged to re-invent the subject from scratch 
or to risk serious misunderstanding. The pur-
pose of this essay is to tackle the aforemen-
tioned problem by resorting to philosophical 
anthropology and cultural psychology in or-
der to propose a general, neutral way of using 
the terms “esotericism,” “symbol,” “alle-
gory,” “myth,” “culture,” and “civilization.” 

Esotericism 
he term “esotericism” is controversial 
and is often confused with the colloquial 

adjectival sense of something that is obscure 
and technical or that pertains to the minutiae 
of a particular area of common knowledge. 
The term esotericism derives from the Greek 
root “eso,” which means inner. Plato, in his 
dialogue Alcibiades, uses the expression “ta 
eso,” meaning “the inner things,” and, in his 
dialogue Theaetetus, he uses the expression 
“ta exo,” meaning “the outside things.” The 
Greek    adjective      “esoterikos”     (esoteric)     was  

 

 
coined by the rhetorician and satirist Lucian 
of Samosata (second century A.D.) in his 
book The Auction of Lives (paragraph 26). 
The term “esoteric” first appeared in English 
in Thomas Stanley’s History of Philosophy, 
which was published in 1701. Thomas Stan-
ley used the term esoteric in order to describe 
the mystery-school of Pythagoras, since the 
Pythagoreans were divided into the exoteric 
circle (under training) and the esoteric circle 
(admitted into the “inner” circle). The corre-
sponding noun “esotericism” was coined by 
the French philosopher and historian Jacques 
Matter in his book Histoire Critique Du Gnos-
ticisme (1828), and it was popularized by the 
nineteenth century French occult author and 
ceremonial magician Eliphas Lévi (born Al-
phonse Louis Constant).  

One of the most influential attempts to explain 
what unites the various currents designated by 
“esotericism” in the scholarly sense is due to 
the prominent French scholar Antoine Faivre, 
who held a chair in the École Pratique des 
Hautes Études at the Sorbonne, he was Uni-
versity Professor of Germanic Studies at the 
University   of Haute-Normandie,  and also  ,    he  
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was the director of the Cahiers de l’hermé-
tisme and of the Bibliothèque de l’hermé-
tisme. Faivre’s definition of esotericism is 
based on his argument that the following four 
essential characteristics are present in the es-
oteric currents: (i) a theory of correspond-
ences between all parts of the invisible and the 
visible cosmos, (ii) the conviction that nature 
is a living entity owing to a divine presence or 
life-force, (iii) the need for mediating ele-
ments (e.g., symbols, rituals, angels, visions) 
in order to access spiritual knowledge, and 
(iv) an experience of personal and spiritual
transmutation when arriving at this inner
knowledge.1

However, the previous approach to esoteri-
cism is mainly descriptive, since it refers to 
certain behaviors, but it says nothing about 
the final causes of the different esoteric be-
haviors. Thus, Faivre’s approach to esoteri-
cism is not as general as Faivre and his fol-
lowers assert, and it tends to limit “esoteri-
cism” to particular esoteric behaviors (belief 
systems and spiritual practices), instead of of-
fering a broad understanding of the motives 
that underpin the exhibition of esoteric behav-
iors. Thus, I propose a teleological approach 
to the concept of esotericism, in order to artic-
ulate a general approach to esotericism based 
on philosophical anthropology and cultural 
psychology. My argument is that, if one wants 
to avoid the risks of lapsing into intellectual 
atavism and of fixating esotericists on partic-
ular stages of humanity’s spiritual develop-
ment, esotericism should be studied as a dy-
namic cultural phenomenon and specifically 
as an expression of humanity’s attempt to 
know itself, to discern itself from the world 
and to impose its intentionality on the world.  

