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19
long that I must die of hunger if I don't get 
anything on the way. No provisions can save 
me. For it is, fortunately, a truly immense 
journey."

22

The journey is immense because the departure is eternal. At 
least it cannot end in language, notwithstanding the fact 
that it began there. Only by transcending the limits of 
language can the potential for personal meaning or conscious 
identity continue, and only by limiting that transcendence 
with new language can that potential be realized. Each 
conscious identity must continue to transcend its identity 
by reconstituting language for its own purposes and then 
departing again and again, using the sacred metaphor as a 
model, as Gusdorf argues:

The initial transcendence of the Logos or 
the divine Word as it is manifested from the 
mythical point of view in all eschatologies is 
only the archetype of the effective operation 
imposed on every living man to constitute his 
vital space by the recovery of the linguistic 
elements immanent in the environment.

23
Attempts to make further departure unnecessary by turning 
the language of departure into the language of arrival, 
otherwise known as dogma, brings to an end the necessity of 
transcendence and with it the end of conscious identity, for 
it will have been caught in the snare of language.

The effort to capture or record the birthplace of 
meaning cannot be satisfied with mere concrete references to 
things as they normally appear, nor can they be satisfied
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with lofty abstractions which attempt to explain
consciousness. Even metaphor is severely limited as a means
of capturing the transcendent entrance to the eternal and
can only point the way, as Robert Graves poeticizes in The
White Goddess:

Conquering gods their titles take 
From the foes they captive make.

24
The radical departure from the language-tradition
precipitated by the sacred metaphor produces a metamorphosis
in the landscape of reality that only metaphor can render,
however poorly. Water gushes from dry rock. Bushes burn
without being consumed. The earth swallows up the
unrighteous. Nightingales sing in the rose-gardens of
immortality. Lions roar in the forests of knowledge.
Whales swim in the oceans of life. Men wrestle with
angels. Paradise is brought near, and Hell is made to
blaze. The dead rise out of their graves. The voice of God
is heard in the whirlwind. And the living fall down on
their faces for fear of the Lord. This radical metamorphosis
constitutes the theme of true poetry —  the Theme of Life
and D e a t h —  pursued, as Graves observes, as a "religious
invocation of the Muse" to recreate the elements of

25
transcendent departure produced by the sacred metaphor:

The elements of the single infinitely 
variable Theme are to be found in certain 
ancient poetic myths which though manipulated to 
conform with each epoch of religious
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change... remain constant in general outline.
Perfect faithfulness to the Theme affects.the 
reader of a poem with a strange feeling, between 
delight and horror, of which the purely physical 
effect is that the hair literally stands on 
end.

26
The non-interpretability of transcendence is characterized 
again and again through metaphors controlled by the poetic 
voice as instanced by the following verses of Baha'u'llah, 
Founder of the Baha'i Faith, translated from Arabic:

Ten thousand Prophets, each a Moses, are 
thunderstruck upon the Sinai of their search at 
His forbidding voice, 'Thou shalt never behold 
Me!'; whilst a myriad Messengers, each as great 
as Jesus, stand dismayed upon their heavenly 
thrones by the interdiction, 'Mine Essence thou 
shalt never apprehend!'

27
The mystery of the sacred metaphor unfolds only to those in 
whose consciousness it has taken root. Like a seed, a 
sacred metaphor cannot be explained or unfolded for 
examination. Only by entering into the sacred metaphor can 
consciousness depart the language-tradition and experience 
transcendence. But it is always away from "here," never 
away from somewhere else.

Because sacred metaphors point to nowhere but 
themselves, they usurp the authority of the
language-tradition and locate the question of meaning in the 
present moment rather than the distant past. History can 
never establish authority; it is only a language-record of 
the circumstances surrounding authority —  the authority to
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depart from the language-tradition. In retrospect the 
departure looks as though it was away-from-there and not 
away-from-here because the point of departure is a sacred 
metaphor —  a language artifact preserved at the root of the 
language-tradition to which it gave rise. But with proper 
respect for the metaphoric testimony that surrounds the 
sacred metaphor, a careful reader can detect a magic 
atmosphere that is quite foreign to the familiar cosmos of 
the language-tradition. Consciousness begins to swirl or 
perhaps even reel as it approaches the entrance to the 
eternal now even though that particular portal may be 
thousands of years old and nearly smothered in the 
accumulated layers of language-traditions of hundreds of 
generations of travelers. Indeed, all the metaphoric 
footsteps of conscious language-use may give the appearance 
of a campsite or even a metropolis instead of a point of 
departure. That is why a new portal emerges periodically to 
re-establish the transcendent foundation of consciousness 
and rescue it from the meshes of mere language.

