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This is Not a Pipe: 
 

The Divine Tension of the Coincidentia Oppositorum 
 
 

 
 
 1) To employ a calligram where are found, simultaneously present and visible, image, 

text, resemblance, affirmation and their common ground. 

 2 ) Then suddenly to open up, so that the calligram immediately decomposes and 
disappears, leaving as a trace only its own absence. 

 3) To allow discourse to collapse of its own weight and to acquire the visible shape of 
letters. Letters which, insofar as they are drawn, enter into an uncertain, 
indefinite relation, confused with the drawing itself – but minus any area to serve 
as a common ground. 

 4) To allow similitudes, on the other to multiply of themselves, to be born from their 
own vapour and to rise endlessly into an ether where they refer to nothing more 
than themselves. 

 

 



 5) To verify clearly, at the end of the operation, that the precipitate has changed 
colour, that it has gone from black to white, that the “This is a pipe” silently 
hidden in the mimetic representation has become the “This is not a pipe” of 
circulating similitudes. 

A day will come when, by means of similitude relayed indefinitely along the length 
of a series, the image itself, along with the name it bears, will lose its identity. 

~Michel Foucault (pg.54) 
 
 

 When Rene Magritte painted “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” he created a contradiction, a 

paradox, that would have made Zeno proud, would have brought Heraclitus and Parmenides to 

blows, and would have surely made Nicolas of Cusa grin with satisfaction.  As part of a series of 

paintings titled A Treachery of Images (1928-29), the pipe is a powerful, beautifully rendered 

visual representation of a concept so utterly vexing as to have preoccupied thinkers from the 

birth of Western civilization.  As the mind grapples with the visual image verses the text verses 

the meaning of the text verses the implication of the text with the image, one is unable to come to 

any real lasting concrete idea of what this painting is.  As Foucault says above, “... the image 

itself, along with the name it bears, will lose its identity.”   

In mathematics this conundrum is defined as an asymptote. “An asymptote of a real valued 

function y = f(x) is a curve which describes the behavior of f as either x or y goes to infinity.  In 

other words, as one moves along the graph of f(x) in some direction, the distance between it and 

the asymptote eventually becomes smaller than any distance that one may specify.”1 

 
                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asymptote 



 
 As we see in the graph above the curved line will never reach the straight line.  One is 

reminded of one of Zeno’s paradoxes where he proposes that an arrow can never reach its target 

due to the fact that, by necessity, the arrow will always have to travel ½ of its distance in order to 

reach the target.  However if it is always traveling only ½ of its distance it will, actually, never 

reach the target as the ½ can always be divided in half again!  It is a matter of attempting to 

understand continuous motion through its discrete steps.  Herein lies a dynamic tension where a 

quantum leap is required to bridge two distinct concepts: infinity.  We are required to bring our 

ratio to the edge of its capability and transcend it.  However, that very transcendence is always 

limited by the one-more step needed to get there.  Infinity obviously (perhaps intuitively?) exists 

yet when we “arrive”, there is always ∞ +1.   

 Throughout the history of western thought2 there have been investigations into the 

intuition of the whole, the absolute; the challenge has been within the attempt to articulate it.  

Thus we are faced with an eternal dance with duality.  For the question(s) of the infinite and the 

definite, determinate and indeterminate, matter and form, the one and the many, distinctness and 

solidarity cannot be simply done away with in order to reach a resolution as they are all true – 

and yet false.   As Nicolas of Cusa put it, “(I)t is not the case that by means of a likeness a finite 

intellect can precisely attain the truth about things.  For truth is not something more or something 

less but is something in divisible.  Whatever is not truth cannot measure truth precisely.” (Cusa, 

pg. 8)   

 I would like to propose that it is these very dualities that provide the friction necessary for 

life and spirit to evolve and prosper.  Not only would it be impossible to truly resolve them, but it 

                                                
2 Eastern thinkers have dealt with this concept as well, so I hope I am forgiven for leaving them 
out of this discourse. There is simply too much information to include both. So the reader must 
content his/herself with my limitations to the western worldview.   



is by their very existence that we may eventually approach an understanding of the divine.  The 

East has apparently lived quite comfortably within the interplay of the opposites for centuries. 

