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Editor's Comments

In This Issue

he Biblical Fall of Adam plays an impor-

tant role in Blavatskian Theosophy as
it does in Christian orthodoxy and in Chris-
tian theosophy. Numerous studies of the Fall
no doubt exist in Christian orthodox theol-
ogy; few, however, occur within the confines
of Christian theosophy, with recent notable
exceptions appearing in Antoine Faivre’s analy-
sis of Franz von Baader’s (1765-1841) interpre-
tation (Access to Western Esotericism [Albany,
NY: SUNY Press, 1994], 201-74, esp. 216-32)
and Arthur Versluis’ discussion of Boehme’s
views (Wisdom’s Children [Albany, NY: SUNY
Press, 19991, 139-42). If Christian theosophical
interpretations deviate from Western Christian
literalism and orthodoxy, one would expect
H.P. Blavatsky’s version to differ as well, since
her writings are for the most part derivative of
Western esotericism (The Secret Doctrinel, 192,
II. 62-63, 104, 139, 185, 192-93, 227-28, 261,
279, passim, and Isis Unveiled 11. 277, 293-99).
Following the gnostic doctrine of falling into
matter and the novel teaching of cross-breed-
ing to produce animals and giants, the evo-
lution of humanity in Blavatsky’s writings
include a cyclic downturn and upturn begin-
ning with a descent from the higher, spiritual
spheres into the lower, material realm, fol-
lowed again by an ascent to higher, purer, spir-
itual spheres: all within the context of cycles,
of the progression of Root Races, of temporary
setbacks through the yugas and Falls. Yet, the
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article appearing in this issue, “H.P. Blavatsky
and Orthodox Theology,” focuses neither on
the similarity of teachings in Christian the-
osophy and Blavatskian Theosophy nor on
the disparity of Christian orthodoxy and Bla-
vatskian Theosophy with Christian literalism
but rather on the similarity of certain teach-
ings and attitudes between Eastern Orthodoxy
and Blavatskian Theosophy vis-a-vis the Fall
of humanity.

This article serves as a reminder to scholars
that Blavatsky’s attitudes toward Christianity
and interpretation of Christian doctrine must
allow for her cultural background, a large part
of which embraces Eastern Orthodoxy. It is
hoped that studies as the one appearing in
this issue will initiate further consideration of
this hitherto neglected area.

The author, Brendan French, is a recent
newcomer to the fields of Western esotericism
and Blavatskian Theosophy, having just com-
pleted his doctoral thesis in the History of
Ideas at the Department of Studies in Religion,
University of Sydney, entitled The Theosophi-
cal Masters: An Investigation into the Concep-
tual Domains of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W.
Leadbeater. This article will be the first of a
series of articles to appear in future issues.
Currently, Dr. French is living in Sydney and
is teaching courses in the history of Western
esotericism at the Centre for Continuing Educa-
tion, University of Sydney.
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Four books are also reviewed in this issue:
Antoine Faivre’s Theosophy, Imagination, Tra-
dition, Joseph Ross’ recently released Krish-
namurti: The Taormina Seclusion-1912, Clem-
ent Salaman’s The Way of Hermes—New Trans-
lation of The Corpus Hermeticum and The
Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Ascle-
pius, and J.S. Gordon’s Land of the Fallen Star
Gods.

Two of three reviewers have contributed a
number of book reviews in past issues: Asso-
ciate Editor Robert Boyd and Mark Stavish,
the head of The Institute of Hermetic Studies
(Wyoming, PA). The third, Dr. Olav Hammer,
appears in Theosophical History for the first
time. Dr. Hammer is assistant professor in His-
tory of Religions at the University of Amster-
dam, whose research includes the areas of
Western esotericism, new religious movements,
and issues of religion and modernity. His latest
publication is Claiming Knowledge: Strategies
of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New
Age (Brill 200D). He is currently working on a
monograph about anthroposophy.

EE

Seventh Annual Regional
Conference of The Society
for the Study of
Metaphysical Religion

The Society for the Study of Metaphysical
Religion recently announced that its Seventh
Annual Regional Conference, co-sponsored by
Theosophical History, will meet on October 26
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and 27, 2001 at California State University, Ful-
lerton. The subject of the conference will be
“The Metaphysical Tradition & Its Movements,”
with four traditions represented: Swedenbor-
gianism, New Thought, Theosophy, and Sci-
entology although other topics and religious
groups will be considered. A Call for Papers
has already been announced for a total of
twelve papers and four lectures planned.
The Plenary Address will be given by Cath-
erine Albanese (University of California, Santa
Barbara) and a keynote address by Michael
Gomes. Other confirmed presenters include
J. Gordon Melton (Institute for the Study of
American Religion), James Santucci (California
State University, Fullerton), Gail Harley (Uni-
versity of South Florida), and Dell deChant
(University of South Florida).

Paper proposals on Swedenborgianism
should be sent to:

Jane Williams-Hogan

Bryn Athyn College of the New Church
PO Box 717

Bryn Athyn, PA 19009

USA

[E-mail: janewh@dwave.com]

Paper proposals on New Thought should
be sent to:

Dell deChant

Dept. of Religious Studies
University of South Florida

4202 East Fowler Ave.

Tampa, FL 33620-5550

[E-mail: ddechant@luna.cas.usf.edu]
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Paper proposals on Scientology should be
sent to:

J. Gordon Melton

Institute for the Study of American Reli-
gion

P.O. Box 90709

Santa Barbara, CA 93190-0709

[E-mail: jgordon@linkline.com]

Paper proposals on Theosophy should be
sent to:

James Santucci

Department of Comparative Religion
P.O. Box 6868

California State University

Fullerton, CA 92834-6868

[E-mail: jsantucci@fullerton.edul]

Proposals (no more than 150 words) should
be accompanied by an abstract (no more than
500 words). Submit four copies (each) of the
proposal and the abstract; with your name
and institutional affiliation on one copy of
each and only the title on the other three.
Please be sure to include your return address
on a separate sheet. For Theosophical propos-
als and abstracts, e-mail attachments are suf-
ficient and preferred.