Although there have been many sacred metaphors and 
presumably will be many more so long as consciousness and 
language are closely allied, the transcendence experienced 
by the departure is always the same, always 
"away-from-here". Because language and consciousness are 
products of each other, they must be continually separated
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and continually reunited. Each radical departure from the 
language-tradition is uniquely adapted or designed for a. 
specific time and place in the development of human 
consciousness, but the transcendent entrance into the 
eternal now is always functionally and structurally the same 
sacred metaphor although it appears as a different name, 
identity and voice. In this way each language-tradition and 
more importantly each conscious identity supported by that 
language-tradition is challenged by a new understanding of a 
reality which is always transcendent. However, it is 
important to remember that in its own time-frame each sacred 
metaphor is the only entrance into the real. Past sacred 
metaphors have been incorporated into the tradition and 
tamed into mere language, and future sacred metaphors can 
not be imagined. Sacred metaphor is plural only in the 
sense that a single journey is indicated by many footprints, 
but there is only one true departure that must be dealt with 
at every footstep put down.

The footsteps of ordinary language are lifted up 
through the power of sacred metaphor which contains the 
basic structure of all language —  concrete authority, 
abstract identity and metaphoric voice. The journey that is 
consciousness is freed from the tangle of past thought and 
transported to an open plain as it were. Like a seed the 
sacred metaphor founds a new language-tree to nourish human
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consciousness. It re-organizes the relatively inert 
language-materials surrounding it in the language-tradition 
as a sapling nourishes itself from the decaying products of 
the forest. So attractively balanced is this sacred sapling 
that the birds of human consciousness are attracted to its 
branches even if its apparent size relative to the mature 
forest of the language-tradition is as insignificant as the 
famous mustard of the Gospels, alluded to as

...the least of all seeds: but when it is 
grown, it is the greatest among herbs, and 
becometh a tree, so that the birds of the air 
come and lodge in the branches thereof. (Matt.
13:32)

Its concrete authority establishes a new firmament. Its 
abstract identity translates the harsh light of eternity 
into the pleasant shade of understanding, and its metaphoric 
voice inspires the birds of the spirit to sing a new song
upon the twigs of the tree of eternity. As seeds of pure
consciousness, sacred metaphors translate the earth of human 
perception into heavenly understanding. Its three-fold 
structure re-organizes consciousness from the inside out.
Its sacred name becomes the first name. Its sacred identity 
becomes the first identity. Its sacred voice becomes the 
first voice. And thus consciousness itself is given a new
name, a new city, and a new song.

Transcendent consciousness, although produced by 
sacred metaphor, cannot simply rest or nest within the
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sacred metaphor. Its departure is forever away from itself 
as language; for consciousness is not language in spite of 
its intimate relationship with language. If the new 
consciousness accepts the responsibilities of its release 
from the bondage of the language-tradition, it cannot simply 
replace old language with new language. It must learn to 
continue to escape its own interpretation of things and 
still build a reality for itself. After all, the journey 
away from here is truly immense and must supply its own 
provisions or the traveler must die of hunger. One 
important way to continually escape from one's own 
interpretation of things is in a community of 
fellow-travelers. By accepting the diverse interpretations 
of others, one's own interpretations are continually 
escaped. And yet the interpretations of others cannot 
satisfy one's own needs for interpretation. In this way 
transcendent consciousness can continue living without 
becoming ensnared in itself. But all interpretations must 
be inspired by the sacred metaphor which has the power to 
escape final interpretation and to'found a new reality at 
the same time. A community of transcendent consciousness 
must be established, as Berger and Luckmann argue in The 
Social Construction of Reality:

To have a conversion experience is nothing 
much. The real thing is to be able to keep on 
taking it seriously... Saul may have become Paul 
in the aloneness of religious esctasy, but he



26

could remain Paul only in the context of the 
Christian community that recognized him as such 
and confirmed the hew being'in which he now 
located this identity.

