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    A seeker’s questions ignite a measured, uncompromising attempt to map an ethical and spiritual cosmos for the modern mind.

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky’s The Key to Theosophy, first published in 1889, serves as her clearest introduction to the principles and aims of the Theosophical Society she co-founded in 1875. Written in an accessible, explanatory mode, it presents Theosophy not as a sectarian creed but as a synthesis of ethics, metaphysics, and comparative inquiry. Blavatsky, a pivotal figure in modern esotericism, frames the book for earnest readers who ask what Theosophy is, what it is not, and why it matters. Without demanding prior knowledge, she situates the subject historically and philosophically, preparing the ground for a disciplined exploration of ideas and conduct.

Composed in the late 1880s, The Key to Theosophy follows closely upon Blavatsky’s monumental The Secret Doctrine (1888), distilling complicated themes into direct answers. It arrives amid expanding international interest in the Theosophical movement, which by then had lodges in several countries and a vigorous print culture. The book addresses frequent misunderstandings, clarifies terminology, and outlines the Society’s declared objects, especially its aspiration toward a universal human solidarity beyond social and doctrinal divisions. Standing at the crossroads of science, religion, and philosophy—as those fields were debated in the nineteenth century—it offers a framework intended to withstand scrutiny rather than evade it.

Its structure is a sustained dialogue between an inquirer and a theosophist, a catechismal form chosen for clarity and fairness. Questions are posed in plain language, objections are aired, and the replies unfold step by step. This method allows technical topics to be approached through everyday concerns—how to live, how to think, and how to test ideas. The tone is firm yet pedagogical, often returning to definitions before proceeding to implications. By organizing complex doctrines through conversation, Blavatsky reduces abstraction, encourages critical reading, and models a respectful exchange that mirrors the book’s plea for breadth of vision and intellectual conscience.

At its heart, the work advances themes that have given it long life: the ideal of human brotherhood, the ethical responsibilities of the individual, and the possibility of inner development. It discusses principles such as karma and reincarnation as moral frameworks rather than curiosities, linking metaphysical questions to conduct and compassion. It argues for study across traditions without surrendering judgment, and for self-knowledge that translates into service. Throughout, the text presses the claim that spirituality must be lived, not merely contemplated, locating Theosophy in the arena of character, duty, and the steady refinement of motive and attention.

As a companion in spirit to Blavatsky’s earlier and larger expositions, The Key to Theosophy serves as an interpretive map. Where works like Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine present wide-ranging research and synthesis, this book concentrates on definition, scope, and application. It consolidates questions readers had raised over years of lectures and correspondence, and it sets out a path for newcomers who might be daunted by the scale of her erudition. In doing so, it reveals the pedagogical core of her project: to build understanding patiently, to ask for evidence, and to anchor speculation in ethical consequence.

These qualities help explain why the book has attained classic status within modern esoteric literature. Its economy of presentation, strong organization, and practical emphasis make it a durable primer, returning complex conversations to intelligible terms. Because it articulates the Society’s aims in a compact and steady voice, it has long served study groups and independent readers as a first point of entry. Beyond movement boundaries, it offers scholars and general audiences a reliable window into a defining current of nineteenth-century thought, capturing the moment when global sources, critical method, and ethical reform sought a common language.

Theosophical ideas, formulated across Blavatsky’s writings and presented plainly here, influenced notable writers and cultural figures. W. B. Yeats engaged deeply with Theosophy in the 1880s and 1890s, finding in its vocabulary and symbolism resources for poetic imagination. The Irish poet and critic George William Russell (AE) drew on theosophical conceptions in his essays and verse. In popular literature, L. Frank Baum became a member of the Theosophical Society and publicly supported its perspectives; readers have traced echoes of its ideals in his storytelling. These lines of reception underscore the book’s role in clarifying notions that later authors adapted creatively.

Equally significant is the book’s place in the broader intellectual milieu of its time, when Western audiences were grappling with Asian philosophies, comparative religion, psychical research, and the authority of scientific method. Blavatsky’s approach does not collapse differences among traditions; rather, it proposes criteria for comparative study and insists that ethics remain central. By outlining this stance in approachable prose, she contributed to a culture of cross-cultural reading whose effects extended into literature, religious studies, and debates about secularism. The Key to Theosophy thus functions as both introduction and manifesto, insisting that breadth and rigor are mutually reinforcing.

Readers returning to the book notice its craft as much as its content. The controlled cadence of the dialogue, the recurrence of summary and restatement, and the steady avoidance of technical jargon serve a pedagogical design. When polemic appears, it is tied to method: objections are cataloged so that answers can be precise. Definitions are compact without being reductive, and illustrations are chosen to clarify rather than embellish. The resulting prose is characteristically nineteenth-century in its confidence and scope, yet attentive to the ordinary reader’s path through unfamiliar terrain, making complexity navigable without sacrificing seriousness or nuance.

Because it never divorces metaphysics from conduct, the work offers a practical dimension that helps explain its endurance. The Society’s emphasis on forming a nucleus of solidarity across distinctions—whether of belief, social standing, or background—is presented as an ethical experiment open to all. Ideas such as responsibility for consequences, disciplined study, and compassionate action are framed as tests of truth rather than ornaments to it. In this way, the book recruits readers not merely to think differently but to live attentively, folding inquiry into character and service, and linking personal transformation to civic and global concern.

In an age again searching for a meeting point between scientific curiosity, spiritual hunger, and cultural diversity, The Key to Theosophy retains a singular pertinence. Its call for lucid definitions, fair comparison, and ethical seriousness speaks across generations, while its patient dialogue models how convictions can be examined without rancor. As an introduction, it remains readable; as a document of intellectual history, it is valuable for understanding the theosophical current and its literary echoes. The book’s lasting appeal lies in its promise that clarity and compassion can coexist, guiding inquiry toward a larger horizon of human fellowship.
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    The Key to Theosophy, published in 1889 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, presents a systematic introduction to Theosophy in a conversational, question-and-answer form. Addressed to an inquirer, it clarifies the movement’s aims, teachings, and methods while responding to common misunderstandings circulating in the press and public. Blavatsky distinguishes between Theosophy as a body of ideas and the Theosophical Society as an organization, emphasizing that the book serves as a practical guide rather than a secret manual. Its opening chapters explain the reasons for the work, establish the scope of inquiry, and set a tone of critical examination rather than dogmatic assertion.

