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Cheshire Cat: Second chorus.'Twas brilig, and the slithy toves / Did gyre and gimble in the wabe… 
Alice: Why, why you're a cat! 
Cheshire Cat: A *Cheshire* Cat. All mimsy were the borogroves... 
Alice: Oh wait! 
Cheshire Cat: There you are! Third chorus... 
Alice: Oh, no, no. I was just wondering if you could help me find my way. 
Cheshire Cat: Well that depends on where you want to get to. 
Alice: Oh, it really doesn't matter, as long as... 
Cheshire Cat: Then it really doesn't matter which way you go. 

-- Alice in Wonderland


Sometimes, when I give uptight students permission to be as fragmented, neurotic, and unevolved as they like so long as they don’t break any furniture, I have a fantasy about what sits hiding in the center of the AQAL matrix. It’s probably not what either Wilber or Jung would have envisioned there. I imagine the Trickster, grinning back.

Understood archetypally, it is Trickster who pulls your pants down in a dream when you go to bed happy about reaching the spiritual goal; Trickster who computer-crashes the paper you forgot to back up, who is the rake hiding in your grass, the fall of the fainting groom who locked his knees at the altar, the nasty Freudian slip in your earnest presentation; Trickster who flattens your tires as they grip the pathway of your progression and makes the ladder tremble as you reach for the next higher rung. 

Knowing his predilection for teaching through overturning, the various wisdom traditions take care to give him a nod, from Hopi masked dancers to Shaolin drunken masters. Trickster wisdom is the wisdom that loosens and lightens things up. By suddenly removing a foundational brick, Trickster forces us to wonder more deeply into why we build such tall towers to begin with. Perhaps as a bulwark against our dreaded imperfections? Back when I was an uptight student myself I came across Hermann Hesse’s depiction of Goethe as a trickster who cautioned that eternity is not forever, but just long enough for a joke.

From Trickster’s point of view, the cosmos is not a seven-story mountain so much as a set of mirrors wobbling in a universal funhouse. In many mythologies Trickster created the universe, which means we’re all caught up in a grand cosmic joke.

I wonder sometimes what an updated Trickster theory of healing would look like. Is it possible that not only unforeseen difficulties but symptoms, conflicts, and even illnesses bear his message? Is the ailment we would cure or work through actually a warning light on the psychospiritual dashboard? Is the slip of the tongue, or of a project, or of a life, trying to offer an unaccustomed perspective, a commentary through mishap? Some years back, after one of those dreadful post-relationship why-we-are-actually-good-for-each-other conversations, I was driving down the road thinking about restarting a relationship restrictive to both of us when a driver ran a red light and crashed into my passenger side—the side where my partner would have been sitting had we still been together. Trickster, giving me the finger (of warning)—or putting in his more-than-two-cents worth of auto repair bills.

It would seem that when we are most serious and methodical, Trickster delights in pulling over the apple cart to uncover the madness in our methods. Painful when it happens, but funny in retrospect, as when my old Tai Chi Chuan instructor easily levered a large student to the mat and then fell over laughing, having puffed too much weed before the session. It makes good sense that heaps of stone herms adorned the crossroads of ancient roadways: herms as in Hermes, trickster, guide, and thief. “On the path, are you, toiling away and keen to advance? Splendid! Step this way and look over here, we won’t be but a minute…”

As we chart and graph and color-code our way forward, may we pause long enough to lift an edge of the map we draw over territory forever mysterious and deep beyond the human ken. We might glimpse a Cheshire smile just as it fades from the analytic view, delighted to remind the journeyer again that wherever we go and whatever we map, You Are Here on a stage reaching off to infinity.