All proposals will be considered, with spe-
cial consideration given to papers on Sweden-
borgianism, New Thought, Theosophy, and
Scientology. All proposals will be reviewed
by the referees of the journal for the Study
of Metaphysical Religion, and accepted papers
will appear in JSSMR. The deadline for pro-
posal is August 1, 2001.
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Registration forms are available on the
Theosophical History web site (http://
www.theohistory.org).

For specific questions: (714) 278-3727;
email: jsantucci@fullerton.edu

For information about CSUF, see: http://
fullerton.edu/

For parking, and directions, see: http://
parking fullerton.edu/visitors/drivingdirections.asp

For airport information, see: http://
WWWw.ocair.com

American Academy of Religion

The annual meeting of the American Acad-
emy Of Religion will be held from November
17-20, 2001 in Denver, CO. The program for
“Western Esotericism from the Early Modern
Period” is as follows:

Theme: Western Esotericism: Personalities
and Current Research

James A. Santucci, California State Univer-
sity, Fullerton, Presiding

Jane Williams-Hogan, Bryn Athyn College

The Heavenly Secrets of Genesis according
to Pico della Mirandola and Emanuel Sweden-
borg: A Comparative Analysis

Rouslan Elistratov, Claremont Graduate Uni-

versity
Daniel Andreev and His Place in Western
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Esotericism: Some Implications for Clarifying
the Relationship between Esotericism and the
Apocalyptic Genre

Jean-Pierre Laurant, Institution CNRS
(Centre national de la recherche scientifique),
Groupe de sociologie des religions et de
laicité

Esotericism and Tradition according to
René Guénon (1886-1951): the Function of the
Writer

M. Temple Richmond, Union Institute

Current Research and Educational Efforts
in the Worldwide Community of Alice Bailey
Students

Respondent:

James Burnell Robinson, University of North-
ern lowa
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H. P Blavatsky And Orthodox Theology

Brendan French

lavatskian polemics against Christianity

have been interpreted as one rather idio-
syncratic stream of the great flood of anti-
ecclesial rhetoric of the nineteenth century. To
date, however, no scholar has sufficiently well
isolated exactly what Blavatsky understood
to be “Churchianity”! As I have argued else-
where,? her impressions of Western Christian-
ity may well have been colored by her own
Orthodox heritage, and made more antagonis-
tic as a consequence. Is it not likely, then,
that the theological sympathies which indu-
bitably inform Blavatskian Theosophy have
their locus in Eastern Orthodox, rather than
Western Catholic or Protestant models?

It can hardly be doubted that a central,
perhaps prime, mythologem of esotericism is
the Biblical Fall?> The concomitant themes of
reconciliation and restitution can confidently
be described as the teleo-eschatology of much
of the esoteric, and particularly theosophical,
enterprise. Although the macrocyclicist sys-
tematics of Blavatskian Theosophy do not
rely on a single Fall,* but employ a progressiv-
ist, ever-inclinating series of krita yuga/kali
yuga cycles, Blavatsky nevertheless went to
great trouble to incorporate Biblical lapsari-
anism into her macrohistory, thus indicating
her awareness of its centrality to the Western
imagination.
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The Orthodox exegesis of Genesis 1-3 dif-
fers from its Western Augustinian counterpart
in certain pertinent ways. In the first place,
Orthodox theologians tend to stress the notion
that prelapsarian humanity existed in a state of
“general spiritual childlikeness”; ergo, Adam’s
fall did not involve the utter sundering of
human perfectibility so much as its tragic trun-
cation.’ Thus it is that, in accord with the East-
ern Churches’ devotion to a theology of imago
dei, Adam’s spiritual sonship—nhis iconic ontol-
ogy—was not eradicated following his fall
from grace, but rendered imperfect, or, quite
literally, wanting. The image of God borne by
humanity was not destroyed by Adam’s sin;
rather, it was distorted such that only the incar-
nate Logos could restore to the descendants
of the primeval parents the divine potential
for which they were created. The Patristic heri-
tage of Orthodoxy thus espouses a synergis-
tic, anti-predestinarian felos in which the voli-
tional divinization (“theosis”) of humanity is
the ultimate soteriological goal.® As Vladimir
Lossky noted:

Adam did not fulfill his vocation. He was
unable to attain to union with God, and the
deification of the created order . . . Deifica-
tion, union with God by grace, had become
impossible. But the plan of God was not
destroyed by the sin of man; the vocation
of the first Adam was fulfilled by Christ, the
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second Adam. God became man in order
that man might become god, to use the
words of Ireneus and Athanasius, echoed
by the Fathers and theologians of every age
... What man ought to have attained by
raising himself up to God, God achieved by
descending to man.’

This cursive summary of Orthodox doc-
trine is significant for a discussion of Bla-
vatskian Theosophy in so far as it is rec-
ognized that Adam fell from a state of spiri-
tual immaturity, not—as in the Augustinian,
Lutheran or Calvinist confessions—from a posi-
tion of spiritual adulthood. Adam and Eve did
not Jose the maturational supernatural gift of
God’s grace, so much as they impeded the
workings of interiorized grace through naive
self-reliance. In other words, through their
actions Adam and Eve denied themselves guar-
anteed access to perfecting grace, with the
result that their intended growth into spiritual
adulthood was stunted. Such an exegesis is
far closer to Blavatskian precepts than is
the rigorous anti-Pelagianism of Augustine,
for, in Blavatsky’s redaction, the Adamic
state is also synonymous with truncated spiri-
tual growth, or—to employ the Theosophical
idiom—impeded evolution. So it is that her
allegorical exegesis of the Genesis passage
suggests that the choice to partake of the for-
bidden fruit was simply a necessary step in
human self-determination and evolution:

The terrible crime was merely the natural
result of the law of evolution: that is
the races—hardly solidified at first—of
our androgynous and semi-ethereal proto-
types, materializing themselves little by little,
taking on a physical body, then separating
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into distinct males and females, finally pro-
created carnally after they had formerly cre-
ated their likenesses by entirely different
methods . . . It was a philosophic doctrine
imbedded in the esoteric meaning of the
Promethean legend. The sacred fire which
he stole from the Gods is the flame of con-
scious intellect . . . That supposed ‘revolt’,
that ‘theft’ of the creative fire, is a result of
Evolution (of which the Darwinian theory is
but the rough exterior husk on the physical
or material plane).®

According to this optimistic evolutionist her-
meneutic, the Fall, then, was not the removal
of proto-humanity from a state of perfection
to that of degeneracy, but, rather, a positive
step on the path from a state of inexperience,
immaturity, and undifferentiation, to that of
individual perfection:

Once endowed with the creative fire, com-
pletely evolved mankind had no further
need for the help of the Powers or creative
Gods, such as the Elohim of chapter ii of
Genesis. Men became creative Gods, in their
turn, able to give life to beings like them-
selves . . . [Slince men had discovered,
thanks to Prometheus, the secret of the vari-
ous methods of creation, and were creating
in their turn, what was the use of god-cre-
ators?’

