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Introduction 
Three of the “Points of contemplation” in Notes for the Practicus, given to those who have                
just received their Third Grade in Societas Rosicruciana in Anglia, ask the questions: “What              
do you understand by the term ‘Solve et coagula’?”, “What is the purpose of Physical               
Alchemy?”, and “What is the purpose of Higher or Spiritual Alchemy?”. 

There is no way to answer those questions adequately in the time allotted to a paper such as                  
this. Great alchemists and natural philosophers have spent many lifetimes trying, and I have              
just a few minutes! 

Rather, I want to look at those three alchemical questions in the context of reincarnation. It                
may be that I’m going off down a rabbit hole, but, as Alice Liddle would testify, rabbit holes                  
are where one can find the most extraordinary things. Welcome to the madhouse that is my                
mind! 

“Solve et coagula” and Physical Alchemy 
Literally, “Solve et coagula” means to “dissolve and precipitate”, or “dissolve and coagulate”,             
or “disintegrate and reform”, “volatilise and fix”. It is about change of state; about motion. 

The goal of Physical Alchemy is, through laborious and repetitive processes of refinement –              
represented by “Solve et coagula” – to produce the Philosopher’s Stone, a mysterious and              
perfect substance which enables its possessor to transmute base metal into gold, to heal              
disease, to prolong life itself. 

To put it another way, the Philosopher’s Stone arrests the natural tendency in our material               
Universe for motion.  

Everything in our Universe is in a constant state of motion, even when seemingly at rest. As                 
the Third Hermetic Principle says: 

Nothing rests; everything moves; everything vibrates.  1

Our Universe probably came into being, from No-thing, in an instantaneous release of energy              
from a singularity and is presently expanding. At some far distant point in time, the natural                
limit of that expansion will be reached, and the process will reverse.  

1 Three Initiates, The Kybalion: a study of the hermetic philosophy of ancient Egypt and Greece ( Chicago: The                   
Yogi publication society, 1908), p116 
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Our Universe will probably begin to contract, and eventually become again what it once was,               
a singularity which, though infinitesimally tiny to the point of appearing to be No-thing,              
actually contains All that has ever been and that ever will be again: it is the Minitum Mundum                  
– the Concise Universe – that the brothers discovered in the Vault, on the small altar next to                  
Frater CR’s tomb; it is the little thing the size of a hazelnut which the English Mystic Julian of                   
Norwich held in the palm of her hand and who was told, when she asked what it was, that “It                    
is All that is created”; it is the Microcosm in which is contained the Macrocosm. It is us. 

The Physical Alchemists searched for the means to arrest natural motion, the processes of              
growth and decay, wellness and sickness, birth and death. They sought to overcome the laws               
of nature in our Universe, by which everything changes, decays, and eventually dies, its atoms               
being recycled into something – indeed someone – else.  

As Carl Sagan said: 

The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our teeth, the iron in our blood... were made 
in the interiors of collapsing stars. We are made of starstuff.  2

And, perhaps even more powerfully, listen to how Neil deGrasse Tyson put it in Cosmos: A                
Spacetime Odyssey, his 2014 reworking of Sagan’s original docu-series: 

Recognise that the very molecules that make up your body, the atoms that construct              
the molecules, are traceable to the crucibles that were once the centres of high mass               
stars that exploded their chemically rich guts into the galaxy, enriching pristine gas             
clouds with the chemistry of life. So that we are all connected to each other               
biologically, to the earth chemically, and to the rest of the universe atomically... It’s              
not that we are better than the universe, we are part of the universe. We are in the                  
universe and the universe is in us.  3

This seemingly perpetual motion, this inexorable turning of The Wheel of Fortune, this             
repeated “solve et coagula”, continues for as long as the Universe remains. As Tyson put so                
poignantly when contemplating the end of his earthly existence: 

I would request that my body in death be buried not cremated, so that the energy                
content contained within it gets returned to the earth, so that flora and fauna can dine                
upon it, just as I have dined upon flora and fauna during my lifetime.  4

There is no real evidence that the Physical Alchemists ever succeeded in their goal, though               
that is not to say that they failed.  