The book proceeds by defining what Theosophy is and is not. Theosophy is presented as a synthesis of ethics, philosophy, and a metaphysical worldview thought to underlie the world’s religions, rather than a new sect or creed. The dialogue contrasts exoteric belief with an inner or esoteric interpretation, urging readers to test ideas by reason and experience. It positions Theosophy as open to scientific inquiry while challenging materialist conclusions, and as appreciative of religion while rejecting theological exclusivism. This section stresses the movement’s non-authoritarian posture: acceptance of ideas is voluntary, and no belief is demanded as a condition of participation.

Turning to the Theosophical Society, the book outlines its purposes and methods. It presents the ideal of universal human brotherhood, without distinctions of race, creed, sex, caste, or color, as the movement’s ethical nucleus. Comparative study of religion, philosophy, and science is encouraged to counter sectarian bias, and investigation of the unexplained laws of nature and the latent powers in humanity is proposed as a legitimate field of inquiry. Membership is portrayed as open to seekers of varied backgrounds, provided they uphold tolerance and mutual respect. This portion separates organizational policy from private convictions and stresses autonomy of thought.

From this foundation the book develops its ethical program, called practical Theosophy. It argues that genuine progress begins with self-directed reform and service to others. Virtue is framed as active compassion, honesty, self-control, and responsibility, rather than adherence to ritual or reliance on vicarious salvation. Prayer is discussed in terms of motive and inner effort; the text favors self-reliance joined to altruism over petitionary dependence. Social obligations—toward family, community, and humanity—are approached as opportunities for steady, impartial goodwill. Throughout, the dialogue contrasts sentimental charity with help that educates, strengthens, and preserves dignity, making moral transformation the indispensable basis for any occult study.

Blavatsky then presents a psychology and metaphysics of the human being. The individual is portrayed as a composite of principles, commonly schematized as seven, ranging from a spiritual core through mind and desire to vitality, subtle form, and physical body. The narrative emphasizes the tension and potential harmony between a higher, universal self and the personal, changeable self. Moral choice, study, and disciplined living are said to align the mind with its nobler counterpart, opening capacities for insight without recourse to superstition. Such capacities, however, are not ends in themselves; pursuit of powers is subordinated to ethical development and universal duty.

The book next expounds the twin doctrines of karma and reincarnation as the keystones of moral order. Karma is framed as an impersonal law of cause and effect governing thoughts and actions, ensuring justice without divine favoritism or eternal punishment. Reincarnation explains human diversity and growth as a long education of the soul through successive lives. Objections are addressed soberly—such as questions about memory, heredity, and personal identity—by distinguishing the enduring thinker from transient attributes. Freedom and responsibility co-exist: choices create tendencies that shape future circumstances, yet ethical effort can redirect destiny. The exposition aims to unify conscience, logic, and experience.

Linked to these teachings is the account of post-mortem states. The text describes transitional conditions following death that correspond to the unsatisfied impulses of the personality and a more blissful, assimilative state for the nobler experiences of the past life. Eternal hells or heavens are denied, replaced by finite consequences proportional to causes. The dialogue cautions against attempts to communicate with the deceased, explaining many mediumistic phenomena as interactions with residual psychic vestiges rather than conscious spirits. For Theosophy, dwelling on the dead is less wholesome than living ethically; right thought and conduct are presented as the surest service to all.

A further section distinguishes occultism from mediumship and sensation-seeking. Occult training, when undertaken, demands altruistic motive, purity, courage, patience, and obedience to natural law rather than to personalities. The existence of advanced adepts, sometimes called Masters, is affirmed as part of the tradition’s history, yet belief in them is not imposed as a test of membership or sincerity. The narrative warns against credulity and fanaticism as much as against cynicism, recommending critical study, consistency of life, and quiet perseverance. In this light, Theosophy presents itself as a discipline of knowledge and character, not a promise of marvels.

The work closes by returning to first principles. The key it offers is not a single dogma but a framework: universal brotherhood as an ethical imperative; a view of humanity as evolving through experience under just law; and a call to harmonize reason, intuition, and compassion. By organizing questions that many readers bring to religion, science, and morality, the book seeks to make Theosophy intelligible and practicable without appeals to authority or secrecy. Its lasting significance lies in proposing a coherent, ethically centered outlook that invites inquiry and self-transformation while leaving details open to personal verification and thoughtful debate.
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    The Key to Theosophy appeared in London in 1889, at the height of the late Victorian era, when the British Empire, parliamentary institutions, established churches, and learned societies set much of the tone of public life. Industrial capitalism fueled urban expansion, mass literacy, and a powerful press, while London served as a global publishing hub. Scientific naturalism, biblical criticism, and missionary activity all shaped debate. In this setting, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky presented Theosophy in a didactic, question-and-answer form aimed at educated readers, positioning it as a rational, ethical, and comparative approach to religion amid the competing authorities of church, science, and empire.

The Theosophical Society had been founded in New York in 1875 by Blavatsky, Henry Steel Olcott, William Q. Judge, and others. Its declared aims included forming a nucleus of universal brotherhood, encouraging the comparative study of religion, philosophy, and science, and investigating unexplained laws of nature and human potential. The Key to Theosophy distilled these aims for a broad audience, clarifying terminology and principles that had circulated in earlier, more polemical or sensational writings. The work reflects the Society’s effort to define itself as a movement concerned with ethics and knowledge rather than a mere conduit for occult phenomena.

The book also emerged from the mid-19th-century spiritualist ferment that spread from the United States to Europe: séances, trance mediumship, and phenomena associated with mesmerism attracted large audiences from the 1850s onward. Blavatsky had engaged with spiritualist circles but argued that many phenomena were misunderstood. By 1889, spiritualism faced skepticism from scientists and clergy alike. The Key to Theosophy repeatedly distinguishes Theosophy’s philosophical and ethical project from popular spiritualism, offering karma, reincarnation, and moral self-culture as frameworks that claim consistency and responsibility rather than dependence on spirit communications.