The Blavatskian model would have it that
Adam, as the template for the evolutionary
anthropos, is assisted in his progress toward
individuation by the serpent/Lucifer, who
becomes again the “light-bearer”.!’ In a very
real sense the serpent of Genesis thereby
assumes somewhat messianic attributes in Bla-
vatskian discourse; it is the agent of the cosmic

H. P Blavatsky And Orthodox Theology



evolutionary impetus, having descended in
order that humanity might ascend."! Interest-
ingly, then, it could be argued that Blavatsky
has adopted much of the Orthodox exegesis
of the Fall, but has cleverly spliced into it an
idiosyncratic variant of the theosis doctrine.?
In fact, she has condensed the entire Orthodox
dual-Testamental kerygma (that is, it's proc-
lamation of truth) into one chapter, for the
Sfirst and the second Adams exist coevally. Sin
and guilt (which, as Western doctrinal concep-
tions of the lapsarian condition, figure in no
perceptible way in Blavatskian discourse) play
no part in the Theosophical cosmo-drama; the
only theodicy to be learned from the Biblical
Fall is that evil, understood ontologically, is
nothing but a resistible devolutionary pressure.

To indicate the degree to which Orthodox
notions of theosis may have influenced
Blavatsky it is somewhat instructive to exam-
ine various doctrinal definitions. Most, such
as that of the Orthodox scholar Christofo-
ros Stavropoulos, might just as easily have
described Theosophical teleology:

Theosis . . . means the elevation of the
human being to the divine sphere, to the
atmosphere of God . . . Thus, human nature
ought to be moving toward spiritualization,
and in the process, its heavy materialism
is to be broken down and dissolved. The
human soul is to be polished so that it may
be transformed from its present dullness to
a shining spirituality.’

Just as there is no single Fall in Theoso-
phy, but a multitude of evolutionary epochal
moments, so, too, there is no single incarna-
tion needed as the soteriological pivot of his-
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tory. Requiring no doctrine of redemption, Bla-
vatskian Theosophy dispensed with the notion
of a messianic savior, and chose instead a
process of “auto-soteriology” whereby every
individual was deemed personally responsible
for his or her “return to Spirit”. Nevertheless,
incarnate models of accelerated salvation were
a logistical necessity in a system which presup-
posed a cosmic progressivism operating in
eternity. Such models—the Masters—inevita-
bly fulfilled much of the popular expectation
of messianism, and appeared to offer a crucial
antidote to the philosophic and scientific mate-
rialists’ propagation of death as annibilation.

In this context it is worthwhile to remem-
ber that the Orthodox (and, indeed, the Patris-
tic consensus) identify the prime inheritance
of the Fall to be mortality and decay.'* The
Augustinian notion of inherited guilt, which
became so crucial to the development of West-
ern Christianities, is fundamentally alien to
Eastern Orthodox anthropology which stresses
the volitional aspect of sin. Only the con-
sequences of Adam’s sin are shared by his
descendants, not the sin itself. Thus Adam’s
willfulness retains a cosmic significance but
only to the extent that death and corruption
became the common lot of humanity. It is
physical mortality and the concomitant corrup-
tion of the pristine created order which makes
humans subject to sinfulness.

There can be little doubt that Blavatsky’s
portrayal of the Masters was (among other
objectives) intended to provide a perfect pal-
liative for death. Not only do the Masters
espouse a creed which promises the human
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Monad—that is, the individual transincarna-
tional consciousness—a multitude of lives and
an ultimate eternity in the individual eschaton,
(the climax of history in which a “return to
Spirit” occurs) they also themselves embody
the overthrow of the Adamic inheritance. The
Masters never seem to get sick and certainly
live well beyond the expected human span
and, although they must themselves die (in
order to continue up the karmic scale), they
are never presented as doing so. In fact, Bla-
vatsky’s (and all of her continuators’) Masters
appear preeternaturally robust.

That Blavatsky was well aware of Orthodox
theology is evident from her repeated refer-
ences to Eastern Patristic literature. It would
certainly appear that Blavatsky believed neither
in inherited guilt nor in the Augustinian defini-
tion of original sin, both mainstays of West-
ern theological discourse.” What she seems to
have strongly favored is the idea that a success-
ful quasi-messianic figure—the Master—must
be able to alleviate spiritual and physical cor-
ruption and to provide a means to vitiate the
common human inheritance, death. In this,
her depiction of the Master accords closely
with Byzantine Christological theology. Fur-
ther, her perception of the Adamic state as
one of physical and spiritual immaturity is
fully in accord with traditional Orthodox exe-
gesis, which itself favored a more progressivist
anthropology than its Western counterparts (at
least in Blavatsky’s day). Finally, the Orthodox
doctrine of theosis, pivotal to any understand-
ing of Eastern Christianity, was reconstrued by
Blavatsky is essentialist terms, and made the
foundation of her cosmo-teleology.
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Blavatsky’s exposure to Byzantine—and,
likely, Oriental>—Orthodox theology availed
her of an eminently replicable progressivist
exegesis of the Biblical Fall, from which she
could extrapolate an optimistic evolutionary
dynamic at work in the cosmos. Coupled with
the doctrine of theosis, itself suggestive of an
ascensus framework, the Orthodox exegesis
enabled Blavatsky to situate “Adam” along her
evolutionary spectrum, and to discern from
Eastern Christian historiography the lesson
that all life marches inexorably along an
upward gradient toward reintegration in the
Absolute. She was not the first to intuit Ortho-
doxy’s peculiar applicability to the neognostic
enterprise, nor the last, but certainly one of
the subtler.”

