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4 A TREMENDOUS HERITAGE 

 

In this fourth post I will be discussing some more of the vital knowledge that underpins the 

study of the liberal arts. We will begin by considering two of the essential keys that a person 

will need in order to be able to successfully unlock the treasures of the liberal arts. The first 

key I mentioned in my last talk, for it is the radiant light of our own consciousness. I say 

radiant for the simple reason that our consciousness is rather like the sun. It shines a light 

upon whatever we turn our attention to and by so doing, enables us to have a direct 

cognition of the world around us.  

This sense of consciousness is truly an amazing power. It is what separates us from the realm 

of the machines and the power that enables us to grow, transcend and reach for something 

greater in our lives. And when we start to become more aware of it, and learn how to work 

with this power, we soon realize that as human beings, it counts as one of our greatest 

natural gifts.  

Without consciousness we would be basically 

insensible to the incredible wonders of the 

world in which we live. I mean, just look closely 

at the crystalline form of a snowflake. How 

incredibly beautiful it is. And then consider the 

fact that each and every snowflake is not only 

something of the most incredible beauty, but 

like each one of us, carries the stamp of its own 

unique individuality. And it is of course the 

power of consciousness that enables us to be 

able to have cognition of this.  

In view of this try an exercise. Spend some time 

writing down the treasures that the power of 

consciousness gives us access to. Three such 

obvious examples to start the list off, are first, a cognition of the world around us; second, a 

sense of ourselves as individuals and third, the ability to listen to and enjoy music. Then take 

a look at your list and imagine life without some of the things that you have noted down. 

You will then begin to more truly appreciate the incredible power of consciousness.   

The great thing about the liberal arts is that they offer a fascinating spectrum of subjects 

through which we can engage the light of our own consciousness. What I mean by this is 

with a full consciousness of what we are doing. This in turn has the cumulative effect of 

raising our consciousness towards ever higher levels. And it is then that we truly begin to 

realize that we are all a part of something that is so incredible and amazing that it is enough 

to make the mind boggle.  
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Liberal artists keenly study the geometry of 

nature ς as revealed for example, by a 

snowflake. 

 

https://pixabay.com/en/snowflake-snow-crystal-snow-crystal-1245748/


This then brings me on to the second key. This is what I referred to in my last talk as the real 

world, in contrast to the illusory world which we have all been brought up to believe in. The 

real world is that vast scintillating whole of which we are all but miniscule parts. And this 

real world is itself, something that is so incredibly vast and beautiful that it is literally enough 

to make us gasp.  

So how much better could it actually become? Well fortunately, this is the position with 

which we begin our studies of the liberal arts. In this sense, the study of the liberal arts will 

be unlike anything we have ever come across or encountered. This is because we will be 

studying the real world, not through this or that manufactured truth, theory or philosophy, 

but directly through the engagement of the light of our own consciousness. 

The reasoning behind this is that the aim of 

a true liberal arts education is to enlighten 

the mind of the student. This process of 

enlightenment, however, does not happen 

to somebody else. It takes place within 

ourselves and the chambers of our own 

mind. For this reason the light of 

consciousness just has to be central to the 

entire process.  

It is to facilitate the growth and expansion of 

our mind towards ever higher levels of 

knowledge, understanding and wisdom. It is 

to make direct personal connection with 

those vital sources of knowledge that have 

sustained every great school of learning 

throughout history. And it is of course, all 

there waiting for us, a vast treasure trove of 

all those precious jewels of learning and 

wisdom that can bring a sense of light and 

joy back to our lives.  

 

However, as you will often hear me say, do not take my word for any of this. Undertake your 

own personal search for the learning and wisdom that conforms to this pedigree. When you 

do you will soon discover that this learning is ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΦ !ƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ 

me just look at a tree - any tree will do. Observe that the roots of the tree extend deep down 

into the solid earth. Its branches however, reach skywards in order that the leaves can 

receive the vital light from above.  

 

 

The Canon of Proportions (1490) by Leonardo 

Da Vinci (1452 ς 1519) offers a perfect picture 

of liberal arts study. 
 