Imperial networks decisively shaped Theosophy’s trajectory. Blavatsky and Olcott sailed to India in 1878–79, founded The Theosophist in Bombay, and, in 1882, shifted the Society’s headquarters to Adyar (Madras/Chennai). Under the British Raj, Indian religious life and reform movements were intensely debated in English-language print and public forums. The Theosophical Society positioned itself as a mediator between Asian traditions and Western seekers. The Key to Theosophy, written after a decade of Indian engagement, draws on that encounter, arguing for universal principles beneath diverse scriptures and challenging Eurocentric readings that treated Asian religions as exotic or inferior.

Theosophy’s early Indian relationships illuminate conflicts that echo in the book. The Society briefly cooperated with Dayananda Saraswati’s Arya Samaj, a Hindu reform movement founded in 1875 that promoted Vedic authority and social reform. That cooperation ended amid doctrinal and organizational differences by the early 1880s. The Key to Theosophy emphasizes a broad, nonsectarian brotherhood and comparative method, setting Theosophy apart from movements centered on exclusive textual authority or denominational identity, and signaling the Society’s preference for cross-tradition study and ethical practice over theological polemics.

In Sri Lanka (then Ceylon), Olcott’s work aided a Buddhist educational revival. After publicly professing Buddhist sympathies in 1880, he helped organize schools, prepared a Buddhist Catechism (first published 1881), and supported the standardization and popularization of the multicolored Buddhist flag (mid-1880s). These activities occurred amid colonial tensions over Christian missions and Buddhist institutions. The Key to Theosophy’s discussions of karma, compassion, and moral causation resonated with Buddhist ideas as presented to English readers, framing ethics not as dogma but as universal law, and aligning with reformers who sought to modernize and defend Asian traditions.

Scholarship on Asian texts was transforming European reading habits. Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the East series began in 1879, and the Pali Text Society, founded in 1881 by T. W. Rhys Davids, advanced Buddhist studies. Works like Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia (1879) popularized the Buddha’s life for Western audiences. The Key to Theosophy reflects and critiques this climate of translation and popularization. It attempts to define technical terms such as karma and reincarnation, warn against superficial borrowing, and ground Theosophy’s claims in a comparative method that sought coherence across traditions without collapsing their historical differences.

Debates over science and religion formed the intellectual backdrop. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and later controversies, including John Tyndall’s 1874 Belfast Address asserting the authority of scientific naturalism, prompted reassessments of faith and metaphysics. At the same time, hypnosis research and the Society for Psychical Research (founded 1882) investigated anomalous experiences. The Key to Theosophy engages these debates by portraying Theosophy as compatible with disciplined inquiry, asserting ethical lawfulness in nature, and urging investigation of human potential, while criticizing both dogmatic materialism and uncritical belief.

Controversies shaped how the movement was received. Reports of paranormal phenomena around Blavatsky and the so-called Mahatma Letters to A. P. Sinnett (early 1880s) drew public attention. The 1884 Coulomb affair at Adyar and the 1885 report by Richard Hodgson for the Society for Psychical Research cast severe doubt on Blavatsky’s claims, damaging her reputation in Britain and India. The Key to Theosophy appears after these disputes and emphasizes philosophical exposition, ethics, and the Societys original aims, thereby addressing readers wary of sensationalism by presenting a systematic, argumentative account.

Print culture and sociability in London provided crucial infrastructure. From 1879, The Theosophist circulated in India and abroad; in 1887 Blavatsky launched the periodical Lucifer in London, creating a forum for debate that included notable secularists and reformers. The Blavatsky Lodge, founded in 1887, hosted discussions later published as Transactions of the Blavatsky Lodge. The Key to Theosophy adopts an accessible catechetical format well suited to late Victorian self-education, reading circles, and public lectures, aligning Theosophy with other movements that reached middle-class audiences through inexpensive books, serialized essays, and club life.

The social question loomed large in 1880s Britain: labor organization, the eight-hour day, housing reform, and the emergence of the Fabian Society (1884) shaped urban politics. Women’s rights activists campaigned for suffrage, education, and legal reforms. Theosophy attracted some figures from these circles, notably Annie Besant, who publicly joined the Society in 1889 after earlier engagement with secularism and social issues. The Key to Theosophy’s treatment of duty, charity, and self-improvement, and its insistence on human solidarity beyond creed, sex, or race, resonated with reformist ideals even as it criticized sectarianism and purely material remedies.

Colonial politics in India also framed the book’s reception. The Indian National Congress was founded in 1885, and debates over education, caste, and religious reform intensified under the Raj. The Theosophical Society’s lodges included members of diverse communities and sometimes facilitated dialogue across communal lines. The Key to Theosophy’s principle of a universal brotherhood without distinctions of caste or color addressed a landscape shaped by racial hierarchies and missionary competition, suggesting a cosmopolitan ethic that, at least in aspiration, pushed against prevailing imperial social stratifications.

Blavatsky’s own mobility reflected new global circuits. Born in 1831 in the Russian Empire, she traveled widely before settling in the United States in the 1870s, then in India, and finally in London in 1887. These movements were made easier by steamship routes and the Suez Canal (opened 1869), as well as telegraph and postal networks that linked periodical markets from Bombay to London and New York. The Key to Theosophy is a product of these transnational channels, written for English readers but drawing on conversations across Europe and Asia that had been fostered by new communications technologies.

Journalists and colonial officials played influential roles in shaping perceptions of Theosophy. Alfred P. Sinnett, editor of The Pioneer in Allahabad, publicized the movement in Britain with The Occult World (1881) and Esoteric Buddhism (1883). These books stirred curiosity and controversy, sometimes encouraging expectations of phenomena. The Key to Theosophy clarifies doctrinal and ethical points that had been filtered through earlier reportage, pointing readers away from marvel-seeking toward moral responsibility and disciplined study, a corrective consistent with the Society’s stated objects and Blavatsky’s late-1880s emphasis on instruction.

Institutional developments immediately before the book’s publication are relevant. In 1888, Blavatsky established an Esoteric Section for committed students, while continuing exoteric work through public lectures and periodicals. The Secret Doctrine appeared in 1888, and The Key to Theosophy and The Voice of the Silence followed in 1889, offering, respectively, systematic exposition and devotional-ethical counsel. The cluster of publications reflects a strategic effort to consolidate teachings, train students, and address misunderstandings, at a moment when the Society’s membership was expanding in Europe and America and needed clear, portable texts.