2 Carl Sagan, Cosmos, (New York: Random House, 1980) 
3 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2395695/ 
4 https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/497426-i-would-request-that-my-body-in-death-be-buried 
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Their Great Work developed into the modern disciplines which have enabled us to begin to               
have a better understanding of our wonderful Universe, and uncovered for us some of the               
hidden mysteries of Nature and Science. 

As Robert Ambelain quipped in his excellent work Spiritual Alchemy: the inner path: 

The Alchemists preserved and demonstrated the sound basis of Hermeticism and           
Alchemy. The ‘huffers and puffers’ ignored them. But they did invent Chemistry.  5

Which reminds me of an amusing story. At the turn of the twentieth century, the physicist                
Frederick Soddy worked with Ernest Rutherford on trying to understand the processes of             
nuclear physics. They suddenly realised that some radioactive elements were – by expelling             
alpha-particles over a period of time in a process known as radioactive decay – actually               
becoming something else. 

As Rutherford put it – rather drily, as one would expect – in his acceptance lecture on being                  
awarded a Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1908: 

[We] reached the conclusion that radioactive bodies were in a state of transformation,             
as a result of which a number of new substances were produced entirely distinct in               
chemical and physical character from the parent element.  6

Soddy recalled the moment in a much more humorous way. On realising what was happening,               
he says that he shouted out: “Rutherford, this is transmutation!”, to which Rutherford snapped              
back “For Christ’s sake, Soddy, don’t call it transmutation. They’ll have our heads off as               
alchemists!”  7

“Solve et coagula” and Higher Alchemy 
However, all this is only part of the story. Physical Alchemy needs to be seen – and                 
understood if that is possible – in terms of its counterpart Higher or Spiritual Alchemy. 

The Great Work of the Higher or Spiritual Alchemist is the same as that of the Physical                 
Alchemist, except that here the laboratory is the soul, the transmutation is of base human               
instincts into something pure and fit for the Divine, the constant repetition of higher              
alchemical processes is to refine the gross matter of flesh into the spirit. 

The goal, through constant dissolution and coagulation, disintegration and reformation, is to            
purify and release the Self to be finally reunited – and reintegrated – with The One. The goal                  
is Atonement; or, to pronounce it correctly, At-One-ment. 

5 Robert Ambelain, Alchimie Spirituelle, (translated by Piers A. Vaughan, May 2005, p23) 
http://alchemystudy.com/download/Spiritual_Alchemy-Ambelain.pdf 
6 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/chemistry/1908/rutherford/lecture/ 
7 In Muriel Howorth, Pioneer Research on the Atom: The Life Story of Frederick Soddy, (London: New World,                  
1958), pp 83-84. 
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I mentioned earlier that great alchemists and natural philosophers had spent countless            
lifetimes on The Great Work. And so, Kabbalah teaches us, must we. 

The Lecture on Alchemy in the Grade of Practicus is a marvellous introduction, and provides a                
solid foundation from which the Practicus can take the first faltering steps in his own Great                
Work. 

The Lecture identifies the highest and best of all examples of “Solve et Coagula” that the                
Rosicrucian and the Kabbalist and the Higher or Spiritual Alchemist could ever desire, the              
Christ. 

Having left Ayin – No-thing – and En Sof – the Limitless – and passed by way of the                   
uppermost World of Azilut to the lowermost World of Asiyyah, entering our material home in               
Malkhut clothed in our human flesh – our coat of skin – and showing us how to conquer death                   
by resurrection – the ultimate in “solve et coagula” – the Christ threw off his cloak of matter                  
and returned to Ayin and En Sof, his particular Great Work being completed in a single, short                 
lifetime of thirty-three years. 

This descent of the Christ is prefigured in the Prophet Isaiah, in a verse appropriately used in                 
the opening lines of the Advent Prose: 

Rorate, caeli, desuper, et nubes pluant iustum; aperiatur terra, et germinet Salvatorem. 

Drop down, O heavens, from above, and let the clouds rain down the Just; let the earth                 
open, that Salvation may bud forth.  8

The Christ drops down – dissolves – like dew, germinates – coagulates – in our earthly world                 
in the womb of the Virgin Mother, putting on our human form like a cloak, and buds forth in                   
order to show us how to dissolve the bonds which keep us tethered to this material world.  