 



This represents a perfect metaphor for our study of the liberal arts. The roots of the tree 

correspond to our earthly experience through media of the five senses. The trunk of the tree 

represents our efforts to improve ourselves and learn. The branches of the tree represent 

our aspiration towards those vital sources of learning just mentioned. And finally the leaves 

of the tree represent our thoughts which, guided by that learning, enable us to draw down 

the light from above. This light is of course the light of the real world.   
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We will also discover vital traces of this learning throughout the history of human civilization 

and culture. After all, we are not the first people in the world to seek truth, knowledge and 

wisdom. These have been sought after since the very beginnings of the arising of human 

beings upon the planet earth. And for some people they were always seen to be the real 

treasures of this world, far preferable to money, gold and jewels.  

As such, these sources are discernible within every single age and culture. In effect this 

means they are now accessible to all of us who would take the time and the trouble to avail 

themselves of them. Here we are fortunate for the fact that our ancestors took the time and 

the trouble to make sure that we, in our time, would indeed have the opportunity to access 

this knowledge. For this to be possible however, they first had to learn how to use the arts of 

the squirrel. In order to sustain itself through the winter months the squirrel takes care to 

store up a secret stash of nuts. These in their turn, then enable the squirrel to gain a 

knowledge of the spring that will then follow.  

https://pixabay.com/en/tree-sea-grass-nature-ocean-2435269/


The treasures of great learning are exactly the same. They have been carefully stored up and 

preserved in a great number of different forms. Endowed with the light of consciousness, it 

is therefore our pleasure and delight to search, find and then discover what these are. They 

do and can include fairy tales, myths and legends; board games such as snakes and ladders; 

cryptic diagrams, pictures and illustrations; playing cards or even what seem to be innocent 

mnemonic devices. These and more are the places that the wise of humanity squirreled 

away their precious stores of wisdom. And it is all there, waiting for us to find and rediscover 

it. The only keys that we need to use in this respect, are those already mentioned.  

 

The game snakes and ladders encodes a complete ethical cosmology 

Of course, faced with such a claim, it is only logical to ask, how can there be wisdom locked 

ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ snakes and ladders? In answer to this I would point out that 

although seemingly innocuous, the game snakes and ladders embodies within itself a 

complete moral and ethical cosmology. This is because it offers an allegory of our own 

personal journey towards enlightenment. For this purpose, the first square is where we 

begin our journey, the last square our intended destination. As we go on in with this journey, 

we soon realize at any point along the way, we are always faced with two choices. These are 

represented symbolically by the snakes and the ladders. Snakes of course, have been used 



traditionally as symbols of temptation. They symbolize what can cause us to fall. Then there 

are the ladders, which symbolize an upward progression towards a wiser and more virtuous 

way of life. So there you have it, the snakes symbolize our vices or failings, while the ladders 

symbolize our virtues and successes.  

My point in mentioning this game is that a lot of the wisdom we might have been looking for 

is and always has been, directly in front of our own noses. It is just that in the main, we have 

allowed ourselves to fall asleep to the fact. When we do however, begin to wake up, we then 

discover that an incredible path of wisdom awaits us, a path about which our ancestors 

knew a great deal.  

We do need to realize however, that this knowledge carries its own inbuilt protection, which 

each of us must learn to overcome. This lies in the fact that we will never discover this 

knowledge for ourselves until we wake up and learn to take an active part in its inquisition. 

This means taking nothing for granted, being ever alert and actively seeking for the sources 

of learning that we need. Seek and ye shall find it was once said, knock and the door will be 

opened unto you.  

Towards this end try another exercise. A great deal of this aggregated wisdom has been 

stored and preserved in various forms. An obvious example of this is the Great Pyramid at 

Giza whose lessons have been staring us in the face for literally thousands of years. Spend 

some time writing down as many examples of this preserved wisdom that you can think of. 

Having done so then begin your own independent investigations into the first of those 

examples on your list, that arouse your particular interest. What is this wisdom and why was 

it felt so important to store and preserve it? How can this wisdom help me in my own life?    

THE WORLD MYSTERY 

Having said this, let us now consider the real world some more. A liberal arts student will 

undertake a keen study of the real world. However, in doing so they will always be 

confronted with one inescapable fact which is this. Despite how much we think we know, 

the real world is and always has been an incredible mystery to us. And this is one of the first 

things we need to lay hold of when studying the liberal arts. We are all faced with what is in 

effect, an incredible phantasmagoric mystery.  

