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“Greetings, Prophet;
The Great Work begins:
The Messenger has arrived.”

—Tony Kushner, Angels in America, Part I:
Mellenium Approaches

Also by Tom Benjamin
Tarot on Earth: A Practical Approach to the Cards
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Chapter One

Six or so years into learning tarot, I found myself frustrated and stalled and I didn’t
know why. I could lay out the cards and tell you what they meant, and I might hit on
something happening in your life that I couldn’t have known otherwise, but often the
cards took me in a direction far from what you’d asked about. You might want to know
about your job and all these cups told me to talk about your love life.

“I’m single,” you’d say, “I don’t want a love life.”
“The cards say different.”
Worse, I lived and died with the validation I got (or not) from the readings I

performed. If the querent came back and told me I got it right, my heart sang; if they
said I’d gotten it wrong or, worse, said nothing, I’d dissolve into self-doubt. That doubt
would eventually evolve into a protective layer of justification. If they didn’t like what I
was doing, they didn’t get me or tarot and they didn’t deserve me as a reader. It was a
super healthy reaction.

A Very Good Place to Start
(Start here)



all. We have to take everything we’ve learned and bring it to life, but we don’t always
know how to do that.

A side-effect of this is that a lot of tarot students develop a meaning-centric
method of reading tarot. A reading becomes a vocabulary test in school, where we’re
introduced to the word, study its definition, and recite it on the test at the end of the
week. We learn the card meanings and we lay out the cards and we recite what we’ve
memorized. Which is a fine start. It’s like the frame of a house; it holds the whole thing
up and keeps us safe. But houses are more than frames and tarot readings are more
than recitations of memorized card meanings. This is where I struggled. And I know
from experience many readers do, too.

Meaning-centric readingmeans that the memorized definition of a card trumps all
else. Sometimes that’s fine. But there are times when the question asked and the cards
drawn feel incongruent. They don’t make sense together. In the example I used above,
our friend wanted to know about the troubles with their boss—but the Empress talked
about femininity and fertility. What does that mean? How does it answer the question?
Is the querent having problems with their boss because they’re too feminine? Because
they’re too fertile? Is the environment too fertile? It’s difficult to answer that question
with that card. It doesn’t immediately make sense. If it had been the Five of Wands, say,
that fits better; there’s conflict that needs to be addressed. But here we have the
Empress and we have to make it make sense and it just doesn’t. And there were times
where I’d give up and say, “Look, the problems with your boss aren’t the issue. The
issue is that you need to go make space for your creativity and grow and blossom! There
are things inside you that want to be born into the world! Forget about your boss and
go create!”
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I knew I wasn’t done learning, much as I didn’t love admitting that. I have a big
ego and a tendency to want to be good at everything immediately, but I loved learning
about tarot. I’d read every book, every blog, every newsletter I could get my greedy little
hands on, and I had been since the first time I saw the cards. I just didn’t know how to
get from where I was to where I wanted to be—in part because I didn’t know where I
wanted to be. Maybe I just wasn’t any good. Or maybe tarot didn’t work. — Except I’d
seen it work! I’d done it! Every once in a while I’d stumble into a reading that sprang to
life in front of me. There must be something there. There had to be…

Many folks learn tarot by reading the great books and studying the card
meanings and the classic spreads. Early on we discover the Empress represents fertility
and femininity and that she’s associated with Venus and that the pomegranates on her
dress and the field of corn represent Demeter and Persephone, etc. These days maybe
we take online classes or watch YouTube videos, but the format is essentially the same:
study the meanings of the cards, commit them to memory, do your daily one-card
draws, lather, rinse, repeat. The book or the class or the video ends and we’re left alone.
We pull the cards for a friend and we explain what the Empress means.

“So, what does that say about the problems I’m having with my boss?” our
eager friend asks, awaiting revelation. And we freeze.

Studying the card meanings and reading the great books is the first step of
becoming a tarot reader, but that’s where many of us stop because we don’t know
where to go next. The books are the foundation, they give us the basic concepts. But
what they can’t do is show you how the cards function in the context of doing a
reading, because there’s no way to do more than a couple examples, and even if they
showed us the card meaning in every possible context, there’s no way we’d remember it



You Better Work

The only thing you need to work through this book and improve your skills are
trust, tenacity, and a tarot deck. You can use whatever deck you want, though this is
designed to focus on Waite-Smith style cards. Something appeals to me about using the
same deck all the way through; it feels intimate and cool—but it’s up to you. I’m
writing that as the shelves behind me bulge with decks waiting to be used.