Like him, our ultimate aim is to rise again, through the Four Worlds, and the nine Sephiroth                 
above our material home of Malkhut, back through Keter – the Crown, or gateway by which                
our souls first entered into the Divine Emanation which is our Universe – to En Sof, the                 
Absolute All, and Ayin, the Absolute No-thing. 

But few, if any, of us can master our material destiny and become Christs in one lifetime,                 
however long we might live.  

It is as though we are mired in Malkhut, and unable to break free. Having been volatilised by                  
taking on souls and clothing ourselves with our coats of skin, we have become fixed in matter,                 
and have lost the power of direct spiritual communion with the Divine, even though the               
Divine is already within us were we only to realise it. 

Remember what St Paul told the first Christian community at Corinth: 

8 Isaiah 45:8a 
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Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?  9

The Hindus have a great story about this, so I hope you will permit me what is only a slight                    
diversion. 

According to an old Hindu legend, there was a time when all human beings were gods, but                 
they abused their divinity. So, Brahma, the chief god, decided to take the divinity away from                
them and hide it somewhere they could never find it. 

Brahma called a council of the gods to help him decide where to hide the divinity. “Let us                  
bury it deep in the earth,” said the gods. But Brahma answered “Humans will dig into the                 
earth and find it.”  

Some gods suggested “Let us sink it in the deepest ocean.” But Brahma said “No, humans                
will learn to dive into the ocean and will find it.”  

Then some gods suggested “Let us take it to the top of the highest mountain and hide it                  
there.” Brahma replied “Humans will eventually climb every mountain and recover their            
divinity.”  

Then the gods gave up and said, “We do not know where to hide it, because it seems that                   
there is no place on the earth or in the ocean that human beings will not eventually reach.” 

The wise Brahma thought for a long time, and finally said “We will hide their divinity deep in                  
the centre of their own being. Humans will search for it here and there but they will never                  
think to look for the divinity inside their true selves.” 

All the gods agreed that this was the perfect hiding place, and the deed was done. And ever                  
since humans have been going up and down the earth, digging, diving, climbing, and              
exploring, searching everywhere for something which in reality we already have within us.  10

“Solve et coagula” and Kabbalistic reincarnation 
Though it is not expressed in exactly the same way, Hinduism and Kabbalah – and a number                 
of other religions and philosophies – teach the idea of reincarnation, or transmigration of              
souls, as forms of refinement and progress from the material to the spiritual. 

Kabbalah teaches us that it can take many lifetimes of learning before we are ready for that                 
final, glorious, and irreversible step to free ourselves from the material existence which keeps              
us fixed in gross matter and to become pure Spirit. 

Z’ev ben Shimon Halevi describes poetically, in his excellent book A Kabbalistic Universe ,             11

how people, having died and gone into the World of Yezirah – the world immediately above                

9 1 Corinthians 3:16 
10 This is a widely related story with no identifiable original source. See, for example: 
https://www.sanskritimagazine.com/spirituality/divinity-lies-within-us/ 
11 Z’ev ben Shimon Halevi, A Kabbalistic Universe (London: Kabbalah Society, 2007), p181ff 
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our World of Asiyyah – experience a review of their progress towards the All, with their                
entire life – even the forgotten or repressed bits – replayed for them. Remember the motif of                
seeing one’s life flash before one’s eyes which is commonly experienced by those close to               
death? 

However, judgement – whether Mercy or Severity – is not something that is applied from               
outside. As the review of life unfolds, the dead execute judgement on themselves. Then, they               
are cleansed or purified – a sort of purgatory – for a period, before the next step, which might                   
be to rise to the heaven of the World of Beriah above, or remain where they are for longer in                    
the World Yezirah, in a paradise or purgatory entirely of their own making, or descend in the                 
flesh back into the World of Asiyyah, or even descend further into the Gehinnom of hell. 

If their lot is to return to the World of Asiyyah below, they will be reborn into a physical                   
situation which precisely suits the next of their as-yet-unfulfilled spiritual needs. 