From my perspective, esotericism as such, 
that is, the essence of esotericism (apart from 
the differences between particular esoteric 
“schools”/currents), consists in giving witness 
to the reality of the human being and in par-
ticular to the autonomy of humanity, by fo-
cusing on the power of the intentionality of 
human consciousness and on the outer real-
ity’s submissiveness to the intentionality of 
human consciousness. Additionally, the dy-
namic continuity between the structure of the 
world and the structure of human conscious-
ness is the truth that serves as the foundation 
of   the   grand      synthesis      between    philosophy,  

science and esotericism, which I propose in 
my book The meaning of Being Illuminati 
(Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019). 
Thus, following the previous general and tel-
eological approach to esotericism, I under-
stand esotericism as a program of personality 
creation and humanity’s spiritual emancipa-
tion and as a Promethean erection of human 
consciousness, which can be expressed in 
many different ways, such as: ceremonial 
magic, art, science, philosophy, religion, etc. 

Unlike animals, human beings do not relate 
to/communicate with beings and things in the 
world in a direct way, but they do so indi-
rectly, specifically, through such expressions 
of the intentionality of human consciousness 
as values, technology, and institutions. As the 
German philosopher Max Scheler has point-
edly argued, what makes the human being hu-
man is a principle that is different from every 
form of natural life and from natural life itself; 
this principle, according to Scheler, consists 
in the spirit, which includes the mind and acts 
such as love, goodness, repentance, respect, 
etc.2 In particular, Scheler maintains that the 
human being has a “special” place in the 
world because the human being participates in 
both the movement of life and spirit, because 
each human being is an embodied spirit, 
which is disclosed in the activity of objec-
tivating, a rendering of the world and of be-
ings in terms of what they mean. On the other 
hand, those beings that merely live (instead of 
participating in the movement of spirit) relate 
to objects in their environment not as objects 
that carry meaning, but as that which satisfies 
the drives and instincts. In other words, those 
beings that live merely as physical beings ex-
ist in a world of objects that obey the laws of 
instincts and drives, whereas those beings that 
participate in the spiritual realm exist in a 
world of meanings and values that reflect and 
express the freedom of spirit. Hence, the 
former exist inauthentically (specifically, 
according to natural/historical necessities), 
whereas the latter exist authentically 
(specifically, according to the freedom of 
spirit). In fact, the very essence of 
technology is an expression and a 
manifestation of the spirit’s freedom and cre-
ativity. Furthermore, for the same reason, hu-
manity is continually faced with questions 
about meaning, whose answers constitute the 
quintessence of esotericism.  
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As a result, esotericism is based on the thesis 
that every object of consciousness exists not 
in itself but inextricably united with the mean-
ing that is assigned to it by consciousness. 
Therefore, every alteration of the meanings 
that are assigned to things and make the world 
meaningful is equivalent to an alteration of 
the reality of the world itself by conscious-
ness. This is, according to my rationale, the 
ultimate “secret” of esotericism’s power and 
significance. Furthermore, inherent in my pre-
vious argument is a powerful political mes-
sage, since the moral autonomy that is 
achieved through and underpinned by my in-
terpretation of esotericism implies a high 
level of personal and social autonomy. 

Esotericism and the Study of 
History 

e often have the feeling that historical 
“events” provide us with cognitive se-

curity and that, due to this feeling of cognitive 
security, we can depend on them, because 
they never change, in contrast with the contin-
ually changing interpretations of them by hu-
mans. But how can one intellectually legiti-
mize one’s decision to treat historical events 
as objective (or “crude”) evidence? Isn’t 
one’s decision to depend on “objective evi-
dence” simply a way of interpreting what an 
event is? How can one define an event? When 
does an event begin, and when does it end? 
How do the initial and the final conditions of 
an event determine its significance and evalu-
ation?  

Those historians who endorse empirical posi-
tivism maintain that an event exists objec-
tively, namely, independently of human con-
sciousness, and that, if we are not careful 
enough, we may stumble over it, or that it can 
smash up our interpretation of it. However, in 
the twentieth century, many of the Enlighten-
ment’s certainties were destroyed; one of 
them was the belief in so-called cold, crude 
facts.3 Thus, today, many historians ask: What 
is an event? Historical events are not “given,” 
they are not material realities buried some-
where in time. We cannot bring them back to 
the historical surface, clean them up and then 
exhibit them to our contemporaries under 
strong spotlights. A piece of historical re-
search has nothing in common with a mu-
seum’s showcase. Thus, today, historians 
have rediscovered what philosophers had 

been arguing regarding history and what eso-
tericists had been experiencing even before 
the Enlightenment: events are not pieces of 
objective evidence, and, therefore, they do not 
exist in some “exoteric” record accessible by 
our observational skills.  