28
Within this community departure must become ever more 
difficult and ever more necessary if transcendent 
consciousness is to continue, requiring a discrimination of 
thought that can hardly be imagined much less explained. If 
transcendent consciousness is to continue, the three-fold 
language-structure re-established by the sacred metaphor 
must be maintained. Departure must be absolute and the 
language-dust shaken from one's conceptions. The Journey 
must continue departure after departure —  not just once —  

with single-minded devotion. And each new thought must be 
well-planted in the soil of human experience without 
becoming stuck. Returning to the sacred name, identity and 
voice of the sacred metaphor encourages continuing 
departures.

The scriptures of the world's religions contain the 
record of the development of transcendent consciousness as 
it responds to the sacred metaphor that founds each 
tradition. Five of these scriptures are particularly useful 
for studying sacred metaphor because they are readily 
available in translation and because they represent 
different cultures over a long period of time. There is no 
reason to believe, however, that the sacred metaphors 
enshrined in each are the only ones to have influenced the
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development of human consciousness. They are merely the 
most convenient and least debatable. But whether the 
scripture is the Bhagavad-Gita, the Torah, the Ti-Pitaka, 
the Gospels or the Quran, the sacred metaphor contained 
therein will express the same unvarying language-structure. 
Its name, identity and voice will establish its transcendent 
authority. Its transcendent authority will be stabilized in 
a teaching of transcendent departure, and the transcendent 
departure will be limited by the need for discriminating 
thought, responsible for the development of self-control and 
ethics. In all this the sacred metaphor will take an 
invisible shape between the words of the text, 
notwithstanding the single word that names it Krishna, 
Jehovah, Buddah, Christ or Allah. It is never a mere word or 
phrase.
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PART FOUR: THE TRANSCENDENT AUTHORITY OF SACRED--METAPHOR

Because consciousness is so dependent on language, it 
is apt to become no more than the language-tradition will 
allow and often no more than the language-tradition demands 
unless the authority of a sacred metaphor assists 
consciousness to transcend its language-limitations. The 
authority of a sacred metaphor rests upon the- integration of 
the three basic elements of language-meaning that comprise 
its language-reality. Its concrete image, abstract name and 
metaphoric voice bear witness to each other independently of 
the concrete, abstract and metaphoric references of the 
language-tradition. Its image establishes a new firmament 
for consciousness that none can refute although they may 
ignore it just as any other image. Its name identifies and 
establishes the order of the cosmos and therefore becomes 
the new organizing principle for consciousness. Its voice 
establishes the living presense of the eternal in the 
present moment as a model for all consciousness to transcend 
the limitations of temporal reality and become the 
discoverer of its own reality. Its inherent unity contrasts 
with the disparate nature of the language-tradition, 
notwithstanding its familiarity, and attracts consciousness 
to its simplicity, stability and vitality. Thus 
constituted, the sacred metaphor satisfies the language-need
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of consciousness while transcending the limitations of the 
language-tradition, thereby freeing consciousness to 
investigate each new moment of existence without having its 
reality previously defined.

In the Bhagavad-Gita the transcendent authority of the 
sacred metaphor is established through the sacred name of 
Krishna, identified as God in His universal Form'with the 
voice of Time'itself. Arjuna, Prince of the Pandus, 
personifies consciousness limited and suffering as the 
result of the language-tradition that keeps him attached to 
the forms of consciousness. The image of the sacred 
metaphor is fire as it usually is in some form or another in 
every tradition. Its concrete form is referred to by the 
name of Krishna, but its identity is beyond name and form as 
Arjuna learns in his Vision:

This is my Form of fire, world-wide, supreme, primeval, 
Manifest by yoga power, alone of all men,
Arjuna, I showed to you because I love you.
Neither through sacrifice, nor study of the Vedas,
Nor strict austerities, nor alms, nor rituals,
Shall this my Shape be viewed by any mortal,
Other than you, 0 hero of the Pandus.