As Rabbi Tzvi Freeman puts it: 

Your life is a mission, in which you are directed to the divine sparks that belong                
uniquely to your soul, for which your soul has returned many times to this world until                
they will all be gathered.  12

Or, yet again, from the Zohar: 

All souls must undergo transmigration, and human souls revolve like a stone which is              
thrown from a sling: so many turns before the final release… Only those who have not                
completed their perfection must suffer the wheel of rebirth by being reborn into             
another human body.  13

Thus, for the Kabbalist and Higher or Spiritual Alchemist, progress is very similar to that of                
the Physical Alchemist, though not on the material plane. The processes of “solve et coagula”               
are the same, many cycles of refinement and purification, many deaths and rebirths, only now               
the laboratory is the soul. 

“Solve et coagula” and Christian reincarnation 
A significant objection to this paper might be: “But Christians do not believe in              
reincarnation!”. Let us explore this statement. 

It is true that the post-Constantinian Christian Church does not believe in reincarnation. But              
if, for example, you read the works of the early Christian systematic theologian Origen (died               
250 CE) you may well come to the conclusion that he did. 

12 The Lights of Kabbalah Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/lightsofkabbalah/ 
 
13 Ibid. 
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Origen speculated in Book 1 of his work De Principiis, to the outrage of his critics, that God’s                  
love is so pure and all-encompassing, so irresistible, that eventually, after enormously long             
periods of time, all things might be reintegrated with him, even Satan and his legions. 

That is ambiguous; maybe he means reincarnation, and maybe he does not. For convincing              
proof that he did, we need to turn to that irascible old Church Father Saint Jerome. As famous                  
for his acerbic wit and ability to upset, and fall out with, literally everyone he encountered in                 
his long life, as he was for producing a version of the Bible in the vulgar tongue, the ‘versio                   
vulgata’, or Vulgate as we call it, he was also a prodigious translator of many other things, not                  
the least of which was the original Greek version of Origen’s De Principiis. 

Sadly, that original is long since lost, and most of what we know of it comes from two                  
sources: a very poor translation by Rufinus, and the fragments translated by Jerome. One of               
those fragments is in Jerome’s letter to Avitus where he tells him why he produced a new                 
accurate translation a decade earlier. He writes: 

About ten years ago that saintly man Pammachius sent me a copy of a certain person’s                
[ie Rufinus’] rendering, or rather misrendering, of Origen’s First Principles; with a            
request that in a Latin version I should give the true sense of the Greek and should set                  
down the writer’s words for good or for evil without bias in either direction.  14

He then goes through the four books that made up De Principiis highlighting the places where                
he thinks Rufinus has erred. Towards the end of the letter, Jerome says: 

The following passage is a convincing proof that [Origen] holds the transmigration of             
souls and annihilation of bodies: “If it can be shown that an incorporeal and              
reasonable being has life in itself independently of the body and that it is worse off in                 
the body than out of it, then beyond a doubt bodies are only of secondary importance                
and arise from time to time to meet the varying conditions of reasonable creatures.              
Those who require bodies are clothed with them, and contrariwise, when fallen souls             
have lifted themselves up to better things, their bodies are once more annihilated. They              
are thus ever vanishing and ever reappearing”.  15

No ambiguity about that! 

In his extraordinary Gospel, Saint John the Evangelist records an intriguing exchange between             
Jesus and a Pharisee: 

Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicode’mus, a ruler of the Jews. This                
man came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher                  
come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do, unless God is with him.”  

14 https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3001124.htm 
15 Ibid. 
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Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew, he cannot see                 
the kingdom of God.” Nicode’mus said to him, “How can a man be born when he is                 
old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?”  

Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit,                 
he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that                  
which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  16

I don’t know about you, but for me, Jesus sounds a lot like a Rosicrucian here! 

A common Christian objection to reincarnation is that it obviates the need for Christ. Who               
needs a redeemer when you can redeem yourself eventually by right living and good deeds? 

The Russian Christian Hermeticist Valentin Tomberg addresses the exchange between Jesus           
and Nicodemus in Letter II of his Meditations on the Tarot; this is not the time or place to                   
look at that passage, but do try to read it if you can. In Letter IV, he picks up the theme of                      
reincarnation, saying: 

Reincarnation is neither a dogma, i.e. a truth necessary for salvation, nor a heresy, i.e.               
contrary to a truth necessary for salvation. It is simply a fact of experience, just as                
sleep and heredity are. As such it is neutral. Everything depends on its interpretation.              
One can interpret it in such a manner as to make it a hymn to the glory of God – and                    
one can interpret it in such a way as to make it a blasphemy. When one says: to                  
forgive is to grant the opportunity to begin again; God forgives more than             
seventy-times-seven times, always granting us opportunities anew – what infinite          
goodness of God! Here is an interpretation to the glory of God. 