Endnotes

! For Blavatsky’s use of “Churchianity” see H. P. Blavatsky,
Collected Writings, vol. VIII: 1887, comp. Boris de Zirkoff,
Theosophical Publishing House, Wheaton, Illinois, 1960,
296-297; vol. X, 164, 243; vol. XII, 28, 268-270.

2 See Brendan French, ‘The Theosophical Masters: An
Investigation into the Conceptual Domains of H. P.
Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeater’, vol. 2, PhD thesis,
Department of Religion Studies, University of Sydney,
2000, 435-461.

* A study of the motif of the Biblical Fall as it is repre-
sented by the great theorists of esotericism is yet to
be written, but provisional work is being completed
by numerous authors. In this context it is worth noting
Antoine Faivre’s analysis of the theme in the work of
the Munich theosopher, Franz von Baader (1765-1841):
Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, State Uni-
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versity of New York Press, Albany, 1994, 221-232 et
passim. By “Biblical Fall” is meant the Fall of humanity
and, as a consequence, that of Nature—not the Fall of
the angels.

4 Blavatskian schematics are such that the cosmic proces-
sus operates in an ever-reticulating system and thus any
number of “Falls” is technically possible (though standing
above the cyclicism is the primary motif: the devolution
into matter and the concomitant eschatological involu-
tion into pure Spirit). Nevertheless, Blavatsky employed
the term “Fall” in several exegetical contexts. Though she
occasionally referred to the Dhyanis—human hypostaseis
of the Third (Lemurian) Root Race as the product of a
Fall, she more regularly considered such angelic conde-
scension a second wave of evolutionary current. The
derogatory sense of the term she reserved most often
for later human—animal miscegenation and occasion-
ally for the sexual differentiation which occurred during
the Third Root Race. In this instance one can detect
Blavatsky’s negative views regarding human sexual rela-
tions. When humankind was oviparous and androgynous
they lived in a prelapsarian state; as soon as they “began
to beget”, they “fell”: see Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine,
vol. II, 267. For an analysis of Blavatskian lapsarianism
see French, ‘The Theosophical Masters’, vol. 1, chaps.
12-13.

> Aside from the obvious Patristic sources, such modern
works as the following have been consulted for the pres-
ent discussion: John Meyendorff, Catholicity and the
Church, St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, Crestwood, New
York, 1983, ch. 4; id., Byzantine Theology: Historical
Trends & Doctrinal Themes, 2nd ed., Fordham University
Press, New York, 1983, 129-167; Timothy Ware (Bishop
Kallistos of Diokleia), The Orthodox Church, Penguin,
Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1991; Panayiotis Nellas, Dei-
Sfication in Christ: Orthodox Perspectives on the Nature
of the Human Person, trans. Norman Russell, St. Vladi-
mir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, New York, 1987; I. M.
Andreyev, Orthodox Apologetic Theology, St. Herman of
Alaska Brotherhood, Platina, California, 1995; Vladimir
Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, New York, 1976,
ch. 6; Daniel B. Clendenin, Eastern Orthodox Christian-
ity: A Western Perspective, Baker Books, Grands Rapids,
Michigan, 1994; id., ed., Eastern Orthodox Theology: A
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Contemporary Reader, Baker Books, Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan, 1995. For “childlikeness” see Michael Pomazansky,
Orthodox Dogmatic Theology: A Concise Exposition, 2nd
ed., trans. Seraphim Rose, Saint Herman of Alaska Broth-
erhood, Platina, California, 1994, 147.

¢ For a discussion of the doctrine of theosis see Christofo-
ros Stavropoulos, Partakers of Divine Nature, Light and
Life, Minneapolis, 1976, esp. 17-38; see also infia.

7 Lossky, The Mystical Theology, 133-136.
8 Blavatsky, Collected Writings, vol. VIII, 386-387.
? Ibid., 387.

10 Blavatsky was very fond of the mythologem of “Luci-
fer”, in all of its variants. She chose the title for her own
Theosophical magazine exactly because of its apposite-
ness for her evolutionary dynamics (and also, no doubt,
because she enjoyed the consternation such a choice
caused in some quarters):

If one analyzes his [Lucifer’s] rebellion, however,
it will be found of no worse nature that an asser-
tion of free-will and independent thought, as
if Lucifer had been born in the XIXth century.
This epithet of ‘rebellious’, is a theological cal-
umny, on par with that other slander of God by
the Predestinarians, one that makes of deity an
‘Almighty’ fiend worse than the ‘rebellious’ Spirit
himself (H. P. Blavatsky, ‘What's in a Name?;
Why the Magazine is called “Lucifer” in id., Col-
lected Writings, vol. VIII, 5-13; p. 6 for quote).

Tt is clear that the ascensus/descensus leitmotif is
the foundational aspect of Blavatskian Theosophy: see
French, ‘The Theosophical Masters’, vol. 1, 177-246; vol.
2, 404-434, 462-471, 488-556 et passim.

2 One obvious point of departure from the Orthodox
notion of divinization is that, in the Blavatskian synthesis,
there is an absolute ultimate identification between the
individual and the divine. Thus it is that, when Spirit
has finally been entirely unshackled of matter, there is
a full integration of the human into the Absolute. In
Orthodoxy, of course, the individual soul participates in
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divinity only through the beneficence of God, who alone
retains divinity 7 esse.

13 Stavropoulos, Partakers, 18-19.

14 The literature on this point is vast. Cf., e.g., Meyen-
dorff, Byzantine Theology, 143-146 (for Patristic analysis);
Pomazansky, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, 145-166.

5 The term “original sin” has always provided a dilemma
for the Orthodox in that it has undoubted theological
valency, but is unhappily associated with the Augustinian
definition of original guilt. Some Orthodox theologians
(e.g., John Karmiria) have begun to employ the term
“ancestral sin” (TO TIPOTIATOPIKOV AUAPTIMA ) in preference:
see Seraphim Rose’s comments in Pomazansky, Ortho-
dox Dogmatic Theology, 164-160.