29
Consciousness is thus attracted to the image of the sacred 
metaphor and thereby empowered to transcend its dependence 
on the language-tradition. The supreme identity of the 
sacred metaphor then sets the world in order for the 
transcendent consciousness:
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I am the birthless, the deathless,
Lord of all that breathes.
I seem to be born:
It is only seeming...
When goodness grows weak,
When evil increases,
I make my self a body.
In every age I come back 
To deliver the holy,
To destroy the sin of the sinner,
To establish righteousness...
Whatever path men travel 
Is my path:
No matter where they walk 
It leads to me.

30
The voice of the eternal expressed in a moment detaches 
consciousness from its identity with horror and re-creates 
it in a new light with joy, thereby introducing it to a 
transcendent reality as solid as before, but refreshed with 
its new understanding:

...(Arjuna) folded his palms and bowed 
down, trembling. Prostrating himself, with 
great fear, he addressed Krishna once more, in a 
choking voice:...Forgive me, Lord Eternal...I 
have seen what no man ever saw before me: Deep 
is my delight, but still my dread is greater...

Now you need fear no more, nor be 
bewildered, seeing me so terrible. Be glad, 
take courage. Look, here am I, transformed, as 
first you knew me...That Shape of mine which you 
have seen is very difficult to behold...But by 
single-minded and intense devotion, that Form of 
mine may be completely known, and seen, and 
entered into, 0 consumer of the foe. Whosoever 
works for me alone, makes me his only goal and 
is devoted to me, free from attachment, and 
without hatred toward any creature —  that man,
0 Prince, shall enter into me.

31
This three-fold testimony of sacred image, name-identity and 
voice is the language-expression of the unified reality of
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the sacred metaphor that frees consciousness to become its 
own author independently of the language-tradition.

In the Torah the transcendent authority of the sacred 
metaphor is established through the sacred name of JHWH, 
commonly rendered as Jehovah, and identified as "the God of 
thy father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob" (Ex. 3:6), speaking from out of the burning 
bush. Moses, exiled Prince of Egypt and orphan son of 
Hebrew slaves, personifies an enslaved consciousness trying 
to be free and suffering because of the two-fold slavery of 
his people —  a slavery both of mind and body. Again, the 
image of the sacred metaphor is fire. No concrete form is 
given the sacred metaphor other than the fire. Its reality 
cannot be directly perceived because of its transcendent 
nature, communicated through the burning bush that is not 
consumed.

And the angel of the Lord appeared unto 
(Moses) in a flame of fire out of the midst of a 
bush: and he looked, and behold, the bush burned 
with fire, and the bush was not consumed. And 
Moses said, I will now turn aside, and see this 
great sight, why the bush is not burnt. And 
when the Lord saw that he turned aside to see,
God called unto him out of the midst of the 
bush, and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, here 
am I. And he said, Draw not nigh hither: put off 
thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place 
whereon thou standest is holy ground. (Ex. 3:2-5)

The concrete authority of the sacred metaphor is established 
in a place and time remote as it is transcendent yet
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specific enough for anyone to perceive. The transcendent 
voice moves Moses to fear if not to ecstasy as he hides his 
face, "for he was afraid to look upon God" (Ex. 3:6), and 
then transcends that fear with a promise to deliver the 
Israelites

up out of the hand of the Egyptians, and 
to bring them up out of that land unto a good 
land and a large, unto a land flowing with milk 
and honey (Ex. 3:8)

This new reality is identified with a new name as well as
the old reality identified with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob:

but by my name Jehovah was I not known to 
them (Ex. 6:3)

The sacred metaphor, empowered by its threefold language- 
reality, transcends both the consciousness and the 
circumstances of Moses1 and his people’s past reality, 
lifting them "up" and "out" and into a "good" and "large" 
reality that is "flowing" rather than fixed. The fact that
this transformation takes forty years instead of forty
minutes as in a vision does not lessen its transcendent 
authority.

In the Ti-Pitaka the transcendent authority of the 
sacred metaphor is expressed through the name of Buddha, The 
Illumined One, identified negatively as "not-Anyone-Or- 
Anything-Which-Presently-Binds-You-To-Appearances- 
Or-Invisible- Realities" with a voice that detached men from
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the wheel of suffering and continual re-birth. Such a voice
makes reference to no previously important spiritual
ancestor, claiming such a unique station that it is revealed
to man only about once in two-hundred and fifty million
years —  a length of time that clearly transcends history
and assumes metaphysical significance. Other than this his
only identity was The Buddha, The Dhamma (Teaching) and The
Sangha (the Order of Monks). The metaphoric expression of

32
the power of his transcendent voice to produce both fear and 
ecstasy is recorded in the scripture as follows:

...Thus spoke the Lord, and the five monks 
expressed delight and approval at the Lord's 
utterance. And while this exposition was being 
uttered there arose in the elder Kondanna the 
pure and spotless eye of the doctrine that 
whatever was liable to origination was all 
liable to cessation.