To get the most of this book, you have to do the work. You can’t just read the
activities and move on. Real learning is active and achieving greatness requires
motivation. There may be activities you don’t want to do; things that make you roll
your eyes or think I’m just an annoying crank trying to make your life hell. Do them
anyway. In fact, the activities you resist the most may be the ones that teach you the
most. Think of them as a game and enjoy them, have fun with them, and if you learn
something from them, even better. Resist the voice that says, “That’s dumb/too much
work/too hard/too scary, I’m not doing that.” That’s a voice that’s trying to protect you
from growing. It wants you to feel safe at the expense of your development.

Here’s a hard truth about us humans: even when we really want to get good at
something, we don’t want to get uncomfortable. We’re willing to put in just enough
time and energy to feel like we’re “getting there,” but not much more. Learning means
changing, you see, and the human animal doesn’t like change. We like safety. One of
our main missions in life is to create safe environments for ourselves. That’s never been
truer than as I re-work this chapter, here in the mist of a global pandemic. We want to
feel safe and secure and comfy and that’s understandable. It’s just not good for learning.
We’re not actually built to learn things we don’t really need in order to survive. Our
brains tend to reject what isn’t essential. It’s why we get bored at work and why anyone
with a creative hobby has to sometimes force themselves to sit down and do it even if

I gave a lot of readings like that—and I’ve gotten a lot of readings like that.
But that’s backwards. Tarot isn’t in service of the card meanings; the card

meanings are one of the tools that help us answer the question. The question shouldn’t
be thrown out in service of a card’s “traditional” meaning; the meaning needs to adapt
to answer the question. What we need isn’t a meaning-centric approach but a question-
centric approach—one that allows the cards and the reader to work together to come up
with a logical answer to the querent’s question. When readers go from meaning-centric
to question-centric, they go from good to great. And that’s what this workbook is
designed to help you do. To achieve that, we explore our tarot toolkit. This is everything
we know about a card and the situation we’re reading for. There’s a lot of tools we can
use beyond what we learned the card means in order to do readings. The key is
recognizing what tools you have, which tools you like working with, and what tools are
the right ones for this job. Together, we’re going to figure all of that out.

This is less a book than it is a workshop. The beating heart isn’t my delightful
and snarky prose, it’s the activities designed to bring new skills to life and to help you
become a question-centric reader. And there’s all kinds of delicious side effects when
you do that. It builds your confidence immeasurably and you learn that the true mark of
your success isn’t whatever feedback you may or may not get from whomever you read
for, but how well you centered the question and how clearly you answered it. You’re
going to feel proud of your readings more often, because you’re going to be able to give
yourself immediate feedback. You’re going to prevent the downward spirals into anxiety
and frustration when the cards don’t make sense. And you’re going to give yourself and
whoever else you read for more useful readings. This book is designed to build your
skill and confidence—but to do that, to quote RuPaul, “You betta work!”
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A Sidebar on Tradition

This is a good time to point out that this book is about tarot reading, not about
tarot broadly. We’re not going to explore path working or meditation, shadow work,
ancestral work, the Tree of Life—any of it. Mentions of the Hermitic Order of the
Golden Dawn and its acolytes and descendants will be tinted with affectionate snark.
You’ve got the books about those things. You’ve got the history and The Fool’s Journey
and the tables of correspondences. But that’s not the intent of this workbook. We’re
here to sling some cards and answer some questions.

It’s also worth knowing at this point that I don’t hold much sacred—even my
own techniques. I am an eternal student and I keep learning and experimenting with
new things. Just because something has been done by a lot of smart people for a long
time doesn’t mean I’m not going to subject it to scrutiny. You don’t have to agree with
any of the things I say that buck tradition, but I do hope you’ll sit with them and
wrestle with them. Don’t just say, “No, that’s wrong,” and turn the page or put down
the book. When you disagree with me, at least give yourself the gift of figuring out why.
And when you really disagree with me, really wrestle with it. Remember, when
something is causing us growing pains, it’s still pain, and we’ll want to stop it. But if we
do, we lose the growth with that pain and that’s sad.