16 “Oriental Orthodoxy” is the self-designated appellation
of the non-Chalcedonian Orthodox. Chosen during a
1965 conference in Addis Ababa at the initiative of the
Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, the collective term is
employed to designate the non-Byzantine Churches of
the East which reject the Council of Chalcedon of 451.
The title was chosen primarily in order to replace the
derogatory (and, for the most part, untrue) designation
of “Monophysite”. The communion includes the Coptic
Orthodox Church, the Armenian Apostolic Church, the
Syrian Orthodox Church, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church,
and the ‘Jacobite’ Orthodox of India (together with newly
autocephalous groupings, such as the Eritrean Orthodox,
etc). Of these, Blavatsky was perhaps most familiar with
the Copts of Egypt: see French, ‘The Theosophical Mas-
ters’, vol. 2, 420, 450-455; see also id., “The Mercurian
Master: Hermes’ Gift to the Theosophical Society’ in
ARIES 1:2 (new series), July 2001.

17 Aside from the sophistication of such Sophiologists as
Vladimir Solovyoff ([Solov’ev] 1853-1900, who became
a strident critic of Theosophy), Nikolai Berdiaev
(1874-1948), and Sergei Bulgakof (1871-1944), Ortho-
doxy has become something of a fascination for a
number of esotericists and self-designated “New Agers”.
In this context see the eccentric works of George Burke:
e.g., Abbot George Burke, An Eagle’s Flight: Autobiog-
raphy of A Gnostic Orthodox Christian, Saint George
Press, Geneva, Nebraska, 1994. See also Phillip Charles
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Lucas, The Odyssey of a New Religion: The Holy Order
of MANS from New Age to Orthodoxy, Indiana Univer-
sity Press, Bloomington, 1995; Kyriacos C. Markides,
Riding with the Lion: In Search of Mystical Christianity,
Viking Arcana, New York, 1995; Boris Mouravieff,
Gnosis: Study and Commentaries on the Esoteric Tradi-
tion, Praxis Institute Press, Newbury, MA, 1990; Robin
Amis, A Different Christianity: Early Christian Esoteri-
cism and Modern Thought, State University of New York
Press, Albany, 1995. The historical perichoresis between
Western esotericism and Eastern Orthodoxy demands
extensive analysis.

* k% k%

H. P Blavatsky And Orthodox Theology



Book Reviews

Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition. By
Antoine Faivre. Translated from French by
Christine Rhone. Albany, NY: SUNY Press,
2000. Pp. xxxv + 269 with bibliography
and index. ISBN 0-7914-4435-X (hard) and
0-7914-4436-8 (pbk.). $73.50 (hard) and $24.95
(pbk.).

n 1996, Antoine Faivre, the doyen of the

historical-critical study of Western esoter-
icism, published the second volume of his
Acces de l'ésoterisme occidental, a work which
has now been translated into English. The
present book is a collection of nine essays,
grouped according to the three themes of the
title. Of the nine essays, some deal broadly
with periods and themes of Western eso-
tericism, whereas others are more narrowly
focused on specific authors or single texts.
This review will deal primarily with the
former. The work as a whole is preceded by a
preface, which positions esotericism as a field
of study and describes the author’s method-
ological approach to his subject.

The three articles on theosophy are con-
cerned not with the Theosophical Society and
its offshoots, but with the earlier sense of the
word: a group of Christian writers that range
from the end of the sixteenth century to the
Romantic Naturphilosophie of the early nine-
teenth century. Although there is no single
trait that unites them all, there are common
denominators that make it feasible to demar-
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cate a theosophical mode of thought. These
are characteristics that distinguish Christian
theosophy from much of the contemporane-
ous theological discourse. Firstly, theosoph-
ical writers speculate not only on the rela-
tionship between God and the human being,
but include nature as an important element of
reflection. The second characteristic is the pre-
dilection for elaborating on those mythic ele-
ments of the biblical narrative that mainstream
theologians tended to dismiss, e.g. stories from
Genesis, Ezekiel or the Apocalypse. Thirdly,
theosophical writers tend to regard visions
as a way of achieving knowledge of divine
truths. Together, such beliefs point at the con-
cept of a kind of Christian gnosis as the path
to transformation and salvation.

Beyond such similarities, however, Faivre
sets up a basic, historically grounded tax-
onomy, distinguishing three main periods in
the history of theosophical writings. The first,
identified by the author as a first Golden
Age, stretches from the late sixteenth century
through the seventeenth. Many of the main
authors of this period were followers of
Boehme. In the second, intermediary period
the theosophical current split up into two vari-
eties, one of these clearly indebted to the
Boehmean corpus. The work of F. C. Oet-
inger is perhaps the best known representa-
tive. The other is more Paracelsian or alchem-
ical, and is represented by authors such as
Georg von Welling and A. J. Kirchweger. Nei-
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ther form is based primarily on the claim of
having accessed revealed knowledge through
visionary means, and mainly consists of an
intellectual elaboration of earlier material.

After a near-hiatus of some fifty years,
there came a third period of Christian the-
osophy, a new Golden Age, culminating in
Romantic Naturphilosophie. Some of the writ-
ers of this period essentially rediscovered
and commented on the writings of Boehme.
Others constitute the tradition emanating from
the highly original writings of Swedenborg.
A third form is represented by a variety of
initiatory societies, in which the doctrines of
theosophy were taught in a ritualized format
to elect members.

The theosophy of this new Golden Age
resulted in a voluminous corpus of writings,
and all three forms were highly influential on
the Romantic movement. Nevertheless, after
the first decades of the nineteenth century
Christian theosophy entered a decline. Indeed,
the theosophy of the highly successful Theo-
sophical Society has little to do with the earlier
Western current: it distanced itself from the
Abrahamic faiths that were so central to the
German baroque mystics, and it focused on
“secondary causes” rather than on God. The
contemporary organization that perhaps most
clearly continues to elaborate on the themes
and preoccupations of the previous centuries
is the Anthroposophical Society. The essay
on Christian theosophy is complex and rich,
and is studded with a formidable range of
names of individual theosophers and their
works. Faivre thus provides his readers with
a detailed map of an underexplored current
of thought.
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One of the distinguishing characteristics
of Western esotericism is the way it accords
imagination a central function in religious life.
Many classical philosophers have seen imagi-
nation as an entirely derivative faculty, i.e.
a by-product of sensory experience. The eso-
teric preoccupation with imagination, on the
other hand, draws on a long line of thought
that comes to expression already in Greek
philosophy. For Plato, the contemplation of the
world of ideas that constitutes real knowledge
is an inner process that has little if anything
to do with our everyday, perceptual experi-
ence. Aristotle added the terminology neces-
sary to speak of this inner process, calling it
phantasia. Imagination was especially held
by the Romantics to be the primary faculty
by which human beings get in touch with the
living truth of things. In the second section of
his book, Faivre delineates some of the ways
in which this imaginative faculty has been
conceptualized in Western esotericism.

