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 At the Polytheist Leadership Conference, Raven Kaldera, together with Brandon 

Hardy and Joshua Tenpenny, gave an excellent talk on henotheism. Since I have also written 

somewhat on the theological categories of ‘henotheism’ and ‘monolatry’,1 I wanted to jot 

down some thoughts in response. 

 Kaldera used a particular metaphor to articulate the experiences he was classifying 

under the rubric of henotheism. According to this metaphor, the many deities are like 

stalactites hanging from the ceiling of a cave, separate at the bottom but uniting with one 

another at the top. The point of this metaphor, however, was not to impose a monistic 

cosmology upon religious experience—and that was refreshing, as normally this is just how 

such a metaphor would be deployed. On the contrary, Kaldera was most eloquent on the 

dangers of using vagueness as a way to neutralize the diversity of experience, in the hope 

that thereby conflict will be prevented. Indeed, I would argue that this is why philosophical, 

rather than theological discourse is useful in mediating between diverse theologies, lest one 

attempt to mediate these theologies by recourse to another substantive theology or 

cosmology. Philosophy’s natural formalism means that—if it is being deployed correctly—it 

does not have its own cosmology, but rather leaves substantive cosmology to the diverse 

traditions themselves. It is advantageous, when operating between traditions, to adopt 

concepts with as small a ‘footprint’ as possible. 

 In that spirit, I wanted to try to reframe some of the experiential material Kaldera 

presented, remaining true to the experiences he discussed, without some of the ambivalent 

characteristics of his central metaphor of the stalactites. All metaphors are ambivalent; at 

their best, they are symbols themselves, which means that they invite interpretation. This 

interpretative fruitfulness, however, while it is just what we would wish with respect to 

cosmogonic symbols, undermines the explanatory usefulness of metaphors in general in the 

space between substantive cosmologies.  

 

                                                
1 See especially “Polycentric Polytheism and the Philosophy of Religion,” The Pomegranate: 
International Journal of Pagan Studies 10.2 (Dec. 2008), pp. 207-229 (reprinted in Essays on 
a Polytheistic Philosophy of Religion). 
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 The key experiential notion in the stalactite metaphor as used by Kaldera was the 

idea of a continuum in the experience of a deity. At one end of the continuum—the point of 

the stalactite—the deity is experienced as relatively anthropomorphic, ready to reciprocate 

the devotee’s attachment to Them with a corresponding intense attachment, to the degree, in 

fact, that certain deviations in Their judgment are possible where the devotee is concerned: 

the God may, out of affection, make ‘mistakes’, as it were, in managing the devotee.  

 At the other end of the continuum, where the stalactite meets the ceiling, the deity is 

experienced as relatively non-anthropomorphic, and hence as not reciprocating attachment 

in the same fashion. The deity at this end of the continuum implicitly demands in this way 

that one engage with Them ‘as one’s best self’, in Kaldera’s terms. The deity will not, 

accordingly, on this plane of Their activity, make ‘mistakes’ in handling the devotee due to 

attachment.  

 This continuum was identified by Kaldera with another, a continuum of the God’s 

experienced breadth of operation, which is where the explicit recourse to ‘henotheism’ as a 

category comes in. At the stalactite’s point, the God is experienced as having a relatively 

narrow function, the kind of closely defined role that Gods play in Their pantheons in their 

highly organized state, while at the top of the stalactite, the God plays a wider role, 

encompassing more functions and approaching the point of universal adequacy for the 

devotee: one’s chosen deity is sufficient to all purposes. The identity of the God, to the 

extent that it is determined negatively, by distinguishing Their function as closely as possible 

from all the other Gods (sortal individuation), loses its purchase at this end of the 

continuum, which the metaphor depicts through the stalactites meeting the ceiling and 

becoming united. 