For instance, a student of the history of the 
Bavarian Illuminati must know that the 
founder of the Bavarian Illuminati was Adam 
Weishaupt and not Baron von Knigge and that 
the Order of the Bavarian Illuminati was 
founded in 1776. But serious and spiritually 
demanding students of the history of the Ba-
varian Illuminati will search behind the previ-
ous facts in order to analyze the motives that 
guided Weishaupt’s historical action, and 
they will seek to understand the existential 
purpose and the ethos of the Bavarian Illumi-
nati. In general, the most spiritually fruitful 
approach to history is focused on the analysis 
of people’s and societies’ systems of funda-
mental significations, or values.  

In the Bible, the aforementioned truth was 
stressed by Simeon when he prophesied that 
Jesus Christ would have a paradoxical effect 
on Israel and on people in general and that Je-
sus Christ would be “a sign which shall be 
spoken against” (Luke 2:34). Indeed, Christ 
being a person and a Mystery, and not an ar-
chaeological object, is open to several, differ-
ent interpretations, according to each person’s 
way of relating to the Christ Mystery and ac-
cording to each person’s ethos. After all, Jesus 
Christ himself said that humans can know 
God the Father through God the Son and that 
the knowledge of God the Son presupposes a 
mystical participation and progress in God the 
Holy Spirit: “the Comforter [Paraclete] the 
Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my 
name, he shall teach you all things, and bring 
all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I 
have said unto you” (John 14:26). Moreover, 
Jesus Christ highlighted the difference be-
tween knowing God and knowing about God 
by quoting prophet Isaiah (Matthew 5:9), and 
he taught that humans are potential gods (John 
10:34). From the perspective of the previous 
teachings, Christology depends on a peculiar 
spiritual awareness and attitude (participation 
in the Holy Spirit and psychological openness 
toward Christ’s Gospel), and, therefore, the 
institution of the “Church of Christ” is noth-
ing more and nothing less than the community 
of those people who participate in a common 
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experiential knowledge of God through His 
Incarnate Logos, Jesus Christ.  

Following Platonic terminology, Basil the 
Great (a fourth-century A.D. Bishop of Caes-
area) explains the important role of the Spirit 
in the Trinity in Chapter 9 of his On the Holy 
Spirit, where he writes that the Paraclete (i.e., 
the Holy Spirit), “like the sun,” “by the aid of 
your purified eye,” “will show you in himself 
the image of the invisible,” and, additionally, 
“in the blessed vision of the image,” namely, 
the Son (Logos/Word), “you will see the in-
telligible beauty of the archetype,” namely, 
the Father (Nous/Mind). In addition, speaking 
of Christ as the Archetype of restored human-
ity, Gregory the Theologian (also known as 
Gregory of Nazianzus), a fourth century A.D. 
Greek Archbishop of Constantinople and phi-
losopher, has written in his First Oration: On 
Easter and His Reluctance: “[Today] I am 
glorified with Him . . ., today I am quickened 
with Him, . . . let us honor our Archetype.” 
Similarly, in his Homily in Transfigurationem 
Domini, John of Damascus, an eighth century 
A.D. Syrian monk, theologian, philosopher, 
and priest, speaking of the deification of hu-
manity, refers to the divine image in humanity 
as it is “mingled” with Christ the “Arche-
type.” 

