Jung’s Red Book; Icons and the Lost Prophetic Tradition
 Jung’s Red Book is the record of his exploration of the unconscious between 1914 and 1930 during which time he developed the practice of active imagination as a descent into the depths of his nature and dialogued with the inner figure of Elijah, the biblical prophet who mythically represents the wild man from the desert and who in Judaic tradition represents the prophetic guiding spirit who teaches those who do not have a physical teacher. 
In Islam this figure is called Khidr, the green prophet who can show us the way to the water of life and who stands at the ishthmus or barzakh the place where 2 seas touch and where the dead come back to life. 
Accompanying Elijah was Salome who became Jung’s anima figure representing the contra-sexual soul quality which moves over time from what he called the Eve figure or outer  object of desire to Sophia embodied personified wisdom. They were accompanied by a black snake which represented what he was later to call the shadow aspect of his nature.   Over time Elijah became a figure called Philemon an old wise man with the wings of a kingfisher who guided him through his experiences.
His method of exploration was to sit at his desk and decide to just let himself drop, to descend and the first time he did this he had the experience that the ground had given out from under him and plunging downwards lands on soft ground that feels like a sticky mess. He then simply explored and dialogued with whatever came to meet him.  In a nutshell that is the whole method an act of surrender and participation. 
The publication of the Red Book at this time seems to me significant and speaking to a need in the collective:
 

On the back cover of the book is a quotation from Jung,

 

"The years of which i have spoken to you, when I pursued the inner images, were the most important of my life. Everything else is to be derived from that. It began at that time and the later details do not matter any more. My entire life consisted in elaborating what had burst forth from the unconscious and flooded me like an enigmatic stream and threatened to break me. That was the stuff and material for more than only one life. Everything later was merely the outer classification, the scientific elaboration and the integration into life. But the numinous beginning which contained everything was then." C G Jung 1957

 

In the book itself he says,  " When the desert begins to bloom it brings forth strange plants. You will consider yourself mad and in a certain sense you will be mad. To the extent that the Christianity of this time lacks madness it lacks divine life. Take note of what the ancients taught us in images; madness is divine. But because the ancients lived this image concretely in events it became a deception for us since we became masters of the reality of the world. It is unquestionable. If you enter into the world of the soul you are like a madman and a doctor would consider you to be sick. What I say here can be seen as sickness but no one can see it more as sickness than I do. 

 

This is how I overcame madness. If you do not know what divine madness is suspend judgment and wait for the fruits. But know that there is s divine madness which is nothing other than the overpowering of the spirit of this time through the spirit of the depths. Speak then of sick delusion when the spirit of the depths can no longer stay down and forces a man to speak in tongues instead of in human speech and makes him believe that he himself is the spirit of the depths. But also speak of sick delusion when the spirit of this time does not leave a man and forces him to see only the surface, to deny the spirit of the depths and to take himself for the spirit of the times. The spirit of this time is ungodly; the spirit of the depths is ungodly; balance is godly.

 

Because I was caught up in the spirit of this time, precisely what happened to me on this night had to happen to me, namely that the spirit of the depths erupted with force and swept away the spirit of this time with a powerful wave. But the spirit of the depths had gained this power because I had spoken to my soul during 25 nights in the desert and given her all my love and submission. But during the 25 days I gave all my love and submission to men and to the thoughts of this time. I went into the desert only at night.

 

Thus can you differentiate sick and divine delusion. Whoever does one and not the other you may call sick since he is out of balance" (C G Jung Liber Novus liber primus page 238)
 

There is a great deal that could be said about this passage but it is this lost art of going into the desert by night and speaking to the soul  and then speaking to men is part of what we might call the lost prophetic tradition that is profoundly spiritual;  profoundly therapeutic.  

 

At the end of the Red Book he says that he moved from  simply exploring his own visions to relating the alchemical and Gnostic traditions and this was his major preoccupation towards the end of his life. It is which I have been exploring in workshops and my personal work over the last couple of years.  
There is a great quote from Tom Cheetham which says, "Henry Corbin says, "Idolatry consists in immobilizing yourself before an idol because one sees it as opaque, because one is incapable of discerning in it the hidden invitation that it offers to go beyond it. Hence the opposite of idolatry would not consist in breaking the idols; in practicing a fierce iconoclasm  against every inner and external Image; it would rather consist in rendering the idol transparent to the light invested in it. In short it means transmuting the idol into an icon"  (Cheetham p 23).   Cheetham then goes on to say,"  This is one way of understanding the the function of the Lost Speech: to render the world transparent, to reveal the iconic status of Creation. To be a disciple of Khidr (the green prophet of Islam like Elijah he is seen as an  imaginal teacher who teaches from within through the ways of the creative imagination) is to apprentice yourself in the craft of the transmutation of idols into icons. Transmutation is of course an alchemical operation and alchemical symbolism has the great virtue of combining the material and the spiritual in a dynamic tension which is imaginative and creative to the core. It is one of the hidden central themes of the Abraham tradition and has a special relevance to Christianity." (Cheetham ibid)
 