In one of the most fascinating essays in
this book, Faivre follows the historical vicis-
situdes of the concept of vis imaginativa, the
belief that products of the imagination can
change either the imagining subjects them-
selves or the world in which they live. Among
traditional cultures such beliefs are amply
documented. Thus, practices of ritualized
avoidance during pregnancy can be motivated
by pointing at the nefarious effects on the
unborn child if the mother should see certain
taboo objects. In a Western context, similar
beliefs have been recorded since antiquity
and were generally accepted throughout the
Middle Ages. In the context of Western esoter-
icism, Giordano Bruno is crucial to the emer-
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gence of the idea that an image held firmly in
the mind can cause manifestations in the real
world. It is Bruno who by means of this inno-
vation changes the classical art of memory
into a ritual with magical connotations. Spirits
could be drawn down through the power of
imagination.

A budding critical assault on the concept of
vis imaginativa had emerged by the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. Christian theoso-
phy would be one of the main traditions to
carry on the traditional belief in imagination
as a creative force. The concept would survive
Enlightenment rationalism and was incorpo-
rated into Romantic Naturphilosophie by Ritter,
Novalis and Baader. Faivre basically ends his
survey at the turn of the twentieth century.
It can, however, be noted that very similar
ideas are expressed in the contemporary West
in best-selling New Age texts. The affirma-
tions and positive thinking of authors such as
Louise Hay and Shakti Gawain take up the
same theme of the active power of the imagi-
nation over our objective circumstances.

The section that carries the title “Tradition”
is concerned with the way in which certain
esoteric writers saw themselves as heirs to
an ancient tradition. Since Faivre rightly dis-
misses the idea of a unified primordial Tradi-
tion of which specific esoteric schools would
be the reflexes, a discussion of tradition in
the sense adopted here must be one of emic
historiography.

In the first of the three essays of this sec-
tion, Faivre is specifically interested in the
genesis and development of the Rosicrucian
mythic narrative that is crucially dependent
on the idea that a hidden fraternity has kept

Theosophical History VIll/7

alive a form of traditional wisdom long lost
to mankind but now on the verge of reap-
pearing. As is well known, Rosicrucianism
made its appearance with two manifestos, the
Fama Fraternitatis (1614) and Conyfessio Fra-
ternitatis (1615). Faivre analyzes the themes
that entered into these texts, and uncovers
literary topoias well as esoteric concepts. One
such fictional device, known already since the
Middle Ages, is that of the exceptional spiri-
tual Master around whom chosen disciples
gather. The Master himself is described in a
hagiographic narrative, and is presented as a
person who has received sublime knowledge
through initiatic experiences and meetings
with remarkable men. Woven into this story
of initiation and emergence as spiritual leader
are references inter alia to the hidden sig-
nificance of numbers, to correspondences
between macrocosm and microcosm, to a Par-
acelsian understanding of Nature and to prev-
alent millennarian speculations on the immi-
nent beginning of a new age. Faivre convinc-
ingly shows how the Rosicrucian manifestos
were constructed through a number of con-
cepts and terms that would have been familiar
to the esoteric milieux of the early seven-
teenth century.

Beside these three articles of broader scope,
the topics of the remaining six may be very
briefly presented. The section on theosophy
includes two other texts. The first elaborates
on Bernard Gorceix’ work regarding certain
aspects of Christian theosophy in the German
Baroque era. The second article charts the
opinions voiced by a number of theosophical
writers concerning the death penalty. The sec-
tion on imagination comprises a study of some
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key concepts in the writings of Boehme, Oet-
inger and Baader, as well as a more philo-
sophical essay on the import of narratives of
visionary experience. The final section, “Tradi-
tion,” includes a discussion of a book by the
Steinerian disciple Valentin Tomberg, and a
text on the twentieth century esotericist Ray-
mond Abellio. All nine essays are character-
ized by the breadth of knowledge and stagger-
ing erudition that is the hallmark of Antoine
Faivre’s work.

Having reviewed briefly the contents of the
essays collected in this work, we can return to
the programmatic statements of the preface.
Much of this prefatory text is devoted to a
discussion of the canons of scholarship. Faivre
rightly affirms that the same basic method-
ological framework that is applicable to the
study of any other tradition should apply to
the understanding of Western esotericism as
well. In order to meet the most basic stan-
dards of scientific research, e.g. intersubjectiv-
ity and falsifiability, academic scholarship on
any religious tradition needs to be carried out
exclusively on the basis of empirically avail-
able evidence. Nonetheless, Faivre now and
then appears to pass beyond the limits of his
own empiricist creed. It is tempting to read
essays such as “Thoughts of God, Images of
Man,” and especially “From the Divine Figure
to the Concrete Figure” as partly a reflection
of the author’s own affection for and spiritual
affinity with certain forms of Christian esoteri-
cism. Passages that suggest that the Face of
God is described by certain inspired theoso-
phers with the aid of the Spirit (p. 137) or
state that a specific esoteric text contains “spir-
itual pearls” (p. 217) would seem to enter the

208

domain of religious rather than scholarly dis-
course.

Having given one’s allegiance to basing
one’s work on publicly available empirical
data, a fundamental question remains: in
which direction does one proceed from there?
One might have wished for an elaboration of
the methodological discussion; as it stands,
this important issue is addressed only implic-
itly, through the choices the author has made.