 Here is where the metaphor clearly encounters a difficulty. The metaphor imposes 

upon the experiential content a form which overreaches what is given in the experience. It 

overreaches because it carries with it the assumption that sortal individuation is the only 

kind. Rather, as I argued most recently in the paper I gave at this same conference,2 in the 

everyday practice of distinguishing proper names from common nouns, we deploy a logic 

which is also of the first importance for theology, in that the logic of proper naming 

prevents us from confusing two major categories of individuals, one which is individuated 

                                                
2 “On the Gods and the Good” (paper presented at the Polytheist Leadership Conference, 
Fishkill, NY, July 12, 2014). 



 3 

negatively, through differentiating one unit from all the others, and another which is 

individuated positively, through existential affirmation. 

 I would like to reframe the contents of Kaldera’s account of the nature of the 

devotee’s engagement with their God in terms of this distinction, transforming the account 

thereby into the terms of polycentric polytheism, a concept which attempts to encompass 

the full range of practices and experiences usually classified by religious historians as 

‘henotheistic’ or ‘monolatrous’, placing these experiences and practices in a systematic 

context that displays their dependence upon a logic basic to all polytheistic belief and 

practice. This is in contrast to how the terms ‘henotheism’ and ‘monolatry’ have been used 

in the discourse of historians of religion, who have seen in them either expressions of a 

‘tension’ within polytheism or as expressing an ‘evolutionary’ tendency within polytheism 

toward monotheism. 

 Let us return, therefore, to the experiential continuum that is basic to Kaldera’s 

account. Now, however, we have at one end the God as positively individuated, absolutely 

unique and incomparable. This is the wide end of the stalactite in the metaphor, where it 

merges with the ceiling. At the other end, the tip of the stalactite in the metaphor, we have 

the God as negatively individuated, differentiated in relation to all the other Gods. At the 

pole of negative individuation, the God has, by necessity, a function as narrowly defined as 

possible, so as to overlap the functions of any other Gods as little as possible. At the pole of 

positive individuation, by contrast, the God embraces the potential for any function.  

 We can see immediately how at the pole of positive individuation, we might say that 

the God’s identity ‘blurs’. But if we are more precise, upon what does this perceived 

‘blurring’ really depend? It arises from the potential of this God acting as we might expect 

some other God to act, if we were approaching the situation from the exclusive perspective 

of negative individuation.  

 Conceived in this fashion, we can see that the continuum in question has another, 

profound significance: it is also a continuum from freedom, agency, and innovation, to 

repetition and predictability. The individual without fixed and negatively determined 

attributes is free, at every moment, in principle, to do anything and to be anything. The 

individual as negatively determined, not only relative to other individuals, but also in the 

relationship of their attributes to each other and to the total context of their person, and to 

the structure and function of those attributes in other individuals and in the world order, will 
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not contradict themselves and will maintain the patterns of activity that are consistent with 

how they have acted in the past, in accord with the ongoing construction of a coherent 

character. 

 The nature of trust with regard to the individual construed positively is thus quite 

different than with regard to the same individual negatively individuated. We trust the 

individual as negatively individuated to continue to display the traits they have always to our 

knowledge displayed, and in accord with the beliefs we know them to hold, and in accord 

with the consequences of the actions they have already taken, and in the furtherance of the 

projects to which they have committed themselves. To the degree that they fall short of our 

trust, we regard them as relatively lacking in individuation: their weakness causes them to 

blur. Vices, psychological or physical maladies, are common traits—that is, they are 

instantiated in multiple individuals in basically similar ways—that cause individuals to behave 

in ways characteristic, not of themselves, but of the malady or symptom. By the same token, 

when they fulfill our trust, the individual exhibits virtues that are also common and can be 

recognized as relatively distinct from them. In this way we see that negative individuation, in 

both its good and bad aspects, is relatively deindividuating.  

 In the individual as positively individuated, however, as Galina Krasskova 

memorably said with respect to Odin, we “trust Odin to be Odin”.3 There is far less that we 

can say about this state, as existentialist thinkers have long demonstrated. The state of 

primordial uniqueness and freedom, possessed by agents just insofar as they exist, as soon as 

it applies itself to anything, is caught in manifold negatively individuating nets. Indeed, it is 

the fashioning of such nets that is, in the first place, the goal or object of such free action. 