Technological and economic changes underwrote the book’s reach. Cheap wood-pulp paper, steam-powered presses, and expanding railway and postal systems enabled small, affordable print runs to circulate across Britain, India, and the United States. Urban readers joined study groups and attended lectures in venues ranging from Masonic halls to secularist clubs. The Key to Theosophy, concise and dialogical, fit these reading practices. It promised an ethical synthesis grounded in self-culture and comparative religion, arrayed against both ecclesiastical dogma and reductive materialism—a pitch well suited to a literate public seeking meaning inside a rapidly changing industrial society.

The Theosophical motto, adopted in India in the early 1880s and commonly translated as There is no religion higher than Truth, signaled an aspiration to transcend sectarian boundaries. The Key to Theosophy draws on this orientation by presenting duty, compassion, and the law of moral causation as universal. It challenged exclusivist claims of salvation and rejected vicarious atonement in favor of responsibility for one’s actions. In an age of missionary competition and confessional rivalry, the book’s language presented Theosophy as a modern, ethical religio-philosophy, open to inquiry yet respectful of ancient traditions and contemporary scholarship alike.」「Wait, that last string contains a Japanese quote symbol. Oops. I must avoid that.
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    Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891) was a Russian-born writer and co-founder of the Theosophical Society, a major force in the late nineteenth-century occult revival. She sought to synthesize aspects of Western esotericism with concepts derived from Asian religious traditions, aiming to present a universal “ancient wisdom.” Her work resonated with readers drawn to comparative religion, metaphysics, and paranormal inquiry, while provoking strong opposition from skeptics and some scholars. Blavatsky became a defining figure in modern esotericism through her books, periodicals, and organizational leadership, leaving an intellectual legacy that influenced spiritual movements, debates about science and religion, and the popular Western reception of Eastern philosophies.

Blavatsky’s early formation was marked by extensive self-directed reading and exposure to European intellectual currents. Growing up in the Russian Empire, she developed wide linguistic and literary interests. In young adulthood she traveled broadly, absorbing ideas from occult literature and from public discussions of mesmerism and Spiritualism that circulated in mid-nineteenth-century Europe and the Americas. She studied works associated with the Western esoteric tradition, including writings by Éliphas Lévi, while also engaging with Orientalist scholarship and translations of Hindu and Buddhist texts then becoming available. This eclectic education shaped her ambition to articulate a comprehensive framework uniting religious, philosophical, and scientific perspectives.

By the early 1870s Blavatsky was active in Spiritualist circles in the United States, where séances and psychical phenomena were topics of public fascination. In 1875, in New York, she co-founded the Theosophical Society with Henry Steel Olcott and William Quan Judge. The Society announced aims that included comparative study of religion and philosophy, exploration of unexplained laws of nature, and the ideal of universal brotherhood. Blavatsky rapidly emerged as the group’s central voice. Her first major book, Isis Unveiled (1877), criticized materialist science and dogmatic religion while compiling esoteric doctrines. It drew significant attention, with admirers praising its scope and critics questioning its accuracy and sources.

Seeking to position Theosophy within a global conversation, Blavatsky and close associates relocated to India in the late 1870s. They launched The Theosophist, a monthly journal that became a key platform for articles on religion, occultism, and cross-cultural interpretation. The Society established headquarters at Adyar, near Madras (now Chennai), and developed branches across South Asia and beyond. In India, Blavatsky met Hindu and Buddhist interlocutors, emphasized universal ethics and karmic law, and promoted a recovery of ancient wisdom traditions. Her efforts contributed to transnational networks that carried Asian philosophical ideas to Western audiences and framed them within an esoteric synthesis.

Controversy accompanied her prominence. Blavatsky asserted contact with advanced adepts or “Mahatmas” and was associated with phenomena reported by followers. In 1884–1885 the “Coulomb affair” and an investigation by the Society for Psychical Research led to allegations of fraud, notably the Hodgson Report, which branded her claims as deceptive. The Theosophical Society disputed these findings, and later commentators criticized methodological flaws in the investigation, though scholarly opinion has remained divided. These disputes shaped her public image, making her a polarizing figure whose ideas were assessed alongside questions about evidence, authority, and the boundaries of science.

After leaving India in the mid-1880s, Blavatsky lived mainly in Europe and focused on writing. She founded the journal Lucifer in London in 1887 and organized the Blavatsky Lodge. Her magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine (1888), presented a cosmology and anthropology she said derived from the “Stanzas of Dzyan,” a text not independently verified and widely debated. She followed with The Key to Theosophy (1889), a didactic exposition of Theosophical principles, and The Voice of the Silence (1889), an ethical-mystical text. These works deepened her system’s influence, attracting adherents from diverse professions while prompting rigorous critique from academics and clergy.

Blavatsky’s final years were marked by ill health but sustained literary activity and organizational work. She died in 1891 in London. The Theosophical Society endured beyond her lifetime, experiencing growth and occasional schisms while remaining a conduit for esoteric and comparative-religion discourse. Her legacy is complex: she helped popularize ideas such as karma and reincarnation in the West, encouraged cross-cultural study of sacred texts, and shaped occult modernity, yet her methods and claims remain contentious. Today, scholars and practitioners continue to debate her contributions, recognizing both her historical impact and the controversies that defined her career.
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PREFACE

The purpose of this book is exactly expressed in its title, “The Key to Theosophy,” and needs but few words of explanation. It is not a complete or exhaustive text-book of Theosophy, but only a key to unlock the door that leads to the deeper study. It traces the broad outlines of the Wisdom Religion, and explains its fundamental principles; meeting, at the same time, the various objections raised by the average Western enquirer, and endeavouring to present unfamiliar concepts in a form as simple and in language as clear as possible. That it should succeed in making Theosophy intelligible without mental effort on the part of the reader, would be too much to expect; but it is hoped that the obscurity still left is of the thought not of the language, is due to depth not to confusion. To the mentally lazy or obtuse, Theosophy must remain a riddle; for in the world mental as in the world spiritual each man must progress by his own efforts. The writer cannot do the reader’s thinking for him, nor would the latter be any the better off if such vicarious thought were possible. The need for such an exposition as the present has long been felt among those interested in the Theosophical Society and its work, and it is hoped that it will supply information, as free as possible from technicalities, to many whose attention has been awakened, but who, as yet, are merely puzzled and not convinced.