Thus when the Wheel of Dhamma was set 
turning by the Lord, the earth-dwelling gods 
raised a shout: "This supreme Wheel of Dhamma 
has been set going by the Lord Buddha at Benares 
at Isipatana in the Deer Park, a Wheel which has 
not been set going by any ascetic, brahmin, god 
Mara, Brahma, or by anyone in the world. "The 
gods of the heaven of the four Great Kings, 
hearing the shout of the earth-dwelling gods, 
raised a shout...The gods of the heaven of the 
Thirty-Three, hearing the shout of the gods of 
the four Great Kings...the Yama gods...the 
Tusita gods...the Nummaniarati gods...the 
Paranimmitavasavattin gods...the gods of the 
Brahma-world raised a shout: "This supreme Wheel 
of the Dhamma...has not been set going 
by...anyone in the world."

Thus at that very time, at that moment, at 
that second, a shout went up as far as the 
Brahma-world (the highest of these regions), and 
this tenthousandfold world system shook, 
shuddered, and trembled, and a boundless great 
light appeared in the world surpassing the
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divine majesty of the gods...

33
The new light was manifested in this case not from a mere 
flame, but from something more like a sun that completely 
outshone the pre-existing stars of the heaven of human 
understanding. Indeed, of all the religious traditions this 
one comes the closest to addressing point-blank the 
language-trap of consciousness and the need to transcend 
language. Perhaps the sophisticated nature of Sanskrit with 
its rich use of metaphor required this focus on language 
itself in order to escape its snares.

In the Gospels the transcendent authority of the 
sacred metaphor is established through the name of Christ, a 
Greek adaptation of the Hebrew Messiah, identified as the 
Logos or Word by which the cosmos was organized even before 
creation with such words as

Before Abraham was, I am. (John 8:58)

and
For had ye believed Moses, ye would have 

believed Me: for he wrote of me. But is ye 
believe not his writings, how shall he believe 
my words? (John 5:46-47)

speaking
...as one having authority, and not as the 

scribes. (Matt. 7:28-9)

His most intense voice is heard at his transfiguration when 
the voice of the eternal charges the moment with
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transcendent: power:

...Jesus...was transfigured before them: 
and his face did shine as the sun, and his 
raiment was white as the light... behold, a 
bright cloud overshadowed them: and behold a 
voice out of the cloud, which said, This is my 
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased: hear ye 
him. And when the disciples heard it, they fell 
on their face, and were sore afraid. (Matt. 
17:1-6)

His light is likened to the sun rather than a flame, but the 
transcendent quality of the vision and the voice again 
provokes the typical mixture of fear and ecstasy. In spite 
of the physical expression of the power of transcendence in 
various miracles, the emphasis on the importance of 
transcending language and achieving understanding was made 
clear in such sayings as the following:

...For by words thou shalt be justified, 
and by thy words shalt thou be condemned.
(Matt. 12:37)

The transcendent authority for detaching men from their 
false understanding was manifested in the sacred metaphor, 
not withstanding the additional necessity of acting out the 
lesson in blood in order to save a blood-thirsty people.

Blood flows in a slightly different way in response to 
the Quran where the transcendent authority of the sacred 
metaphor is established through the name of Allah:

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the 
Merciful.

Say: He is Allah, the One!
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Allah, the eternally besought of 

a ll!
He begetteth not nor was begotten. 
And there is none comparable unto 

Him. (CXII)

As before, the voice of the transcendent identifies itself 
as the Creator of everything, focused in but a few minutes 
in the consciousness of one man, saying:

Read!
Muhammad responded to the voice saying, MI 

cannot read."
The voice again said, "Read!"
And he said, "I cannot read."
A third time the voice, more terrible, 

commanded: "Read!"
He said: "What can I read?"
The voice said: "Read: In the name of thy
Lord who createth. Createth man from a clot.
Read: And it is the Lord the Most Bountiful
Who teacheth by the pen, Teacheth man that 
which he knew not.