Of course, compared to the people of say, ancient Greece, we do now know a lot more about 

the real world. We know that the world does not revolve around the sphere of the Earth as 

was formerly thought. We also know that the dimensions of the real world are infinitely 

greater than our ancestors could ever have perhaps imagined. However, despite these 

advances in our knowledge, nobody could seriously assert that the mystery of the world has 

ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƭǾŜŘΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅ Ƙŀǎ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ōƛƎƎŜǊΦ And as it has grown 

bigger, our knowledge of it now seems even smaller.  



As such, when assessing the mystery of the real world, there is perhaps only one sure fact 

that we can rely upon. No matter what race, culture or time a person is born into; each and 

every one of us is born into a magnificent unfolding mystery. Now due to advancements in 

human technological capability, we now have microscopes that offer a fascinating glimpse 

into the molecular and even atomic worlds. We also have telescopes that enable us to see 

into the vast recesses of intergalactic space. These in turn speak of a significant increase in 

the range and depth of 

human knowledge. In fact, 

there is now talk of the 

possibility for a grand 

theory of everything, a 

unified vision of the 

cosmos that promises in 

potential at least, to tend a 

final solution to the world 

mystery. Now while we all 

anticipate this promised 

golden age of knowledge, 

we should not lose sight of 

the fact that in the 

meantime, the mystery 

abides.  

Inevitably, these observations can have a humbling effect upon us. Yet they also reveal a 

powerful sympathetic bond that still unites us with some of the greatest philosophers of 

antiquity, such as Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, all of whom recognized that the 

real world is and probably always will be, a mystery to us.  

As such, the fact of the mystery is not something to be ashamed of, in fact it can be very  

advantageous. For a start we are provided with a much-needed panacea against all forms of 

fundamentalism - whether religious, scientific or political. Invariably based upon claims of 

absolute infallible knowledge, the possibilities for this are of course rampant. We need only 

look at our human history to see the horrors that have been inflicted upon human beings in 

the name of such absolutes.  

Recognizing this mystery also offers a spur towards ever greater knowledge. Realizing how 

little we know, makes us then realize how much there is yet to know. Giving the much 

needed room for our mind and consciousness to expand, we then find ourselves awakening 

to the reality of a completely new world, a world that is forever fresh, vibrant, alive and 

literally bursting with new possibilities.  

 
Picture courtesy of Skeeze at Pixabay. 

Contemplating the world mystery 
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This in turn gives our mind 

access to an inexhaustible 

supply of inspirational creative 

energy, which it is possible to 

connect to at any moment. The 

trees of the forest, the flowers 

of the field, the stream that 

runs down the mountains or 

indeed, the arrival of the sun at 

the dawn of a new day, are all 

parts of this great shimmering 

mystery in which we find 

ourselves, a mystery which is as 

old and fresh as time itself. 

THE MYTH OF CONTROL 

Once we come to accept that the real world is a mystery, life actually becomes much easier. 

We can stop pretending to ourselves that really we do know. This in turn enables us to do 

away with what is probably one of the most destructive myths that has ever been created. 

This is the myth of control. According to this myth, we are meant to be the masters, rulers 

and conquerors of the world, for which Mother Nature is nothing but the drum upon which 

we hammer out the rhythm of our conquest. And as the people of society, we are all 

supposed to march in perfect lockstep to its insane rhythm.  

However, when faced with the reality of the world mystery, the myth of control then 

collapses. How can we exert control upon a world that in all likelihood is infinite and eternal? 

How can we be conquerors of a world which we know virtually nothing about it? Clearly it is 

time to give up on this illusion of control. And as we do so, return to that inquisitive state 

that many of us enjoyed as children. Back then we all lived in and as a part of the real world. 

As such our world was not only full of mystery, it was also very strange. Think back to the 

strangeness of learning about the humps on a camel, or the elephant with that long trunk 

for a nose. Or how about the strangeness of eating, stuffing things into a hole in our face? 

What could be stranger? We could not have invented any of this even if we tried.  

The real world is strange, but it is within this strangeness that a lot of its charm lies. 

Consequently, to reduce the world and everything in it to a known quantity, just to be able 

to control it, accomplishes only one thing. It kills off the mystery of the world. And as this 

mystery extends to probably 99% of it, this then leads to a catastrophic loss of all sense of 

reality. Accompanied by the closing off and dulling of our mind and senses, the mystery then 

becomes forgotten and as a consequence, the world loses its sparkle, colour and magic.  
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