Some Agreements

There are a few truths I’ve discovered about tarot over the years and to work
through this material, it’s helpful for you to know what they are. They’ve shaped just
about everything about how I read and teach. You can discard them when you’re done if

they love it. I love writing and I love tarot, and yet I spent most of today playing Animal
Crossing rather than working on this book. We just inherently want to do what makes us
feel safe. Learning isn’t safe because we’re going to have to grow and so we innately
dislike it. There’s this thing called the ego that really hates when we’re in a growth
phase, because, wow, the ego bruises easily when it feels like its not good enough.

The ego wants to protect itself at all costs because it’s super fragile. When we’re
learning, we have to come face-to-face with our ego and the fact that we’re never truly
done learning. We have to come face-to-face with the reality that some of the activities
in this workbook will challenge us and ask things of us that we’re not sure we
understand or not sure we can do yet. The ego will give us all kinds of reasons to justify
avoiding them. Of course it will. It wants to feel good. Not being perfect at something,
that’s the ego’s worst nightmare. And learning demands that we come face-to-face with
not being perfect right away. And if we fight the ego, well, it’ll fight back. Egos are
fragile, but they aren’t wimps.

When the ego starts fighting, you have to remind yourself that you’re
experimenting with some new techniques. You’re not a bad reader right now trying to
become a good one; you’re a reader who is experimenting on a path toward question-
centric readings. Some of what I say here will challenge assumptions or beliefs you have
about the cards—some of which you may have learned from some of the great tarot
minds, those names up on the Olympus of divination. You’re going to read those things
and resist them because it challenges you and because your ego might get triggered
(and also because you may find me presumptuous to have dared shake up what has
been held sacred for so long). Go for the ride. Care for the ego. And do the work
anyway. It’s going to be ok. It’s going to be better than ok. But only if we do the work.
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This is important because one of the things we need as we approach question-
centric reading is openness to possibility; a sense that literally anything is possible and
that any card can show us something we didn’t expect. When we turn over the Two of
Cups and assume it means love and romance before we consider the context of the
question and any other cards in the spread, we’re making our job more difficult because
we’re closing ourselves off to possibility. Think of it this way, cute little crushes like that
depicted on the two can be good—but if they always were, Fatal Attraction wouldn’t be a
thing. Know what I mean? Sometimes The Tower is exactly what we need and so
refreshing, and sometimes it’s gutting and awful. It depends on context. So it’s worth
thinking about now and practicing now; though, of course, we’ll return to this concept
as we work through the course.

Getting Started

It’s about time to get started, my friends. This is where we roll up our sleeves
and get into the dirt. I titled by first book Tarot on Earth because, as a tarot teacher, I
have two goals: First, to bring tarot down to earth and make it accessible and useful in
every-day life; second, to encourage folks to play and get dirty and messy while they’re
in student mode. Tarot on Earth could be the title of everything I do. Think of this book
as part laboratory and part sandbox. Play, experiment, get messy, nothing will blow
up—except, potentially, misconceptions that are holding you back or tendencies that
might be tripping you up. Go for the ride and enjoy it. The activities and
recommendations you’re about to explore aren’t tests, they’re games; this isn’t an
audition, it’s a classroom. Try to approach everything with curiosity and playfulness and
you’ll get the most out of this.

Ok, ready? Let’s get started.

you want, but in order for this to make sense and truly help you grow, you’ll want to at
least consider them. In no particular order, they are:

• The cards drawn always the question asked.
• Every card in the deck can answer every question accurately.
• If the cards drawn don’t answer the question asked, the “problem” is me, not

the cards, the question, the conditions, or anything else.
• If I’m reading for someone else, they know what they want to know better than I

do; it’s not my job to tell them what they should want to know;
• However, I can help them shape a question so that they get the answer they really

want.
• Sometimes the answer comes to life immediately; sometimes it requires

tenacity.
• I should be able to defend my answer like a thesis, based on the cards arrayed

before me.
• The more specific the question, the more specific the answer.
• The more specific the answer, the more successful the reading.
• Context is everything.

Switzerland: The Most Important Agreement

Another agreement I want you to consider as we dive in is that every single tarot
card is neutral until it comes into context with a question. Regardless of what you see
in the image, what associations you have for it, no matter how gleeful or grim it is
“traditionally” thought to be, we’re going to assume that they can be good or bad only
when they’re in context. Up until that point, they are totally neutral. The Ten of Swords
is as happy as the Ten of Cups, and the Ten of Cups is as grim as the Ten of Swords.

Your Tarot Toolkit18 A Very Good Place to Start 19