Some care has been taken in disentangling some part of what is true from what is false in Spiritualistic teachings as to the post-mortem life, and to showing the true nature of Spiritualistic phænomena. Previous explanations of a similar kind have drawn much wrath upon the writer’s devoted head; the Spiritualists, like too many others, preferring to believe what is pleasant rather than what is true, and becoming very angry with anyone who destroys an agreeable delusion. For the past year Theosophy has been the target for every poisoned arrow of Spiritualism, as though the possessors of a half truth felt more antagonism to the possessors of the whole truth than those who had no share to boast of.

Very hearty thanks are due from the author to many Theosophists who have sent suggestions and questions, or have otherwise contributed help during the writing of this book. The work will be the more useful for their aid, and that will be their best reward.

H. P. B.
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THE MEANING OF THE NAME.
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Enquirer. Theosophy and its doctrines are often referred to as a new-fangled religion. Is it a religion?

Theosophist. It is not. Theosophy is Divine Knowledge or Science[1q].

Enq. What is the real meaning of the term?

Theo. “Divine Wisdom,” Θεοσοφία (Theosophia) or Wisdom of the gods, as Θεογονία (theogonia), genealogy of the gods. The word Θεὸς means a god in Greek, one of the divine beings, certainly not “God” in the sense attached in our day to the term. Therefore, it is not “Wisdom of God,” as translated by some, but Divine Wisdom such as that possessed by the gods. The term is many thousand years old.

Enq. What is the origin of the name?

Theo. It comes to us from the Alexandrian philosophers, called lovers of truth, Philatheians, from φιλ (phil) “loving,” and ἀλήθεια (aletheia) “truth.” The name Theosophy dates from the third century of our era, and began with Ammonius Saccas[1] and his disciples,[1] who started the Eclectic Theosophical system. 

Enq. What was the object of this system?

Theo. First of all to inculcate certain great moral truths upon its disciples, and all those who were “lovers of the truth.” Hence the motto adopted by the Theosophical Society: “There is no religion higher than truth.”[2] The chief aim of the Founders of the Eclectic Theosophical School was one of the three objects of its modern successor, the Theosophical Society, namely, to reconcile all religions, sects and nations under a common system of ethics, based on eternal verities. 

Enq. What have you to show that this is not an impossible dream; and that all the world’s religions are based on the one and the same truth? Theo. Their comparative study and analysis. The “Wisdom-Religion” was one in antiquity; and the sameness of primitive religious philosophy is proven to us by the identical doctrines taught to the Initiates during the MYSTERIES, an institution once universally diffused. “All the old worships indicate the existence of a single Theosophy anterior to them. The key that is to open one must open all; otherwise it cannot be the right key.” (Eclect. Philo.)

THE POLICY OF THE THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY.
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Enq. In the days of Ammonius there were several ancient great religions, and numerous were the sects in Egypt and Palestine alone. How could he reconcile them?

Theo. By doing that which we again try to do now. The Neo-Platonists were a large body, and belonged to various religious philosophies[3];  so do our Theosophists. In those days, the Jew Aristobulus affirmed that the ethics of Aristotle represented the esoteric teachings of the Law of Moses; Philo Judæus endeavoured to reconcile the Pentateuch with the Pythagorean and Platonic philosophy; and Josephus proved that the Essenes of Carmel were simply the copyists and followers of the Egyptian Therapeutæ (the healers). So it is in our day. We can show the line of descent of every Christian religion, as of every, even the smallest, sect. The latter are the minor twigs or shoots grown on the larger branches; but shoots and branches spring from the same trunk—the WISDOM-RELIGION. To prove this was the aim of Ammonius, who endeavoured to induce Gentiles and Christians, Jews and Idolators, to lay aside their contentions and strifes, remembering only that they were all in possession of the same truth under various vestments, and were all the children of a common mother.[4] This is the aim of Theosophy likewise.

Enq. What are your authorities for saying this of the ancient Theosophists of Alexandria?

Theo. An almost countless number of well-known writers. Mosheim, one of them, says that:—

“Ammonius taught that the religion of the multitude went hand-in-hand with philosophy, and with her had shared the fate of being by degrees corrupted and obscured with mere human conceits, superstitions, and lies; that it ought, therefore, to be brought back to its original purity by purging it of this dross and expounding it upon philosophical principles; and the whole Christ had in view was to reinstate and restore to its primitive integrity the wisdom of the ancients; to reduce within bounds the universally-prevailing dominion of superstition; and in part to correct, and in part to exterminate the various errors that had found their way into the different popular religions.”

This, again, is precisely what the modern Theosophists say. Only while the great Philaletheian was supported and helped in the policy he pursued by two Church Fathers, Clement and Athenagoras, by all the learned Rabbis of the Synagogue, the Academy and the Groves, and while he taught a common doctrine for all, we, his followers on the same line, receive no recognition, but, on the contrary, are abused and persecuted. People 1,500 years ago are thus shown to have been more tolerant than they are in this enlightened century.

Enq. Was he encouraged and supported by the Church because, notwithstanding his heresies, Ammonius taught Christianity and was a Christian?

Theo. Not at all. He was born a Christian, but never accepted Church Christianity. As said of him by the same writer:

“He had but to propound his instructions according to the ancient pillars of Hermes, which Plato and Pythagoras knew before, and from them constituted their philosophy. Finding the same in the prologue of the Gospel according to St. John, he very properly supposed that the purpose of Jesus was to restore the great doctrine of wisdom in its primitive integrity. The narratives of the Bible and the stories of the gods he considered to be allegories illustrative of the truth, or else fables to be rejected.” Moreover, as says the Edinburgh Encyclopedia, “he acknowledged that Jesus Christ was an excellent man and the ‘friend of God,’ but alleged that it was not his design entirely to abolish the worship of demons (gods), and that his only intention was to purify the ancient religion.”

THE WISDOM-RELIGION ESOTERIC IN ALL AGES.
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Enq. Since Ammonius never committed anything to writing, how can one feel sure that such were his teachings?

