
 

Wellspring of Life 

by Patricia Campbell Carlson 

 

Please take a moment to think of some words that mean so much to you 

that you’ve committed them to heart. They could be lines from philosophy or 

poetry or scripture or song lyrics or even something someone once said to 

you. We're not going to share these out loud; I just want you to bring one 

quote to mind.  

 

For me, Plotinus 6.9.9 is one of those kinds of passages. It follows from a 

section in which Plotinus introduces the image of choir members who are 

intensely focused on their conductor. Many of you understand that 

experience from the inside out because you have been in a choir or other 

musical ensemble. You know what it’s like to concentrate on harmonizing 

together. When it goes well, it can be a kind of ecstasy.  

 

That’s the state Plotinus draws on here in 6.9.9. When he says, “in this 

choiring,” it’s like saying “at this choir practice.” Only he’s writing about a 

choir with a much further gaze – toward the Wellspring of everything – not 

just over the heads of other choir members.  

 

Let’s listen to the first part of this passage. It’s really a meditation, so feel 

free to sit comfortably and take it in that way. 

 

In this choiring, the soul looks upon the wellspring of Life, wellspring 

also of Intellect, beginning of Being, fount of Good, root of Soul.  It is 

not that these are poured out from the Supreme, lessening it as if it 

were a thing of mass.   



 

At that the emanants would be perishable, but they are eternal; they 

spring from an eternal principle, which produces them not by its 

fragmentation but in virtue of its intact identity:  therefore they too 

hold firm; so long as the sun shines, so long will there be light. 

 

We have not been cut away; we are not separate, what though the 

body-nature has closed about us to press us to itself; we breathe and 

hold our ground because the Supreme does not give and pass but 

gives on forever, so long as it remains what it is.  

 

If you have ever lost someone you love, if you have ever lived through a 

disaster in which your property was stolen or destroyed, if you have ever 

contemplated your own mortality, if you feel the tremors running through 

society right now – if you have ever gone through any of the innumerable 

losses to which we are subject in this transitory life – then it would not be an 

exaggeration to say that these words from Plotinus are of immeasurable 

reassurance.  That which flows from the Wellspring of Life, an eternal 

principle, is eternal.  Life, Intellect, Being, Good, and Soul – the five things 

that Plotinus mentions as being rooted in the Supreme – are eternal. More 

simply put, true treasures cannot be lost.  By gazing toward our divine 

Source, we put ourselves in steady touch with the imperishable nature of 

that which is most worthy of our love. 

 

But what does that truth mean if you wake up one day, say, to face acute 

absence?  What if a loved one who was constantly at your side has now 

died?  Isn’t your treasure gone?   

 

Some of us find the mystery of Death so overwhelming that we hesitate 

even to try to understand.  To stay within the everyday tangible realm is in 



many ways much easier.  But when we allow our view to narrow in this way, 

we are repeatedly taken aback by the intense reality of human love, on the 

one hand, and the absolute certainty of death and change on the other.  

How can existence span these two seemingly polar-opposite extremes? 

 

Some of us get jolted so hard by losses that our choices become stark and 

startling:  We can take our own life – or we can expand our understanding.  

When we try the second of these two paths, searching for what we can learn 

from loss, tragedy has the potential to be transformed and transforming.   

 

In my own experience, that blessing-in-disguise began early. I had just 

turned three when my mother died. The hole that opened up inside me was 

beyond measure.  What I could not have known at the time but can see in 

retrospect is that the hole was a doorway, a passage toward the shining 

Light of which Plotinus eloquently speaks. As someone said in Helen’s 

presentation yesterday morning, it was a grace to be given a question and 

so to be given a quest: “How can we embrace life when we know that loved 

ones will die?” 

 

Losing my mother made me start looking for understanding at an early age, 

but it was an experience with my father when I was 15 that put the search 

into full gear.  Our family had just moved from Ithaca, where I grew up, to 

Phoenix Arizona – a major transition for a teenager.  

 

A couple of weeks into the move, my sister and I were at one end of our 

new house while my stepmother and father were several rooms away at the 

other end.  My sister and I were doing something completely ordinary – 

playing piano duets and chatting. … And then, a profound Silence came over 

us.  



 

Even though we were indoors, suddenly I felt that the heavens opened, and 

my being soared up into the stars in a rich ecstasy that came out of 

nowhere.  Love and a feeling of tremendous belonging filled me.   