(Not to say that there is no contradiction within Eastern culture, as there most certainly is. But 

their spiritual views have a tendency to engage duality with a more integral quality than in the 

West. Yin/yang is a simple example.)  We here in the West, though, have been indoctrinated into 

a worldview of schism.  Beginning with Aristotle’s rejection of the continuum, the separation of 

body and spirit through Christianity, and mechanistic science as represented by Descartes, we 

have been fed what Fechner might call a “night-time” view of the world – where the entire 

material universe is dead and it is our task to transcend it.  Instead we can open our eyes, minds 

and hearts to a “daylight-view” wherein the entire material universe, instead of being dead, is 

inwardly alive and consciously animated” (Fechner, pg. x) and bristling with mirthful opposition 

that is playfully rustling us from sleep. 



 
De Docta Ignorantia 

 
A sonata 

 
 

Nicholas does not present a merely negative theology, but a conception in which the ineffability 
of the Infinite coincides with its expressibility, in which creation coincides with creator, and 

transcendent coincides with immanent. 
-Thomas J. Mc Farlane3 

 
Theme: Recognize your ignorance 

Variation: Attain true knowledge. 

Recapitulation: Knowledge and ignorance coincide. 

 The sonata form though in three parts is really binary, wherein the third part merely 

brings us back to the first (A – B – A’); but somehow through our journey (B), we have been 

changed and thus our perception of A contains a depth previously unattainable.  The basic music 

did not change, we, however, did.  So the third part unites the first two, it also unites the listener 

with his experience.  But is it ever possible to ever fully understand a piece of music? Or will 

aspects always remain an enigma?  Perhaps we can understand it with our heart.  That could be 

knowledge on one level.  We could also understand it theoretically or historically.  That 

knowledge would reside on a different level.  We may also try to understand it through the lens 

of the psychology of the composer - again, a portion of total understanding.   

 It is the nature of the human mind to compare.  The word rational comes from the Latin 

word ratio, meaning to cut, divide, ration.  The flip side of that coin is to set up distinctions, i.e. 

                                                
3 http://www.integralscience.org/cusa.html 



this is that because this is not that.  To know something is to set up a difference.  Nicolas of Cusa 

defines the Maximum as “that which nothing can be greater”.  Returning to the example above, 

each level of understanding could be enhanced or made greater by examining the music from 

another perspective.  If there are an infinite variety of perspectives, is there any possibility of 

total understanding? Obviously there will always be one greater.  Therefore we remain in 

ignorance.  Yet it is this very realization that opens the door to wisdom.   

 Nicolas understood well the power of asymptotic thought, but for him the contemplation 

of the infinite was a devout practice in mysticism.  It is through his elegant logic of the 

coincidentia opposotorum that we see the infinite described so as to enliven its possibility within 

us.  His playful manipulation of unusual bedfellows allows us to approach our relationship with 

ourselves, with the infinite and with our fellow man that might fit in well with scholarly 

discussions in current physics. (See David Bohm and his discussion of holographic thought.)  Let 

us take, for instance the following passage from De Docta Ignorantia III pp. 185:  “Thus, all 

things are that-which-they-are in the best way [possible for them] and between a maximum and a 

minimum; and God is the Beginning, the Middle, and the End of the universe and of each thing, 

so that all things – whether they ascend, descend, or tend toward the middle – approach God.  

However, the union of all things is through God, so that although all things are different, they are 

united.”  Difference and unity, maximum and minimum – do we reach a conception of God?  No, 

but we do begin to see with the eye of the imagination what this quality of Maximum might feel 

like as it is approached - approached asymptotically as our equation above, ƒ(x).   Nicolas moves 

us further into awareness of our ignorance through his reasoning that a straight line coincides 

with a circle.  By moving the circle toward its Maximum, which could be no other than an 

infinite circle, we end up with a series of arcs like this: 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As the circumference becomes greater and greater the arc approaches the straight line.  