But when one says: there is a mechanism of infinite evolution and one is morally               
determined by previous lives; there is no grace, there is only the law of cause and                
effect – then this is a blasphemous interpretation. It reduces God to the function of the               
engineer of a moral machine.  17

Christopher Bache, a professor of religion at Youngstown State University, suggests two            
fascinating ways in which Christianity might embrace reincarnation, particularly Jesus’ role in            
salvation: 

Many Christians say Jesus saves your soul and you go to heaven. What’s Jesus’ role if                
it doesn't work like that? You can still attribute to Jesus a significant role in the history                 
of the salvation of the human race, but that history is an evolutionary spiritual process.  

I think there is an invitation in reincarnation to a deeper enrichment of Christianity.              
The minimum option is to keep everything the same but see the salvation process              

16 John 3:1-6 
17 Anonymous, Meditations on the Tarot (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2002), p93 
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enacting itself over multiple lives instead of one. The richer, “maximum” option is to              
broaden the categories and see Jesus as a prototype rather than a singular creation.  

Instead of seeing his divine Sonship as unique in human history, never to be repeated               
either before or since, we would see him as a prototype, someone who had brought his                
own divinity into manifest awareness ahead of his time, sooner than anyone else.             
Therefore the difference between Christ and us is one of degree, not a difference in               
kind.  18

“Solve et coagula” and the Philosopher’s Stone 
As Rosicrucians – Hermeticists, Kabbalists, Higher Alchemists – we deal routinely in            
allegories. So, is reincarnation real? Should we take it literally, as Nicodemus did? Did              
Origen, or the Buddha, or Ghandi, or Valentin Tomberg, or do Z’ev ben Shimon Halevi, or                
Rabbi Tzvi Freeman, really believe in literal reincarnation? 

Tomberg we have already mentioned just now; for him, reincarnation is a fact, but a neutral                
fact, and it is all in the interpretation. To return to Halevi, he says in A Kabbalistic Universe: 

All these symbols of Heaven, Paradise, Purgatory and Hell are allegories of states of              
being most people have already experienced in life.  19

A belief in literal reincarnation turns on all four of those things also being literally true:                
heaven, paradise, purgatory, and hell, and Halevi seems to be saying here that they are               
actually symbols and allegories. And, interestingly, allegories not of things unseen and            
unknown, or unknowable, but of states of being that we have already experienced. Allegories              
of reality. 

Does it even matter if reincarnation is literally true? I think not. What matters is not whether                 
or not reincarnation is to be understood literally. What matters is our Great Work. Remember               
the words of the Master: “No one who puts his hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the                     
kingdom of God.”  What matters is to press on and find our Philosopher’s Stone, Christ. 20

For the Physical Alchemist, many, many cycles of physical refinement and purification –             
dissolution and coagulation – disintegration and reformation – are needed before the            
Philosopher’s Stone is achieved, the cycle broken, decay overcome, and the goal reached. 

For the Higher Alchemist, many, many spiritual dissolutions and coagulations are needed            
before the soul is ready to find, experience, and reunite with our Philosopher’s Stone. Only               
then can we finally rise with him, no longer needing more dissolutions and coagulations, no               
more returns to collect divine sparks, no more turns of the sling. 

18 https://www.beliefnet.com/faiths/christianity/2003/01/christians-and-reincarnation.aspx 
19 Z’ev ben Shimon Halevi, A Kabbalistic Universe (London: Kabbalah Society, 2007), p181 
20 Luke 9:62 
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Having thrown off our cloaks of matter – those coats of skin that have kept us in the material                   
world – and with our Great Work finally complete, we will become Spirit and stand ready to                 
take that final step out of this Universe and into Ayin and En Sof – Absolute No-thing and                  
Absolute All – where we can be truly At-One. 

But until then, fratres and sorors, the Great Work continues! 

Frater Nosce Te Ipsum, Hamon le Strange College No. 42, SRIA, July 2019 
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