Hence, in order to understand the Mystery of 
Christ, we must bear in mind Gabriel Mar-
cel’s distinction between a “problem” and a 
“mystery.” The distinction between a “prob-
lem” and a “mystery” hinges on the notion of 
participation. Marcel explains the distinction 
between a problem and a mystery as follows: 
a problem is something that one encounters, 
and it is clearly differentiated from the inten-
tionality of the observer’s consciousness, 
whereas a mystery is something in which a 
person’s intentionality is embedded.4 A mys-
tery is a peculiar problem that feeds back into 
its own structure. Thus, the initiates of the 
Christ Mystery understand Jesus Christ as the 
Archetype of the Deified Human Being, 
whereas those who approach Jesus Christ as if 
he was merely an archaeological problem ar-
ticulate a totally different Christology, e.g., 
they use fragmented and controversial archae-
ological information in order to articulate in-
triguing speculations about Jesus’s family and 
personal life, and sometimes they write “mas-
terpieces” of “pop pseudohistory,” as Laura 
Miller characterized Michael Baigent’s book 

Holy Blood, Holy Grail in a book review pub-
lished in The New York Times on February 22, 
2004. Furthermore, many Christian Church 
authorities (especially under the influence of 
rationalism), in their attempt to defend their 
doctrines against heretics and to impose their 
doctrines in an intellectually coercive manner, 
try to transform theological beliefs into coer-
cive “objective” truths, that is, they resort to 
historical positivism, and, therefore, they re-
peat their theological opponents’ errant Chris-
tological methodology, since they degrade 
Christology into an archaeological problem 
(as opposed to a mystery). 

Esotericism, Culture,  
and Civilization 

n order to place the study of esotericism 
within a philosophically and scientifically 

rigorous framework and in order to avoid 
charlatanism and spiritually sterile specula-
tion, we must study esotericism as a cultural 
phenomenon. Hence, we must clarify two 
more concepts, namely, “civilization” and 
“culture.” From a broad perspective, the con-
cept of civilization includes the concept of 
culture, but, from a narrower perspective, 
“civilization” can be differentiated from “cul-
ture” on the basis of the argument that “civili-
zation” is simultaneously the means and the 
result of a conscious community’s attempt to 
achieve for itself better terms for its adapta-
tion to the world, whereas “culture” is the re-
sult of a conscious community’s reflection on 
its life. From the aforementioned perspective, 
“civilization” (in its narrow sense, that is, as 
something differentiated from “culture”) can 
be understood as a structure that consists of 
technology and institutions, while “culture” 
can be understood as a reflective attitude to-
ward institutions and an attempt to transcend 
institutions through myth, whose complex 
structure reflects the structure of institutions.  

By the term “myth,” I refer to the spiritual 
core of the elements of civilization, and, 
therefore, “myth” should be clearly distin-
guished from the notion of “tale,” or “fic-
tion.”5 The creation of tales is an unsuccessful 
attempt to satisfy humanity’s quest for an in-
spiring and spiritually life-giving myth. In 
other words, tales are unsuccessful substitutes 
for myth. Myth is the most important manifes-
tation and the core of culture. Myth translates 
experienced reality into a symbolic language, 
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and in this way,  it leads to the experiential 
participation of the collective consciousness 
in the same experience of reality, since myth 
allows the partaking of all areas of the con-
scious and the unconscious mind in the same 
experience of reality. 

The primary purpose of civilization is to exert 
control over untamed forces and hence to 
transform them into forces that are controlled 
by human consciousness in order, ultimately, 
to harmonize all controlled forces with each 
other and with human reason. Human reason, 
under its different manifestations (namely, 
technical, scientific, and moral) oversees the 
successive phases of civilization and evalu-
ates them according to its own dispositions. 
The dispositions of human reason are subject 
to change according to the manner in which 
each society understands its needs. In general, 
irrespective of whether a civilization gives 
priority to materialistic pursuits or to more 
spiritual pursuits, the essence of “civilization” 
consists primarily in the objectivation of the 
intentionality of consciousness through the 
construction of technological systems (e.g., 
machines, tools, etc.) and through institutions, 
whereas the essence of “culture” consists pri-
marily in the objectivation of the intentional-
ity of consciousness through artistic creation, 
philosophy and scientific theories and mod-
els. However, civilization and culture are nei-
ther contradictory nor incompatible to each 
other. Even though civilization corresponds to 
“technical construction” and culture corre-
sponds to “spiritual creation,” culture is em-
bodied in civilization and underpins civiliza-
tion, and, simultaneously, civilization under-
pins the integration of culture into history.   