Following Nicolas’ logic, if the circle were an infinite circle the arc would eventually be the 

straight line.  Further, the diameter of the circle, which was previously less than the 

circumference, would now coincide with and therefore be equal to the circumference, which 

would, of course, imply that the center of the circle is also the line, and the circumference and 

the area, which is also infinite - and nothing.  By leading us in such a way we are suddenly able 

(though precariously) to hold these two opposites – the line and the circle – together.  They 

coincide through the embrace of the infinite.  Nicolas goes on to say, “ For God, who is this 

Maximum, ‘is not thing and is not any other thing; He is not here and is not there,’ as ... 

Dionysius says regarding the divine names; for just as He is all things, so he is not any of all the 

things.... (Solomon says) ‘When His existence (essencia) is apprehended, the inquiry of the 

sciences is cut short, wisdom is reckoned as ignorance, and elegance of words as fatuity.’ And 

this is that learned ignorance which we are investigating.”   

 Through variation after variation we are led on a pilgrimage through matter and form, 

finite and infinite, creating and being, cause and essence – exploring their difference and 



opposition until finally encountering their coincidence; which takes us to Book III, where we are 

treated to the crux of Nicolas’ argument – The Holy Trinity.    

Interlude - Breath 

 Is the air that moves through and about us separate from us?  In what way are we united 

with the breath? From the English word respire we find the Latin root spiritus meaning breath, 

but alternatively spirit.  The breath gives us voice, for without breath there would be no 

movement of the air to convey thoughts and ideas through the medium of the air that will once 

again recycle through the physical body, only to renew itself and once again give life to idea. 

The word idea comes from the Latin meaning form or pattern.  If one were to refer back to 

Plato’s forms we encounter something pure and immutable, something divine and just beyond 

comprehension.  By example: “When some excellent teacher wants to disclose to his students 

his intellectual, mental word (in order that they may feed spiritually upon the 

conceived truth once it has been shown to them), he causes his mental word to be 

indued with sound, since it is not disclosable to his students unless he indues it 

with a perceptible figure.  But this cannot be done in any other way than through 

the natural spirit [i.e., breath] of the teacher.  From the inbreathed air he adapts a 

vocal figure that befits the mental work.  To this figure he unites the word in such 

way that the sound exists with the word, so that those listening attain to the word 

by means of the sound.” (Cusa, pg. 125) 

So was the Holy Word, according to Nicolas, indued through humanity via his son Jesus.  “[To 

it] (reason) he so inwardly united the Word of God the Father that the Word would be human 

nature’s center of existence.” (Ibid)  In order to fully (or at least approximately) embody the 

message, though, one must fully engage the intellect, for, according to Nicolas, “the intellect is 

not temporal and mundane but is free of time and the world.” (Cusa, pg.127)  In moving through 

this argument Nicolas sets up another triad consisting of the senses, intellect and reason.   



Variation 

To the senses he equates the qualities of animal, temporal and darkness and claims that they are 

“incapable [of attaining unto] supratemporal and spiritual things.” (Cusa, pg. 127) The intellect is 

ascribed the notions of non-temporality and spiritual desire.  And it is through reason that they 

coincide.   One might visualize this as a triangle like the one below: 

Reason 

 

 

 

 

    Senses    Intellect 

   (temporal, animal)  (non-temporal, spiritual desire) 

 

Nicolas goes on to say that due to original sin - humankind having been begotten through the 

passion of Adam’s seed – that “even if the senses were subject to reason in every respect and did 

not follow after the passions which are natural to them, the intellect  - soaring higher [than 

reason] – sees that nonetheless man cannot of himself attain to the goal of his intellectual and 

eternal desires.” (Cusa, pg. 127)  It is through the intellect that we recognize the tension of 

forever being drawn down into the sensual world.  Therefore “if reason governs the senses, still it 

is necessary that the intellect govern reason in order that the intellect may adhere – by formed 

faith and above reason – to the Mediator, so that it can be drawn unto glory by God the Father.”  