Just as any scholarly enterprise is formed
by methodological choices, Faivre’s work is
crucially structured around such implicit deci-
sions. The study of Western esotericism is
from the outset positioned within the field of
Religious Studies (p. xiii). Nevertheless, one
of the most consistent choices has been to
privilege empirical specifics within the strictly
defined historical study of Western esoteri-
cism over overt references to the analytical
terminology and topical issues in the study
of religious traditions as an overarching disci-
pline. The constitution of imagination as a
central element of religious discourse evokes
echoes of the heated discussion of construc-
tivism in the understanding of mysticism
and other forms of religious experience. The
deployment of tradition in constructing a col-
lective identity has been a central topic of the
social sciences at least since Terence Ranger
and Eric Hobsbawn published their classic
The Invention of Tradition in 1983. Christian
theosophy developed as a discourse in dis-
tinction to contemporary mainstream theolo-
gies, in a process that resonates with the con-
cerns of other socio-historical studies of the
place of mythic narratives in the formation of
identities and ideologies. Nevertheless, such
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contextualizations are only hinted at in pass-
ing, e.g. on pp. 9 f. and 81 f. of the present
volume. It is perhaps symptomatic that a sec-
tion entitled “Esotericism and Modernity” (pp.
235 ff) in fact has very little to say on the
complex relationship between esotericism and
modernity, and is devoted to the specific reac-
tions of certain twentieth century esotericists
to what they perceived as the malaise of the
modern world.

Since so much of the contemporary liter-
ature on e.g. Buddhism, Islam or new reli-
gious movements tends to be replete with
such explicit links to and discussions of the
core issues of the study of religion, contem-
porary scholarship on Western esotericism
presents a striking contrast. It would have
been highly interesting to gain insight into
the rationale that underlies Faivre’s decision
to largely insulate his field from such cross-
disciplinary concerns.

However, these remarks in no way detract
from the value of the present volume. No
matter what the author’s reasons may have
been for adopting these methodological
choices, the result is a work of consummate
historical-critical scholarship.

Olav Hammer
University of Amsterdam

Krisbnamurti: The Taormina Seclusion-1912.
By Joseph E. Ross. Ojai, California: Joseph E.
Ross/Book Doctor (P.0. Box 1442, 93024-1442.
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2000. Pp. 257. ISBN O-7388-5198-1. Paperback
$17.95, plus shipping.

hose who hope to place Krishnamurti

among the Nine Worthies can take heart
in this recent work of Theosophical hagiogra-
phy. As biographies of Krishnamurti are bur-
geoning, it is rewarding to find in this book
material that has not been covered before. If
the late Mary Lutyens did not include any of
this material in her biographies, perhaps it is
because of her not being privy to the archives
of Dr. George Arundale’s widow, Rukmini
Devi, at Kalakshetra, Tiruvanmiyur, Madras,
India. No matter, that is mere speculation.

That there is compelling evidence that
research into the life of Krishnamurti remains
to be carried out is contained in the epis-
tolary narrative between CW. Leadbeater,
George Arundale and Annie Besant as pre-
sented in this book. For it describes in thor-
ough detail the making of a modern—or at
least Edwardian—middle-class messiah tai-
lored to fit the mind-set of British and conti-
nental European society in the first quarter of
the last century, right down to the cut of his
shirt and trousers and shoes, not to mention a
prescription for the correct breakfast food to
ensure healthy growth. And all that appar-
ently at the suggestion of the Master K.H.
What a far cry indeed from the otherwise
earthbound lamas and mystics encountered
at approximately the same time by Alexandra
David-Neel and later by Marco Pallis, bearing
in mind of course that all comparisons are
odious.

Without any editorializing on his part,
Joseph Ross has clearly let the facts speak for
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themselves and wisely let his readers draw
their own conclusions. The fascination of read-
ing the letters exchanged between the leaders
of the Theosophical Society in regard to the
formation of the young Krishnamurti docu-
ment how willing and compliant a victim
Krishnamurti really was, even if all unwitting
to the subtle underlying intentions.

It was believed that Krishnamurti would be
the vehicle of the coming world-teacher, the
Lord Maitreya, and his training for Initiation
into the Brotherhood of the Inner Government
of the World was to take place in the idyllic
setting of a fishing village in Sicily’s eastern
coast called Taormina. To this day, Taormina
is a place for holiday-makers, perhaps more so
for Ttalians from the peninsula than the jet set
but one that provides a respite in winter.

The visit to Taormina was kept secret
because it was thought that if Krishnaji
remained in India his father could take legal
action to remove him and his brother from Dr.
Besant’s guardianship. C.W. Leadbeater and
associate Theosophists thought as well that it
was a highly magnetized center for important
occult developments to take place. (In the late
1920s the English occultist Aleister Crowley
apparently was of the same mind and built
his Abbey of Thelema there, which continued
until Mussolini’s government closed it down
in 1932). Besides, Leadbeater was mindful of
the place in which Pythagoras was supposed
to have taught along with the belief that Apol-
lonius of Tyana was supposed to have buried
a powerful talisman in the area. And so from
March 26 through July 19 of 1912 preparations
for Krishnamurti’s future role in world society
continued apace.
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No matter how sincerely and possibly
naively the leaders of the Theosophical Soci-
ety then believed in their mission to provide
salvation for an erring world, Krishnamurti
was to startle them all in the late 1920s at
a meeting in Ommen, Holland, by disavow-
ing his expected role in a quest for truth in
which he began to think for himself and.
asked others to do the same.

After the Taormina experience, Dr. Arun-
dale guided Krishnamurti through the social
scene in London and Paris, and he and the
other leaders of the society even entertained
hopes of Krishnaji’s matriculation at Oxford
University, although matters did not quite
develop as planned.

By the end of the story in this book, the
reader also becomes alert to the growing ten-
sion on the part of Annie Besant and C.W.
Leadbeater as to just how much information
should be willingly imparted to Krishnamurti
in regard to the developing role of the World
Mother, as a further example, and of how
much he should be allowed to remain in
ignorance. Indeed there seemed to be some-
thing of an ever-changing social and political
agenda that the leaders of the Theosophical
Society were more at pains to resolve among
themselves so as to bolster their individual
importance in regard to what contribution
they could make for posterity.

The social, religious and cultural transfor-
mation that Western society underwent during
the last century will keep historians busy sort-
ing things out for an untold period of time
to come. The Theosophical Society certainly
played its part in relation to the historical
moment when it reached its peak. Whether
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or not an evolving social and political agenda
derived from popular perception will again
lead it to another plateau is yet another matter
for speculation.