Hence, there is a dialectical relation between 
civilization and culture, both at the level of 
their essences and at the level of their mani-
festations. Civilization seems to be founded 
on a concrete set of knowledge,6 whereas cul-
ture seems to be founded on a concrete set of 
experiences. In terms of civilization, the pro-
gress of humanity consists in the technologi-
cal and institutional progress of society. On 
the other hand, in terms of culture, the pro-
gress of humanity is evaluated according to 
the spiritual deepening of the human being. 
Thus, as Christopher Bamford has pointed out 
in his inspiring book An Endless Trace: The 
Passionate Pursuit of Wisdom in the West, 
two powerful motives weave beneath the 

surface of the West’s spiritual history: the de-
sire to understand and the desire to love.7 

Religion, Spirituality, and 
Symbology 

iven that, in my research work and 
books, I use many of the methodological 

and stylistic characteristics of “philosophical 
anthropology” (as the latter has been formed 
and delineated by such philosophers as Max 
Scheler, Ernst Cassirer, Martin Heidegger, 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hans Jonas, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Paul Ricoeur, etc.), I empha-
size the study of the human being as a “sym-
bolic animal,” according to Ernst Cassirer’s 
terminology,8 as well as the systematic study 
of “symbolic anthropology” and the “imagi-
nary,” according to Gilbert Durand’s termi-
nology.9 When I refer to the imaginary, I 
mean the set of values, institutions, laws and 
symbols common to a particular social group.  

The notion of “myth,” as we have inherited it 
from Plato’s philosophy and the ancient Mys-
teries, gives life to ideas. In the context of the 
activity of mythologizing consciousness, 
knowledge is not derived from static repre-
sentation, but it constitutes an itinerary of the 
entire human being toward truth. Thus, in his 
dialogues Gorgias and Republic, Plato argues 
that paideia (i.e., classical Greek education) 
consists in a transition from doxa (i.e., a be-
lief, unrelated to reason, that resides in the un-
reasoning, lower-parts of the soul) to the real 
being. A philosophical myth is not merely an 
intellectual method of teaching, because it 
elucidates the significance of its subject-mat-
ter and not only the content of its mythologi-
cal subject-matter. Thus, a myth is not an al-
legory, but it is a symbol: in contrast to an al-
legory, a myth does not simply refer to some-
thing else, but also it discloses the signifi-
cance of that “else,” to which it refers. Addi-
tionally, in contrast to the analytical method, 
the mythological method of seeking truth con-
sists in entering into the thing, that is, in 
knowing its significance, rather than going 
around it from the outside.  

Therefore, due to the fact that my work is fo-
cused on the creative and symbolic dimension 
of the social world, I dare to challenge and, in 
fact, cross borders between different “camps” 
of cultures and mentalities in order to eluci-
date what happens in the inner (“eso”) cosmos 
of the human being and the corresponding 
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society, that is, in that spiritual locus from 
where religion, spirituality, art and science 
emerge, and to study how the creativity of the 
human spirit is objectivated in historical be-
coming. Hence, my approach to esotericism 
presupposes that one is 
familiar with “symbolic 
thinking,” or at least that 
one intends to employ 
symbolic thinking and is 
ready to cross borders be-
tween different intellec-
tual “camps.” 

At this point, I would like 
to expand on my thesis 
regarding the nature and 
the purpose of symbols, 
mythological narratives 
and esoteric ceremonies. 
Symbols, mythological 
narratives and esoteric 
ceremonies have a great philosophical and 
psychological, even psychoanalytical, signifi-
cance. As Sigmund Freud has argued in his 
book Moses and Monotheism (originally pub-
lished in German, in 1939, under the title Der 
Mann Moses und die monotheistische Reli-
gion), psychoanalysts use their imagination in 
order to create myths through which and 
within the context of which they try to analyze 
humans’ psychic contents, especially forgot-
ten and repulsed memories, and, thus, a psy-
choanalyst leads people to the revival of sym-
bolically structured traumatic events and re-
pulsions in order for them to ultimately 
achieve a new harmonic relationship with 
themselves and the world.  