This beautiful turn of logic transforms the above triangle, through the infinite power of the 

Mediator (which I am assuming here to be the Word or the Holy Spirit), into a straight line: 

 

 



 

Intellect (spirit) 

 

 
 

 
  
 

 
 
 

  Senses (body) 
 
 

Recapitulation: The Holy Trinity or This is Not God 
 

 
“In Him the humanity was united to the Word of God, so that the humanity existed not in itself 

but in the Word; for the humanity could not have existed in the supreme degree and in complete 
fullness otherwise than in the divine person of the Son.” (Cusa, pg. 122) 

 
  
 The Father is not the Son, The Son is not the Holy Spirit, The Holy Spirit is not the 

Father.  This is not a Pipe.  The words are merely words, the image is merely a shadow or a 

sign, the object itself is not present and if it were, in what way would it represent “reality”?  

According to Nicolas the world of the senses must be governed by reason, which must then be 

governed by the intellect.  Is it a Pipe or just the form of a pipe?  If we held the Pipe in our 

Reason Reason (mind)  
 



hands our senses might tell us that, “yes, this is a Pipe.”  Our reason then engaged may chime 

in, “well this is what we call a pipe, but what is it essentially?”  The intellect must then explore 

the collection of matter, made by someone, for a specific purpose, with a specific form that is 

merely one of a variety of possible forms.  Intellect may then reach the apex of its 

understanding of that which is called Pipe but having journeyed far and wide to answer the 

question returns with renewed clarity of The Pipe.  According to Thomas McFarlane in his 

paper titled Nicolas of Cusa and the Infinite, “First we step toward (the Infinite), reaching with 

our intuition beyond the limits of rationality and thought into the realm of the paradoxical. 

Then we step back, struggling to express our insight within the limited scope of reason. But the 

Absolute Infinite remains, at the border of comprehensibility, inviting us with its paradoxes to 

once again step forward and transcend the apparent division between Finite and Infinite. As 

Nicholas of Cusa closes his treatise on learned ignorance, “These profound matters should be 

the subject of all the effort of our human intelligence, so that it may raise itself to that 

simplicity where contradictories coincide.” 

 The triangle again resolves itself into singularity – a circle, this time, where the center is 

the circumference is the center.  “(Just) as all possibility exists in Absolute Possibility, which is 

the Eternal god, and all form and actuality exist in Absolute Form, which is the Father’s divine 

Word and Son, so all uniting motion and all uniting proportion and harmony exist in the Divine 

Spirit’s Absolute Union, so that God is the one Beginning of all things.  In Him and through 

Him all things exist in a certain oneness of Trinity.”  Through the Son humankind was brought 

to absolute maximality and through the Holy Spirit, the breath of God, the Father and Son are 

united via the Immaculate Conception.  Through Maximum Form, Possibility and Actuality the 

trinity is resolved. 

 



Coda: Tension 

 At the heart of Nicolas’ (albeit brilliant) argument lies, for me, an even more important 

paradox: the critical presence of asymptotic tension.  In stretching the intellect to its very limits 

there always lies the ever- narrowing chasm of Zeno – the half-the-distance-again that eternally 

separates us from our goal.  The quantum leap into the goal, which I would argue is Faith, 

removes us from the life-giving tension of resting within the paradox.  So it is not the 

resolution of the coincidentia oppositorum for as Dennis McCort says, “tension (is) 

fundamental to existence... (we) find the coincidentia oppositorum everywhere in cultural 

expression, for it is first and foremost a religious idea, an idea embodying man’s ineradicable 

yearning for ultimate reconciliation, a final coming-to-terms with himself.” (McCort, pg.3)  

This coming-to-terms reached a pinnacle of modern expression in the works of Carl Jung. 