Theo. Neither did Buddha, Pythagoras, Confucius, Orpheus,  Socrates, or even Jesus, leave behind them any writings. Yet most of these are historical personages, and their teachings have all survived. The disciples of Ammonius (among whom Origen and Herennius) wrote treatises and explained his ethics. Certainly the latter are as historical, if not more so, than the Apostolic writings. Moreover, his pupils—Origen, Plotinus, and Longinus (counsellor of the famous Queen Zenobia)—have all left voluminous records of the Philaletheian System—so far, at all events, as their public profession of faith was known, for the school was divided into exoteric and esoteric teachings.

Enq. How have the latter tenets reached our day, since you hold that what is properly called the WISDOM-RELIGION was esoteric?

Theo. The WISDOM-RELIGION was ever one, and being the last word of possible human knowledge, was, therefore, carefully preserved. It preceded by long ages the Alexandrian Theosophists, reached the modern, and will survive every other religion and philosophy.

Enq. Where and by whom was it so preserved?

Theo. Among Initiates of every country; among profound seekers after truth—their disciples; and in those parts of the world where such topics have always been most valued and pursued: in India, Central Asia, and Persia.

Enq. Can you give me some proofs of its esotericism?

Theo. The best proof you can have of the fact is that every ancient religious, or rather philosophical, cult consisted of an esoteric or secret teaching, and an exoteric (outward public) worship. Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that the MYSTERIES of the ancients comprised with every nation the “greater” (secret) and “Lesser” (public) MYSTERIES—e.g., in the celebrated solemnities called the Eleusinia[2], in Greece. From the Hierophants of Samothrace, Egypt, and the initiated Brahmins of the India of old, down to the later Hebrew Rabbis, all preserved, for fear of profanation, their real bona fide beliefs secret. The Jewish Rabbis called their secular religious  series the Mercavah (the exterior body), “the vehicle,” or, the covering which contains the hidden soul—i.e., their highest secret knowledge. Not one of the ancient nations ever imparted through its priests its real philosophical secrets to the masses, but allotted to the latter only the husks. Northern Buddhism has its “greater” and its “lesser” vehicle, known as the Mahayana, the esoteric, and the Hinayana, the exoteric, Schools. Nor can you blame them for such secrecy; for surely you would not think of feeding your flock of sheep on learned dissertations on botany instead of on grass? Pythagoras called his Gnosis “the knowledge of things that are,” or ἡ γνῶσις τῶν ὄντων, and preserved that knowledge for his pledged disciples only: for those who could digest such mental food and feel satisfied; and he pledged them to silence and secrecy. Occult alphabets and secret ciphers are the development of the old Egyptian hieratic writings, the secret of which was, in the days of old, in the possession only of the Hierogrammatists, or initiated Egyptian priests. Ammonius Saccas, as his biographers tell us, bound his pupils by oath not to divulge his higher doctrines except to those who had already been instructed in preliminary knowledge, and who were also bound by a pledge. Finally, do we not find the same even in early Christianity, among the Gnostics, and even in the teachings of Christ? Did he not speak to the multitudes in parables which had a two-fold meaning, and explain his reasons only to his disciples? “To you,” he says, “it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven; but unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables” (Mark iv. 11). “The Essenes of Judea and Carmel made similar distinctions, dividing their adherents into neophytes, brethren, and the perfect, or those initiated” (Eclec. Phil.). Examples might be brought from every country to this effect.

Enq. Can you attain the “Secret Wisdom” simply by study? Encyclopædias define Theosophy pretty much as Webster’s Dictionary does, i.e., as “supposed intercourse with God and superior spirits, and consequent attainment of superhuman knowledge by physical means and chemical processes.” Is this so? 

Theo. I think not. Nor is there any lexicographer capable of explaining, whether to himself or others, how superhuman knowledge can be attained by physical or chemical processes. Had Webster said “by metaphysical and alchemical processes,” the definition would be approximately correct: as it is, it is absurd. Ancient Theosophists claimed, and so do the modern, that the infinite cannot be known by the finite—i.e., sensed by the finite Self—but that the divine essence could be communicated to the higher Spiritual Self in a state of ecstacy. This condition can hardly be attained, like hypnotism, by “physical and chemical means.”

Enq. What is your explanation of it?

Theo. Real ecstacy was defined by Plotinus as “the liberation of the mind from its finite consciousness, becoming one and identified with the infinite.” This is the highest condition, says Prof. Wilder, but not one of permanent duration, and it is reached only by the very very few. It is, indeed, identical with that state which is known in India as Samadhi. The latter is practised by the Yogis, who facilitate it physically by the greatest abstinence in food and drink, and mentally by an incessant endeavour to purify and elevate the mind. Meditation is silent and unuttered prayer, or, as Plato expressed it, “the ardent turning of the soul toward the divine; not to ask any particular good (as in the common meaning of prayer), but for good itself—for the universal Supreme Good” of which we are a part on earth, and out of the essence of which we have all emerged. Therefore, adds Plato, “remain silent in the presence of the divine ones, till they remove the clouds from thy eyes and enable thee to see by the light which issues from themselves, not what appears as good to thee, but what is intrinsically good.”[5] 

Enq. Theosophy, then, is not, as held by some, a newly devised scheme?

Theo. Only ignorant people can thus refer to it. It is as old as the world, in its teachings and ethics, if not in name, as it is also the broadest and most catholic system among all.

Enq. How comes it, then, that Theosophy has remained so unknown to the nations of the Western Hemisphere? Why should it have been a sealed book to races confessedly the most cultured and advanced?

Theo. We believe there were nations as cultured in days of old and certainly more spiritually “advanced” than we are. But there are several reasons for this willing ignorance. One of them was given by St. Paul to the cultured Athenians—a loss, for long centuries, of real spiritual insight, and even interest, owing to their too great devotion to things of sense and their long slavery to the dead letter of dogma and ritualism. But the strongest reason for its lies in the fact that real Theosophy has ever been kept secret.

Enq. You have brought forward proofs that such secrecy has existed; but what was the real cause for it?

Theo. The causes for it were: Firstly, the perversity of average human nature and its selfishness, always tending to the gratification of personal desires to the detriment of neighbours and next of kin. Such people could never be entrusted with divine secrets. Secondly, their unreliability to keep the sacred and divine knowledge from desecration. It is the latter that led to the perversion of the most sublime truths and symbols, and to the gradual transformation of things spiritual into anthropomorphic, concrete, and gross imagery—in other words, to the dwarfing of the god-idea and to idolatry. 