It is this process of transmutation that is Jung is describing in the journey into the desert by night to speak to the soul and from that place speaking to men and balancing the spirit of the depths with the spirit of the times.  In a sense we must each find our connection to this lost tradition. Christian Gnostic tradition has much to teach us in relation to this and can provide us with narratives that support the inward journey and the healing process and models of relating individually and in community which help to integrate the process. The creative diversity of the Gnostic texts and their continual return to the experience of gnosis or direct knowing is a profound support to the experience of finding your own way to the God that is your God led by the Angel who is your particular Angel. There was also an absence of hierarchy in some sects; one particular convention was of choosing the communal roles by lot so for example one could draw the bishop role out of a basket and you would be the bishop this month. In this increasingly controlled and regulated time there is a great need for the creative anarchy of the Gnostics.
The application of this Gnostic/alchemical narrative to the task of psychotherapy does not require detailed knowledge of these admittedly dense and complex fields of study. It does require a willingness to do as Jung did and to go into the desert by night and to speak to the soul giving her your love and submission. That is as simple and as difficult as closing your eyes becoming aware of your senses, letting your attention move inwards and then treating what you find as the message of the soul meeting them with love and submission in the process of inner dialogue.  In this process becoming present in the body creates the alchemical vessel or container for the work; the attention directed inwards is a form of gentle fire which catalyses and activates the inner contents. 
Within this field we meet the contents, the images of consciousness and work with transmutation, the movement from idol to icon. This transmutation occurs by doing as Jung did by treating the images seriously however mundane or exotic or even seemingly irrelevant and by meeting them through whichever sense field they manifest. In dealing with this level of experience we can become over focused on the visual sense but the inner archetypes can manifest through any and all of the sense fields. One might hear sound, one might experience the sense of inner touch, taste or smell. Ultimately the senses fuse in a synaesthesia which Cheetham describes as the deep manifestation of imaginal experience thus,
 “In this vision the world and all its creatures are perceived as sensible signs, part of a vast language embodying the Speech and indeed the Song of Creation. Here Speech and Song are  the original, originating creative acts. Speech and Song are the primordial technologies of the world. The perception of harmony is one of the most fundamental features of the cosmos that Corbin describes for us. It is a harmony that is not literally musical. The imaginal realm is the proper home of aesthesis and this primal aesthetics is grounded in a cosmological synaesthesia. The exercise of Imagination gives substance to a subtle body in which all five senses are fused to constitute a single synaesthesis. Not only do thought and thing fuse but all our senses and all the things we sense are linked by the resonances and harmonies between them.” (Cheetham p9)
It is this experience of resonance and connection that is then followed in the process of active imagination allowing the apparent idol to open its s ealed nature and disclose the inner treasure. In a small way this is an aspect of discovery of the divine. Sufi tradition speaks of creation as an act of unveiling and has God saying, “I was a Hidden Treasure and I yearned to be known.” It is this act of knowing that is the experience of Gnosis and which the process of active imagination guides us through.

 Judaic tradition has an elegant way of describing this movement into depth; they call it the return to the garden meaning of course the primordial garden of Eden the place of original unity and connection where we walk with the Divine in primeval harmony. In Hebrew this garden is PARDES formed of 4 Hebrew letters
Peh which means the mouth

Resh which means the head or origin

Daleth which means the door

Samekh a crutch or prop.

The medieval kabbalists, who were as fond of codes and ciphers as any Dan Brown fan, saw this as a process of moving into depth as the idol becomes more and more the icon. At each level they felt there is choice for the inner image to function either as idol and for its energy to move outwards or by opening into greater depth to function as icon and disclose deeper and deeper experience.
At the level of samekh the image can simply prop up outer experience and co-operate with what Jung would have called the spirit of the times; in a way this is what happens when we experience a memory or internal image and explain or interpret it. Its numinous mysterious nature vanishes to be replaced by external meaning and it loses its potency. If however we can stay with not knowing and allow ourselves to be impacted by and engaged with the sense of mystery the next level of daleth or door emerges. Here then the image or symbol or inner experience becomes a doorway or passage an opening into depth. Here we have to tolerate the movement between places, the birth death movement. This transition if stayed with and cooperated with brings us to the level of resh or sense of origin or intuitive meaning or intention. This is a somatic knowing and sense of connection with primal creative energy but still a sense of separation and distance. If we can allow ourselves to be penetrated or absorbed by the originating energy, the deepest level of non dual union opens, described by the kabbalists as the mouth that sucks, imbibing divine nourishment as a baby sucks on the breast of the mother.  The Sufis call this experience fana and baqa; the death that leads to true existence.
This is the process of going into the desert by night and loving and submitting to the soul, at each stage there is choice about continuing the journey or making sense of the experience and returning outwards. Jung and the Gnostics, divine madmen that they were, would ask us to go all the way and then return by day and speak to men.
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