 
The Aporia of Groucho Marx 

 
“I don't care to belong to any club that will have me as a member.” 

~Groucho 
 
 
 If I were to personally look deep into my heart of hearts, what would I find as I examined 

my relationship to my Presbyterian upbringing?  Would I find deep faith and forgiveness? Would 

I see in God compassion for my humanness, in Christ a fellow traveler exalted, would I feel the 

Word move through me as the breath and spirit of God and Christ?  If I were to experience these 

qualities of mind and spirit an extreme disassociation must occur – a disassociation of my 

personality with my earthly, sensual manifestations.  I would feel the need to rid myself of my 

desire to individuate, question “reality” and, mostly, absolve the guilt of what Jung would refer 

to as my “shadow”.  To enter the Kingdom of Heaven I would feel the pressure to be worth it.  

Otherwise I would be forced to concur with Groucho above.  



 Jung’s own complexio oppositorum might be the modern corollary to Nicolas of Cusa.  

As a matter of comparison one could view each of their hierarchies and their melding as follows: 

Where Nicolas’ coincidence was within the interplay of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost; Jung 

sees similar dynamics in the Unconscious, the Ego and the Self.  Where Nicolas sees the 

coincidence as a transcendence of spirit over matter; Jung sees it as a metaphor for individuation.  

One could draw the comparison as a series of steps, per se:  

1. Unconscious Wholeness/ God the Singularity 

2. Conflict of Opposites/ Christ the Duality 

3. Points to a potential resolution/ The Holy Ghost 

The third, for Jung, is the transcendent function described as the psychic function that arises 

between the tension between consciousness and the unconscious and supports their union.  

However, and this is where Jung parts ways, true resolution can only take place in a quaternity – 

wherein the One, as the Fourth is a transformed state of consciousness.   Indeed, this very 

quaternity can be inferred from a passage in De Docta Ignorantia:  “...so – because the oneness of 

the universe is in all things as the contracted beginning of all – the oneness of the universe is the 

root of all things.  From this root there first arises the ‘square number,’ so to speak, as a third 

oneness; and the cubic number [arises thereafter] as a fourth and final oneness.” (Cusa, pg. 74) If 

one were to see this from a mathematical perspective of base 10 we would have the following 

progression: 

100         101    102          103 

1         2   3           4 

 

In dimensions of space/time it is the fourth dimension (time) that gives motion to all objectified 

matter.  And in geometry, as Jung says, “ the two dimensional connection is not yet a physical 

reality, for a plane without extension in the third dimension is only an abstract thought.” (Jung, 



Trinity, pg. 120)  Jung refers to the Axiom of Maria Prophetissa that, one becomes two, two 

becomes three, and out of the third comes the One as the Fourth.   For a different view of what 

takes place in the mind in this fourth moment let us return to the Magritte painting at the 

beginning of the paper.  Foucault says, “For the text to shape itself, for all its juxtaposed signs to 

form a dove, a flower, or a rainstorm, the gaze must refrain from any possible reading.  Letters 

must remain points, sentences lines, paragraphs surfaces or masses – wings, stalks, or petals... As 

soon as he begins to read, in fact, shape dissipates...Despite appearances, in forming a bird, a 

flower, or rain, the calligram does not say: These things are a dove, a flower, a downpour.  As 

soon as it begins to do so, to speak and convey meaning, the bird has already flown, the rain 

evaporated. ” (Foucault, pg.25) The overlap (of Jung and Nicolas) seems particularly ambiguous 

until one poses the scurrilous question so often avoided in theological discussion: the presence of 

evil.   

Answer to Job 

 Fatherhood made a new man out of God.  Where once was a wrathful, spiteful, jealous 

God; there is now a God of ultimate compassion, eternal forgiveness and unconditional love.  