Agents act just in order to enter into relationships and to create shared structures of 

experience, pursue common projects, and establish a pattern of activity in time that gathers 

up the past and carries it forward into the future.  

 All of this can make it easy to ignore or dismiss positive individuation altogether. 

Moreover, some treat the very positing of it as undermining communion and solidarity. At a 

minimum, the difficulty of saying much about it within a conceptual language that 

necessarily operates largely with negatively individuated terms acts as a formidable stumbling 

block. In addition, as I have argued elsewhere and at length, a long history of philosophical 

                                                
3 “Gods Worthy of Honor,” Gangleri’s Grove (http://krasskova.weebly.com/blog), July 2, 
2014. 



 5 

articulation of the two modes of unity has been obfuscated in the interest of the intellectual 

defense of monotheism. 

 But let us return now to the experiential aspects of engaging with the God at either 

end of the continuum between positive and negative individuation. At the pole of negative 

individuation, the God acts how we expect Them to act, whether from the role they have 

adopted in the pantheon of Gods with whom They are co-emergent, or from our prior 

experience of Them. Moreover, because we confront them at this pole as negatively 

individuated ourselves, ‘like being perceived by like’, in the ancient philosophical axiom, we 

engage with them in our most narrowly determined form as well, which for us tends to be 

our ‘character’ and ‘habits’, some of which are more beneficial and others less so.  

 This engagement between the narrowly-circumscribed functioning of the God as 

negatively individuated, and the habituated or character-determined human devotee (we 

recall Heraclitus’s memorable affirmation that ‘Character is Destiny’), similarly negatively 

individuated, can readily be seen as responsible for the ‘mistakes’ Kaldera cites in the God’s 

‘handling’ of the devotee, born of ‘attachment’. This attachment is in essence the close fit 

between the most stereotyped aspects of the God and of the human. These ‘habits’ produce 

manifestations of ‘destiny’, even of the ‘tragic’ variety, because they tend, in the relative 

absence of originality, to integrate the individual passively into wider projects, rather than the 

individual being in a position to freely participate in those projects, co-constituting them and 

having the potential to change the course of those projects. 

 Engaging at the other end of the continuum, by contrast, means that the absolute 

uniqueness of the God confronts the corresponding uniqueness and radical freedom of the 

human, on account of which we may say that each contains all things. “All things are in all 

things, but in each appropriately,” runs an ancient Pythagorean maxim. The God, being fully 

native to the realm of positive individuation, always acts freely, and thus can, in principle, act 

as any other God would or could, though They may not choose to do so, acting instead in 

cooperation and lending space in and from themselves for each other’s manifestation. We, 

having all things in us as well, only appropriate to our manner of being, more easily 

experience ourselves rather in dependency upon all things, and our cooperation as arising 

out of common need, common lack. We are, in many ways, native to the realm of negative 

individuation. Contact between ourselves and the Gods, however, brings us to a recognition 

of our own freedom and agency, and helps to bring the plane of negative individuation into 
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greater harmony and fulfillment, as we grow into the role of co-administrators of the cosmos 

with the Gods. 

 To return briefly in conclusion to the metaphor of the stalactites, we may say that 

what I have done here is to apply the Hermetic axiom that “God is the circle whose center is 

everywhere, its circumference nowhere.” As a generic statement, it refers not to some 

particular God, but to the nature of the Gods, the structure of their polycentric manifold. 

There is no ‘ceiling’ as such, no single circumference that would encompass the Gods. 

Instead, what is represented as the ‘ceiling’ is actually the circumference of a stalactite at its 

widest point, which encompasses all the others within itself. The notion of a discrete ‘ceiling’ 

that encompasses all the stalactites and subsumes their particularity is itself dependent upon 

restricting the stalactites to their narrowest circumferences. 

 

 