THEOSOPHY IS NOT BUDDHISM.
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Enq. You are often spoken of as “Esoteric Buddhists.” Are you then all followers of Gautama Buddha?

Theo. No more than musicians are all followers of Wagner. Some of us are Buddhists by religion; yet there are far more Hindus and Brahmins than Buddhists among us, and more Christian-born Europeans and Americans than converted Buddhists. The mistake has arisen from a misunderstanding of the real meaning of the title of Mr. Sinnett’s excellent work, “Esoteric Buddhism,” which last word ought to have been spelt with one, instead of two, d’s, as then Budhism would have meant what it was intended for, merely “Wisdomism” (Bodha, bodhi, “intelligence,” “wisdom”) instead of Buddhism, Gautama’s religious philosophy. Theosophy, as already said, is the WISDOM-RELIGION.

Enq. What is the difference between Buddhism, the religion founded by the Prince of Kapilavastu, and Budhism, the “Wisdomism” which you say is synonymous with Theosophy?

Theo. Just the same difference as there is between the secret teachings of Christ, which are called “the mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven,” and the later ritualism and dogmatic theology of the Churches and Sects. Buddha means the “Enlightened” by Bodha, or understanding, Wisdom. This has passed root and branch into the esoteric teachings that Gautama imparted to his chosen Arhats only.

Enq. But some Orientalists deny that Buddha ever taught any esoteric doctrine at all?

Theo. They may as well deny that Nature has any hidden secrets for the men of science. Further on I will prove it by Buddha’s conversation with his disciple Ananda. His esoteric teachings were simply the Gupta Vidya (secret knowledge) of the ancient Brahmins, the key to which their modern successors have, with few exceptions, completely lost. And this Vidya has passed into what is now known as the inner teachings of the Mahayana school of Northern Buddhism. Those who deny it are simply ignorant pretenders to Orientalism. I advise you to read the Rev. Mr. Edkins’ Chinese Buddhism—especially the chapters on the Exoteric and Esoteric schools and teachings—and then compare the testimony of the whole ancient world upon the subject. 

Enq. But are not the ethics of Theosophy identical with those taught by Buddha?

Theo. Certainly, because these ethics are the soul of the Wisdom-Religion, and were once the common property of the initiates of all nations. But Buddha was the first to embody these lofty ethics in his public teachings, and to make them the foundation and the very essence of his public system. It is herein that lies the immense difference between exoteric Buddhism and every other religion. For while in other religions ritualism and dogma hold the first and most important place, in Buddhism it is the ethics which have always been the most insisted upon. This accounts for the resemblance, amounting almost to identity, between the ethics of Theosophy and those of the religion of Buddha.

Enq. Are there any great points of difference?

Theo. One great distinction between Theosophy and exoteric Buddhism is that the latter, represented by the Southern Church, entirely denies (a) the existence of any Deity, and (b) any conscious post-mortem life, or even any self-conscious surviving individuality in man. Such at least is the teaching of the Siamese sect, now considered as the purest form of exoteric Buddhism. And it is so, if we refer only to Buddha’s public teachings; the reason for such reticence on his part I will give further on. But the schools of the Northern Buddhist Church, established in those countries to which his initiated Arhats retired after the Master’s death, teach all that is now called Theosophical doctrines, because they form part of the knowledge of the initiates—thus proving how the truth has been sacrificed to the dead-letter by the too-zealous orthodoxy of Southern Buddhism. But how much grander and more noble, philosophical and scientific, even in its dead-letter, is this teaching than that of any other Church or religion. Yet Theosophy is not Buddhism. 




II.

EXOTERIC AND ESOTERIC THEOSOPHY.
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WHAT THE MODERN THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY IS NOT.
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Enq. Your doctrines, then, are not a revival of Buddhism, nor are they entirely copied from the Neo-Platonic Theosophy?

Theo. They are not. But to these questions I cannot give you a better answer than by quoting from a paper read on “Theosophy” by Dr. J. D. Buck, F.T.S., before the last Theosophical Convention, at Chicago, America (April, 1889). No living theosophist has better expressed and understood the real essence of Theosophy than our honoured friend Dr. Buck:—

“The Theosophical Society was organized for the purpose of promulgating the Theosophical doctrines, and for the promotion of the Theosophic life. The present Theosophical Society is not the first of its kind. I have a volume entitled: ‘Theosophical Transactions of the Philadelphian Society,’ published in London in 1697; and another with the following title: ‘Introduction to Theosophy, or the Science of the Mystery of Christ; that is, of Deity, Nature, and Creature, embracing the philosophy of all the working powers of life, magical and spiritual, and forming a practical guide to the sublimest purity, sanctity, and evangelical perfection; also to the attainment of divine vision, and the holy angelic arts, potencies, and other prerogatives of the regeneration,’ published in London in 1855. The following is the dedication of this volume:

‘To the students of Universities, Colleges, and schools of Christendom: To Professors of Metaphysical, Mechanical, and Natural Science in all its forms: To men and women of Education generally, of fundamental orthodox faith: To Deists, Arians, Unitarians, Swedenborgians, and other defective and ungrounded creeds, rationalists, and sceptics of every kind: To just-minded and enlightened Mohammedans, Jews, and oriental Patriarch-religionists: but especially to the gospel minister and missionary, whether to the barbaric or intellectual peoples, this introduction to Theosophy, or the science of the ground and mystery of all things, is most humbly and affectionately dedicated.’