The unspeakable duality resolved through Christ and buried with Satan: “The crucial 

question...(whence evil?) forms the departure for the Christian theory of Redemption.  It is 

therefore of prime importance.  If Christianity claims to be a monotheism, it becomes 

unavoidable to assume the opposites as being contained in God.  But then we are confronted with 

a major religious problem: the problem of Job... Moreover, the study of medieval natural 

philosophy ...made me try to find an answer to the question: what image of God did these old 

philosophers have? ... All this pointed to a complexio oppositorum and thus recalled again the 

story of Job to my mind: Job who expected help from God against God.” (Jung, Answer to Job, 

pg. x) 



 Of all the daunting stories of the Old Testament, the story of Job could possibly be 

heralded as the most heroic.  For Job was battling the most dangerous foe of all - a foe of 

unlimited power, one that was completely unreflective of (but totally aware and tortured by) his 

dark nature - a foe that Jung describes as amoral.  Job, however, never doubts the essential unity 

of God. “He clearly sees that God is at odds with himself – so totally at odds that he, Job, is quite 

certain of finding in God a helper and an ‘advocate’ against God.  As certain as he is of the evil 

in Yahweh, he is equally certain of the good...(But) Yahweh is not a split but is an antinomy – a 

totality of inner opposites – and this is the indispensable condition for his tremendous dynamism, 

his omniscience and omnipotence.” (Jung, Answer to Job, pg. 7)  But in order for God to shed 

his wrathful reputation and don his new image as loving Father and Protector a split needed to 

occur.  This split took the form of Christ.  The inner tension now took bodily form as Spirit and 

Flesh, Unity and Difference.  This duality however is resolved, as we saw earlier through Nicolas 

of Cusa, in The Holy Ghost.  But what of God’s dark side?  Did He deny this aspect of Himself 

by casting it, in the form of Lucifer, into the pit of Hell, to rule over the Earth and all of her 

temptation? If so, how did His action manifest in humanity, His creation?  Jung would say that a 

psychological split was created and it would be imperative, for the health of the ego, to again 

begin to include this part of humanity, which was dispelled into darkness.  For as Jung states in A 

Psychological Approach to the Trinity, “If God reveals his nature and takes on definite form as a 

man, then the opposites in him must fly apart: here good, there evil.  So it was that the opposites 

latent in the Deity flew apart when the Son was begotten and manifested themselves in the 

struggle between Christ and the Devil...The world of the Son is the world of moral discord, 

without which human consciousness could hardly have progressed so far as it has towards mental 

and spiritual differentiation.” (Jung, pg. 176) 



 Has Jung now balanced to dualities?  I would argue: no, he has merely cast new light on a 

new one.  For what has he accomplished by connecting our feet firmly to the earth and our 

“mind” to the heavens; our arms stretched out as if to embrace both the dark and the light? 

Father 

 

 

         Son     Devil 

 

 

Holy Spirit 

 This is by no means a criticism of Jung’s brilliant examination of humankind’s 

relationship to God.  It is merely to put a fine point upon this fact:  duality and its asymptotic 

quality is within the very nature of what it means to be alive and conscious.  What makes 

humans unique is our ability to wrestle with it, to dance with it, to reside within it (either 

comfortably or not). As Jung says, “All opposites are of God, therefore man must bend to this 

burden; and in so doing he finds that God in his ‘oppositeness’ has taken possession of him, 

incarnated himself in him.  He becomes a vessel filled with divine conflict.” (Jung, pg. 54) 

 Would I wish to be a member of this club?  It looks as though I already am.  Did I join it 

because it did not want me as a member?  Doesn’t look that way.  Would Groucho find all of this 

outrageously funny?  Most likely so.  So perhaps it is time to lay down our burden of struggle to 

“get somewhere” and simply live in the knowledge that there is really nowhere to go.  Because 

we are right here at ∞ +1. 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

 
Ceci n’est 

pas Dieu 
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