Furthermore, expanding and enriching 
Freud’s work, Carl Jung essentially adopted 
Friedrich Schelling’s thesis regarding the dif-
ference between a symbol and an allegory. 
According to the German philosopher Frie-
drich Schelling, a symbol does not merely re-
fer to something, but it participates in the re-
ality of the thing or the being to which it re-
fers. Integrating Schelling’s conception of 
symbols into psychoanalysis, Jung has stud-
ied the dynamics of the human psyche, specif-
ically, he has studied the manner in which the 
psyche is organized on the basis of arche-
types. As Schelling has argued in his Philoso-
phy of Mythology (originally published in 
German, in 1842, under the title Philosophie 
der Mythologie), an allegory is essentially a 

metaphor, and, therefore, in the context of an 
allegory, one says something in different 
words, whereas a symbol is a word, or a 
phrase, or an image that expresses a reality. 
Hence, whereas an allegory functions pas-

sively and metaphori-
cally, a symbol functions 
actively and creatively, in 
the sense that a symbol 
underpins a movement to-
wards the future by build-
ing a new situation.  

Freud has studied the 
symbolic structure of the 
human psyche, specifi-
cally, of the unconscious, 
but, according to Freud, 
the psyche’s symbols are 
mainly allegories, in the 
sense that they are mainly 
metaphors of repulsions, 

and, hence, they refer only to past events. By 
contrast, Jung, in his book entitled The Arche-
types and the Collective Unconscious, main-
tains that the psyche’s symbols may be sym-
bols in the real sense, namely, symbols in the 
sense of Schelling’s aforementioned defini-
tion of a symbol, and, therefore, even though 
the psyche’s symbols may be inspired by an 
old myth, they can create a new situation by 
inspiring historical action as archetypal mo-
tives for action.  
Studying the human being as a “symbolic an-
imal,” I am deeply concerned with compara-
tive symbology and with the analysis of the 
different human communities’ spiritual hori-
zons and ultimate ends and motives. It is from 
this perspective that I pursue a comparative 
analysis of different spiritual and cultural sys-
tems within the context of my research pro-
gram of “Ur-Illuminism.”  

Myth and Logos 
he Greek philosophical term “logos” 
(plural: “logoi”) refers to the way in 

which the beings and things that exist in the 
world participate in the corresponding spe-
cies/form and also to the way in which they 
relate to each other in the context of the cos-
mic harmony and order. The logos of the cos-
mic entities that belong to the same species is 
common to all of them, and, furthermore, it is 
unchangeable and eternal, independent of the 
characteristics of the particular entities. For 
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instance, every particular rose and every par-
ticular lion will perish, and, eventually, it will 
be annihilated. But the form of a rose, namely, 
its logos, or the mode of its participation in 
existence, which makes it what it is (the given 
plant), and the form of a lion, namely, its 
logos, or the mode of its participation in exist-
ence, which makes it what it is (the given an-
imal), are not susceptible to corruption, but 
they are unchangeable and eternal. Moreover, 
the set of the relations in which every particu-
lar plant and every particular animal partici-
pate (e.g., the way of a plant’s sowing, vege-
tation and blossoming, and the way of an ani-
mal’s birth, development and reproduction) is 
an integrated, unchangeable and eternal 
whole.  

As a result of the aforementioned realizations, 
from the ancient Greeks’ viewpoint, “logos,” 
namely, the way in which beings exist, or the 
disclosure of true being, is the only true exis-
tential given, in that it is unchangeable, per-
fect and eternal. That which exists actually, 
authentically, and, hence, free from corrup-
tion, change, and death is exclusively con-
tained in the logos. In other words, in the con-
text of classical Greek philosophy, logos 
means the following two things: (i) that rela-
tionship of participation in the corresponding 
(eternal and unchangeable) form which makes 
existents what they are, and (ii) the relation-
ship of participation in the formation of the 
entire cosmos.  