In the following year (1856) another volume was issued, royal octavo, of 600 pages, diamond type, of ‘Theosophical Miscellanies.’ Of the last-named work 500 copies only were issued, for gratuitous distribution to Libraries and Universities. These earlier movements, of which there were many, originated within the Church, with persons of great piety and earnestness, and of unblemished character; and all of these writings were in orthodox form, using the Christian expressions, and, like the writings of the eminent Churchman William Law, would only be distinguished by the ordinary reader for their great earnestness and piety. These were one and all but attempts to derive and explain the deeper meanings and original import of the Christian Scriptures, and to illustrate and unfold the Theosophic life. These works were soon forgotten, and are now generally unknown. They sought to reform the clergy and revive genuine piety, and were never welcomed. That one word, “Heresy,” was sufficient to bury them in the limbo of all such Utopias. At the time of the Reformation John Reuchlin made a similar attempt with the same result, though he was the intimate and trusted friend of Luther. Orthodoxy never desired to be informed and enlightened. These reformers were informed, as was Paul by Festus, that too much learning had made them mad, and that it would be dangerous to go farther. Passing by the verbiage, which was partly a matter of habit and education with these writers, and partly due to religious restraint through secular power, and coming to the core of the matter, these writings were Theosophical in the strictest sense, and pertain solely to man’s knowledge of his own nature and the higher life of the soul. The present Theosophical movement has sometimes been declared to be an attempt to convert Christendom to Buddhism, which means simply that the word ‘Heresy’ has lost its terrors and relinquished its power. Individuals in every age have more or less clearly apprehended the Theosophical doctrines and wrought them into the fabric of their lives. These doctrines belong exclusively to no religion, and are confined to no society or time. They are the birthright of every human soul. Such a thing as orthodoxy must be wrought out by each individual according to his nature and his needs, and according to his varying experience. This may explain why those who have imagined Theosophy to be a new religion have hunted in vain for its creed and its ritual. Its creed is Loyalty to Truth, and its ritual ‘To honour every truth by use[2q].’ 

How little this principle of Universal Brotherhood is understood by the masses of mankind, how seldom its transcendent importance is recognised, may be seen in the diversity of opinion and fictitious interpretations regarding the Theosophical Society. This Society was organized on this one principle, the essential Brotherhood of Man, as herein briefly outlined and imperfectly set forth. It has been assailed as Buddhistic and anti-Christian, as though it could be both these together, when both Buddhism and Christianity, as set forth by their inspired founders, make brotherhood the one essential of doctrine and of life. Theosophy has been also regarded as something new under the sun, or at best as old mysticism masquerading under a new name. While it is true that many Societies founded upon, and united to support, the principles of altruism, or essential brotherhood, have borne various names, it is also true that many have also been called Theosophic, and with principles and aims as the present society bearing that name. With these societies, one and all, the essential doctrine has been the same, and all else has been incidental, though this does not obviate the fact that many persons are attracted to the incidentals who overlook or ignore the essentials.”

No better or more explicit answer—by a man who is one of our most esteemed and earnest Theosophists—could be given to your questions.

Enq. Which system do you prefer or follow, in that case, besides Buddhistic ethics?

Theo. None, and all. We hold to no religion, as to no philosophy in particular: we cull the good we find in each. But here, again, it must be stated that, like all other ancient systems, Theosophy is divided into Exoteric and Esoteric Sections.

Enq. What is the difference?

Theo. The members of the Theosophical Society at large are free to profess whatever religion or philosophy they like, or none if they so prefer, provided they are in sympathy with, and ready to carry out one or more of the three objects of the Association. The Society is a philanthropic and scientific body for the propagation of the idea of brotherhood on practical instead of theoretical lines. The Fellows may be Christians or Mussulmen, Jews  or Parsees, Buddhists or Brahmins, Spiritualists or Materialists, it does not matter; but every member must be either a philanthropist, or a scholar, a searcher into Aryan and other old literature, or a psychic student. In short, he has to help, if he can, in the carrying out of at least one of the objects of the programme. Otherwise he has no reason for becoming a “Fellow.” Such are the majority of the exoteric Society, composed of “attached” and “unattached” members.[6] These may, or may not, become Theosophists de facto. Members they are, by virtue of their having joined the Society; but the latter cannot make a Theosophist of one who has no sense for the divine fitness of things, or of him who understands Theosophy in his own—if the expression may be used—sectarian and egotistic way. “Handsome is, as handsome does” could be paraphrased in this case and be made to run: “Theosophist is, who Theosophy does.”

THEOSOPHISTS AND MEMBERS OF THE “T.S.”
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Enq. This applies to lay members, as I understand. And what of those who pursue the esoteric study of Theosophy; are they the real Theosophists?

Theo. Not necessarily, until they have proven themselves to be such. They have entered the inner group and pledged themselves to carry out, as strictly as they can, the rules of the occult body. This is a difficult undertaking, as the foremost rule of all is the entire renunciation of one’s personality—i.e., a pledged member has to become a thorough altruist, never to think of himself, and to forget his own vanity and pride in the thought of the good of his fellow-creatures, besides that of his fellow-brothers in the esoteric circle. He has to live, if the esoteric instructions shall profit him, a life of abstinence in everything, of self-denial and strict morality, doing his duty by all men. The few real Theosophists in the T.S. are among these members. This does not imply that outside of the T.S. and the inner circle, there are no Theosophists; for there are, and more than people know of; certainly far more than are found among the lay members of the T.S. 

Enq. Then what is the good of joining the so-called Theosophical Society in that case? Where is the incentive?

Theo. None, except the advantage of getting esoteric instructions, the genuine doctrines of the “Wisdom-Religion,” and if the real programme is carried out, deriving much help from mutual aid and sympathy. Union is strength and harmony, and well-regulated simultaneous efforts produce wonders. This has been the secret of all associations and communities since mankind existed.

Enq. But why could not a man of well-balanced mind and singleness of purpose, one, say, of indomitable energy and perseverance, become an Occultist and even an Adept if he works alone?

Theo. He may; but there are ten thousand chances against one that he will fail. For one reason out of many others, no books on Occultism or Theurgy exist in our day which give out the secrets of alchemy or mediæval Theosophy in plain language. All are symbolical or in parables; and as the key to these has been lost for ages in the West, how can a man learn the correct meaning of what he is reading and studying? Therein lies the greatest danger, one that leads to unconscious black magic or the most helpless mediumship. He who has not an Initiate for a master had better leave the dangerous study alone. Look around you and observe. While two-thirds of civilized society ridicule the mere notion that there is anything in Theosophy, Occultism, Spiritualism, or in the Kabala, the other third is composed of the most heterogeneous and opposite elements. Some believe in the mystical, and even in the supernatural (!), but each believes in his own way. Others will rush single-handed into the study of the Kabala, Psychism, Mesmerism, Spiritualism, or some form or another of Mysticism. Result: no
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