Robert Boyd
Ojai, CA

The Way of Hermes—New Translation of The
Corpus Hermeticum and The Definitions of
Hermes Trismegistius to Asclepius. By Clem-
ent Salaman, Dorine van Oyen, William D.
Wharton, and Jean-Pierre Mahé. Rochester,
Vt.: Inner Traditions, 2000. Pp. 124, index, 4
b/w photos. ISBN 0-89281-817-4. $19.95 (hard-
cover)

hen faced with a book like this, many

often ask, “Why another translation?”
Often the answer has more to do with the
need to publish rather than the need to con-
tribute something new and worthwhile. By
all standards, The Way of Hermes is the kind
of contribution students of Hermeticism have
been waiting for, for a long time. The forward
and translators notes alone are enough to
convince the potential reader that this slim
volume is worth the cover price. It is filled
with extensive commentary on not only the
‘why’ of the translation, but the ‘how’ of the
process. Seeking to create a new translation
that is not only useful to modern readers
but also true to the original Greek, Salaman
discusses the problems in picking a suitable
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translation for such critical words as nous,
agathon, and even the idea of gnosis itself.
While not deriding their predecessors, Sala-
man ef. al. show that an undue amount of
“prejudice of old-fashioned rationalism” sunk
into earlier translations of The Corpus, caus-
ing it to stray from its true meaning. Without
excessive commentary they sought to restore
the text to its original mystical meaning and
purpose—that of a guidebook to self-knowl-
edge —while letting the text speak for itself.

While the importance of Hermeticism was
often thought to have peaked in the Renais-
sance with a brief revival during the late 19"
century, the preface points out that hermetic
writings were found among the Nag Hammadi
scrolls in 1945, and that they even contained
a better version of Asclepius in Coptic than
the often referred to Latin editions. The exis-
tence of a lodge style fraternity in first century
Alexandria in which these texts were read
and meditated upon is also mentioned. Thus,
the antiquity of the texts in some fashion is
restored because while it is true that they orig-
inate between the first and third centuries,
their content can be clearly linked to ancient
Egyptian thought and practices.

This volume also contains the first English
translation of The Definitions of Hermes Tris-
megistus to Asclepius, a collection of apho-
risms related to parts of the Corpus, and used
for meditation by hermetic students. Through
these aphorisms, hermeticists sought to tran-
scend the nature of their rational mind and to
enter into a state of pure perception with God,
or Nous—“The Great Good” of creation.

The Way of Hermes is a small book that will
not be read quickly, and will take a lifetime to
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understand. If there is only one book you read
this year on Hermeticism, let it be this one.

Mark Stavish
The Institute for Hermetic Studies
Email: esoteric777@aol.com

Land of the Fallen Star Gods. By J.S. Gordon.
Guildford, Surrey, England: Orpheus Publish-
ing House, 1997. Pp. vii +281. ISBN 0 9526857
1 X. £16.00

here is an insistent call throughout this

book for the scientific establishment in
the West, along with leaders of the Christian,
Hebrew and Islamic traditions, to reconsider
the historical importance of ancient Egypt and
the allegedly lost continent of Atlantis than
now exists. Assuming that a paradigm shift in
current thinking in this regard should occur,
the benefits to Western civilization, the author
suggests, would amount to a transformation of
aggressive and materialist societies into ones
more insightful into the ways of the Hidden
Mysteries of the Soul that ultimately lead to the
growth of humanitarian principles. Whether
the masses in the West will eventually decide
in favor of the Egyptian gods Isis, Osiris,
Horis, Anubis, et al. and the deeper spiritual
significance for society that each one of them
represents remains a moot point.

To place the matter in perspective, it must
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be remembered that the study of Egyptian
artifacts began only some two hundred years
ago in the wake of the Napoleonic invasion
there. Jean Francois Champollion deciphered
the Rosetta Stone (found in 1799) by 1822,
and it was in the 1880s that Sir Flinders Petrie
began to excavate areas in the Nile delta and
evaluate his findings methodically when the
science of Egyptology began to flourish.

The purpose was to establish chronology
and enough contextual information to recon-
struct cultural systems at each subsequent time
level. That continues to be largely the thrust
of Egyptology as an academic discipline in the
West, which is not only time consuming but
also relatively recent as well. Perhaps it will
take another few hundred years to convince
either an unaware or skeptical public of the
values inherent in ancient Egyptian tradition.

Gordon has been a chartered surveyor in
England for over twenty years and is convinced
that the mediaeval maps attributed to Piri Re’is
(1513), Mercator (1569) and Phillippe Buache
(1737) provide compelling reasons to believe
that there may have been a world-wide sea-
trading civilization or culture. Tantalizing finds
are discovered frequently that add another
piece to an as yet unsolved puzzle and at the
same time confirm previous speculation.

As to who built the Pyramids and how,
there have been seemingly endless mathe-
matical calculations hoping to prove, among
other possibilities, that they followed certain
star patterns (Gordon plumps for the Belt of
Orion) whilst Sirius, AKA the Dog Star, also
figures into the scheme of things portentously
both in Egyptian religious tradition and the
Dogon culture of Mali in West Africa. The stars
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have indeed been a source of inspiration and
guidance for virtually everybody, and if some
people read more into them than may actually
be true, that is after all their choice.

The premise of a hierarchically driven
system prevailing in the universe is not alto-
gether in dispute. Both ancients and moderns
seem to comprehend the notion of a cyclically
recurring spiritual impulse affecting humanity
in general, and their own culture in particular.
That the “gods” would reappear to provide a
new spiritual impulse and future direction in
line with Divine Purpose, to be followed by
semi-divine kings and leaders who would in
turn be followed by heroes is but an echo of the
Judaeo-Christian ethos, whereby either Elijah
or Christ would return and lead the people.
Of course, the Hindus and the Buddhists have
provided their own recipes into the bargain.

Our planet, the author observes in a foot-
note, is essentially an electrically-driven organ-
ism for dozens of lightning storms constantly
circling the globe to provide the continuity
and fertility of organic existence in Nature.

This work recounts meticulously any
number of theories of antiquity including more
recent theories such as those of Ignatius Don-
nelly. Sadly, your reviewer noted only one
fleeting reference to Lemuria and has been
wondering since when more will be written
on that subject. Prior to World War II it was
virtually a thriving cottage industry. But then
times and priorities change alas!

Robert Boyd
Ojai, CA
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