From the perspective of classical Greek phi-
losophy, true being consists in a harmonious, 
meaningful, and decent order, namely, in the 
common logos, which is manifest in the cos-
mos. Thus, ancient Greeks managed to endow 
their life with a transcendent scope: specifi-
cally, the scope of harmonizing oneself with 
the cosmic logos, thus bridging the gap be-
tween history and eternity. According to 
Plato’s Timaeus and Plotinus’s On Time and 
Eternity, time is an image of eternity. This 
does not mean that, for Plato and Plotinus, 
time consists in a deterministic cycle of the 
world of becoming, but it means that the im-
age ―in this case, time― leads to the creative 
archetypal good. Plotinus argues that we must 
release time from the shackles of the physical 
world (e.g., space) and seek the origin of time 
in the nature of the soul.  

In his essay On Time and Eternity, Plotinus 
describes “eternity” as the radiance of the 

substratum of the mental principle (the 
“nous”), and he argues that it is in a state of 
unending, changeless timelessness, whereas, 
following Plato, he describes time as the ac-
tivity of the soul in the world and as an image 
of eternity. Furthermore, in the same essay, 
Plotinus argues that “being” is related to eter-
nity and that “real being” in its absolute ideal 
state is unmanifested, whereas “existence” is 
the manifestation of being in the world of be-
coming. Hence, time manifests a tendency to-
ward perfection, and eternity manifests the 
participation of beings in the state of the intel-
ligible world, namely, in a state of ontological 
completeness.  

True being, specifically, the way of eternity 
and immortality, is the participation in the 
logos, and, therefore, it is clear what a human 
being must do if one “seeks . . . to be immor-
tal” (Plato, Symposium, 207d1–2): one must 
imitate the logos of the relations of participa-
tion in the formation of the cosmos, namely, 
one must understand and organize society as 
an event of participation in the order, har-
mony, and decency of the relations that con-
stitute the eternal cosmic beauty. This is the 
essence of politics and the mode of being of 
the ancient Greek “polis” (city-state), accord-
ing to classical Greek philosophy. 

There is a strong relation between “myth” and 
“logos.” In the context of myth, knowledge is 
not the result of a static representation, but, 
due to myth’s plot, it is an itinerary toward 
logos. Myth does not serve ideas in a passive 
way, but, due to its plot, it endows ideas with 
inner life. Thus, as I have already argued, 
myth is not an allegory, which is something 
intrinsically static; myth is actually a symbol. 
Hence, esotericism, in general, and esoteric 
societies, in particular, depend on myths and 
didactic dramas.  

As Aristotle maintains in his Physics (265a25 
ff.), the deity is the direct object of the love 
(universal magnetism) of the eternal physical 
beings, namely, of the celestial spheres, which 
imitate the deity’s perfect life through their 
harmonious motions. Thus, ancient Greek 
philosophers contemplate the divine logos 
within the world. For this reason, according to 
classical Greek philosophy, it is only through 
one’s participation in the cosmos that one can 
actualize humanity’s divine potential. The 
Greek philosophy of participation in the cos-
mos has a dual impact on the ancient Greek 
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person: on the one hand, it socializes the an-
cient Greek person by teaching one to be a 
member of the harmonious whole; on the 
other hand, it urges the ancient Greek person 
to seek and actualize one’s own divine poten-
tial, and, therefore, it underpins a process of 
individuation. As a result of the previous pro-
cess of individuation, the ancient Greek per-
son was gradually led to an existential crisis, 
because, at the zenith of Greek philosophy, 
Greeks encountered the tragedy of existence: 
the ancient Greek person does not know ex-
actly how to preserve the divine justice that 
characterizes the cosmos (which is an onto-
logical presupposition of every being and re-
ality) while simultaneously experiencing and 
manifesting the divine element that lies within 
the human being and corresponds to free will.  