 

My sister and I looked at each other – both of us had felt something 

astounding, in spite of our surroundings remaining unchanged – and then 

without a word we raced back to our parents’ bedroom.  Our father had just 

collapsed of a heart attack, from which he perished.   

 

But something else besides his collapse had happened, something that 

would sustain me through terribly dark days ahead.  My father’s body lay on 

the floor, and my stepmother tried to revive him, agonizingly calling his 

name.  Yet I had experienced his release from his body.  He had stretched 

his wings toward his vast Source, and his love had drawn my sister and me 

into the moment with him.   

 

That experience hints at what Plotinus writes: “The Supreme does not give 

and pass but gives on forever, so long as it remains what it is.”  This is not 

philosophy in the dry, detached sense.  It is a living encounter with that 

which outlasts death. 

 

*** 

 

Writing prompt: 

When I reflect on my experience of that which outlasts death, I … 

 

 



Given this focus on the imperishable, what do we make of the things of 

earth?  Philosophers will debate this question until the end of time.  As I’ve 

gotten older, I’ve found that in moments of wonder – moments we can 

cultivate and so increase them – we can experience the breath of Life that 

fills and inspires every perishable form. 

 

If that’s the case, it would be fair to ask why Plotinus in the same passage 

goes on to speak of the soul putting away “the evil of the earth” and to 

remind us that “…our good was not here; this was not what we sought.”   

 

I often have a hard time with that part of Plotinus’ writings.  As a woman 

and a mother – someone who brings life to earth – I always want to see the 

whole picture, the Divine dwelling in matter as well as the Divine 

transcendent, and then, thirdly, to see the bridge between the two. I want to 

be reaching beyond the stars with one hand and patting my dog with the 

other.   

 

But when things fall apart, I know exactly what Plotinus means by “our good 

was not here.”  One of the ways we feel that most strongly is by looking at 

national and international news and recognizing how profound and vast 

suffering is: not only among humans but also our four-footed, winged, and 

finned companions and even trees and other plants.  

 

So let me share what Plotinus writes next in 6.9.9, about what happens 

when we turn our attention toward the Supreme: 

 

Our being is the fuller for our turning Thither; this is our prosperity; to hold 

aloof is loneliness and lessening. Here is the soul’s peace, outside of evil, 

refuge taken in the place clean of wrong; here it has its act, its true 



knowing; here it is immune. 

 

That line about “refuge taken in a place clean of wrong” seems to me 

especially meaningful in a world shaped by lies, greed, and violence. For our 

second writing prompt, let’s consider what those words mean to us.  

 

*** 

 

Writing prompt: 

When I imagine taking refuge in a place clean from wrong, I … 

 

 

We may have a few minutes for sharing at the end, but for now I want to 

close my part by exploring where Plotinus 6.9.9 fits into the grand scheme of 

things. As we’ve seen, it lifts us into a lofty realm of the imperishable, a 

refuge clean from wrong.  

 

In almost all religious and spiritual traditions, though, that is not where the 

story stops. We see a further narrative, for instance, in the Bodhisattva vows 

of Buddhism, and in the Sufi whirling ceremony, called the Sema.  

 

The third and penultimate section of the Sema is devoted to dissolving 

ecstatically into the Unity. The fourth and final part of the Sema, however, is 

devoted to bringing the fruits of that ecstasy back to the manifest world in 

service.  

 

So with that in mind, let’s listen to one more part of Plotinus 6.9.9.: 

 

Any who have seen know what I have in mind: the soul takes another life as 



it approaches God; thus restored it feels that the dispenser of true life is 

There to see, and now we have nothing to look for but, far otherwise, that 

we must put aside all else and rest in This alone, This become, This alone, 

all  the earthly environment done away, in haste to be free, impatient of any 

bond holding us to the baser, so that with our being entire we may cling 

about This, no part in us remaining but through it we have touch with God. 

 

For the longest time, that sounded to me like a total rejection of this earthly 

realm. Plotinus says outright, “… all the earthly environment done away.” It 

wasn’t until recently that I caught on to the phrase near the end: “no part in 

us remaining but through it we have touch with God.”  

 

In other words, no parts in us remain except those parts that bring us into 

touch with God. That is the fourth section of the Sufi Sema. All the dross is 

burned away. The parts that remain – the parts that go into the world in 

love and service – are the parts that have caught a glimpse of that place 

clean of wrong – the parts in touch with God. It is from such a place that we 

are most free to serve the world with true and full compassion.  

 