34
The image of fire or light is there also in the vision that
confronted Muhammad when he went out of the cave to escape
the voice only to hear the same awe-inspiring voice say:

. 0  Muhammad! Thou art Allah's messenger, 
and I am Gabriel. Then he raised his eyes and 
saw the angel, in the likeness of a man, 
standing the sky above the horizon. And again 
the dreadful voice said: 0 Muhammad! Thou art 
Allah's messenger, and I am Gabriel. Muhammad 
stood quite still, turning away his face from 
the brightness of the vision, but whithersoever 
he might turn his face, there always stood the 
angel confronting him. He remained thus a long 
while till at length the angel vanished, when he 
returned in great distress of mind to his wife 
Khadijah.

35
The three-fold structure of the sacred metaphor established
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a transcendent authority over the ancient tradition of 
idol-worship, tribal identity, and the voice of self. Based 
on the transcendent authority of the sacred metaphor as 
manifested in the Quran, warring tribes were united in a 
spiritual brotherhood that was to become the nation of 
Islam.

All these sacred metaphors share similar structures 
and functions even though their specific characteristics are 
unique to each. The different names are departures from 
their respective language-traditions, but they still use the 
same letter and sound forms of the tradition from which they 
depart. Their different identifies also are contingent on 
their respective language-traditions, but are stated in a 
way that ties them to some ancient or eternal origin. Their 
different voices, some intimate, some dramatic, some 
militant, all move human consciousness to the edge of normal 
perception and into the sea of transcendence, carried on the 
raft of the sacred metaphor. The foundation of 
consciousness is thereby moved beyond the limits of both 
biological perceptions and linguistic conceptions of reality 
without destroying either. Both perception and conception 
are outshown by the transcendent authority of the sacred 
light of the sacred metaphor. Its light does not consume 
its object physically as one would expect of mere fire but 
transcends its object without denying the value of its
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form. Whether it is Krishna's "Form of Fire", or Jehovah's 
"flame of fire out of the midst of a bush", or Buddha's 
"boundless great light", or Christ's transfigured radiance 
wherein "his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was 
white as the light", or the "brightness of the vision" of 
Allah, they all participate in one common image of a 
transcendent reality that at best can only be suggested by 
the poetic voice of metaphor, even when that voice extols 
the paradox of the plurality and singleness of these sacred 
metaphors as does Baha'u'llah:

He hath manifested unto men the Day Stars 
of His divine guidance, the Symbols of His 
divine unity, and hath ordained the knowledge of 
these sanctified Beings to be identical with the 
knowledge of His own Self...Every one of them is 
the Way of God that connecteth this world with 
the realms above, and the Standard of His Truth 
unto everyone in the kingdom of earth and 
heaven. They are the Manifestations of God 
amidst men, the evidences of His Truth, and the 
signs of His glory.

36



PART FIVE: THE STABILITY OF SACRED METAPHOR
39

Sacred metaphors might appear to be simply another 
kind of fiction or fantasy so common in literature if it 
weren't for the stabilizing influence of their three-fold 
structure'which guarantees the maintenance of harmonic 
semantic tension for generations. Because of this stability 
the archetype of transcendence remains available for each 
point of individual consciousness as it becomes ready for 
transcendence. Transcendence itself is not guaranteed, of 
course, merely because the means of transcendence is 
stabilized. In fact, as a new language-tradition develops 
around the sacred metaphor, discrimination between it and 
the language-tradition becomes increasingly difficult until 
after many centuries the sacred metaphor will have become 
accepted as mere language-truth imprisoning consciousness 
instead of releasing it. But in its vital stage the sacred 
metaphor stabilizes the need for departure from 
language-forms of consciousness to transcendent 
consciousness. Its concrete references to battlefields, 
mountains, trees, blood, and cities tie the transcendent 
reality to a world that requires no special kind of 
consciousness beyond sensory perception and memory. Its 
abstract references to behaviorial codes make explicit the 
implicit importance of self-control and discriminating 
thought. And its metaphoric references to various forms of