The Greeks’ philosophical achievements and 
ontological orientation led them to the follow-
ing ultimate questions: Which are the specific 
criteria of the divine Logos’ action? How ex-
actly can a historical being (namely, the hu-
man being) know God and actualize human-
ity’s divine potential? How can humanity ad-
dress the seeming contradiction between cos-
mic justice/order and humanity’s free will? 
How can humanity manifest its free will, in 
the image of the deity, without leading the 
cosmos to chaos? Mystical Christianity, uti-
lizing Plato’s philosophy and Neoplatonism, 
interpreted Christ’s Gospel in a way that of-
fered vitally significant answers to the previ-
ous ultimate questions of ancient Greek phi-
losophy, thus throwing a new light on the cul-
tural heritage of ancient Greece and inspiring 
the development of Western esotericism. In 
particular, Christianity shifted the ontological 
foundations of civilization away from the ra-
tionality of the relations that constitute the 
cosmic harmony and moved them toward the 
principle of a communion of persons, whose 
archetype is the Holy Trinity. From Christian-
ity’s perspective, true being, which consti-
tutes the measure of true life, is not the har-
monious cosmic rationality per se, i.e., it is 
not the ancient Greeks’ unmanifested univer-
sal logos, but it is a personal Logos, who is 
God and reveals the personhood of God, thus, 
underpinning the personhood (and, hence, the 
individuation) of the human being.  

In his Ambiguum 7, Maximus the Confessor 
(a seventh-century A.D. Greek Church father) 

writes that the act of bringing being out of 
non-being, which only a sovereign God can 
do, can only be understood in terms of a com-
mon arche (beginning) and telos (end) of be-
ing in God, and, therefore, as the source and 
goal of all being, the divine Logos is in the 
logoi of His creation. Moreover, in his Ad 
Thalassium 64, Maximos the Confessor adds 
that both creation and Scripture contain the 
fullness of the divine Logos in their logoi, 
and, therefore, they function together, and 
they are mirror images of one another. How-
ever, in his Ambiguum 7, Maximus makes an 
important clarification: the logos of a created 
being is not a substance, and, therefore, it does 
not subsist in itself, but it only exists poten-
tially in the creative divine Logos as a yet un-
manifested possibility. Furthermore, in his 
Ambiguum 7, following Dionysius the Areop-
agite, Maximus the Confessor names the logoi 
divine “wills” (thelemata). Hence, God 
knows and treats the beings and things in the 
world as realizations of His will, and He re-
lates with them through love and not accord-
ing to any logical/natural necessity (since 
God’s mode of being is freedom). In other 
words, the logoi of beings are not logical sub-
stances, but divine wills. Therefore, the rela-
tionship between humanity and the deity, far 
from reflecting any rational natural necessity, 
is based on and manifests humanity’s poten-
tial divinity and free will.  

Whereas exoteric Christianity, or Christian-
ity-as-religion, is focused on the practical or-
ganization of humanity’s life and on the mor-
alization of the human being, esoteric Christi-
anity, or Christianity-as-mystery, is focused 
on the meaning of humanity’s life and on the 
existential completion of the human being. 
Hence, according to my aforementioned argu-
ments, esoteric Christianity, or Christianity-
as-mystery, implies that a human being can 
know God by becoming a god, thus manifest-
ing the uncreated grace/light of the divine 
Logos in and though one’s own being.   

In general, the relationship between Esoteri-
cism (representing the Mysteries) and Reli-
gion can be symbolically represented by a cir-
cle from whose center several rays start and 
go off in a particular direction to the circle’s 
circumference. The following correspond-
ences disclose the significance of the previous 
symbol.
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Father (Mind/Nous) Son (Word/Logos) Holy Spirit 

The Center of the Circle The Rays of the Circle The Circumference of the 
Circle 

Esotericism–Mysteries Religion Education–Culture  

 

As the Son derives from the Father, so Reli-
gions derive from the Mysteries (primordial 
esoteric light and quest), and so the Rays de-
rive from the Center.  

Conclusion 
n the first half of this essay, the meanings 
of the terms “esotericism” and “myth” were 

investigated and clarified in the context of 
philosophical anthropology and cultural psy-
chology, and, in the second half, the focus was 
on the notions of “civilization,” “culture,” and 
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