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THEOSOPHY, in its abstract meaning, is 
Divine Wisdom, or the aggregate of the knowledge 
and wisdom that underlie the Universe — the 
homogeneity of eternal GOOD; and in its concrete 
sense it is the sum total of the same as allotted to 
man by nature on this earth.

H.P. BLAVATSKY

Vidya, or Knowledge, points to the timeless Theosophia, 
the source and synthesis of science, religion and philosophy. 
This publication is consecrated to the keynote sounded by 
the great Founders of the Theosophical Movement, who 
have appeared to all peoples, throughout all ages.  As a 
journal of inquiry into the Teachings of Theosophy and 
its apt applications to daily life, VIDYA is offered to all who 
seek the path of spiritual self-regeneration in the service 
of humanity.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

Vidya reflects some of the ideation arising from the 
weekly meetings and study class of associates of the 
United Lodge of Theosophists in Santa Barbara. 

This journal resumes production in 2023 with some 
changes in content, and significant alteration of production 
and distribution. 

THERE IS NO RELIGION HIGHER THAN TRUTH
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Readers will find new regular features in each Vidya 
issue. ‘Glossary’ refreshes understanding of terms from the 
Theosophical Glossary by H.P. Blavatsky. ‘Correlations’, 
originally a feature of HERMES, a precedent publication of 
Concord Grove Press, juxtaposes a paragraph each from 
the three primary messengers of  the United Lodge of 
Theosophists — H.P. Blavatsky, W.Q. Judge, and Robert 
Crosbie — on a given theme. These three Teachers have 
sown essential seeds for those to come. 

This publication is no longer distributed solely through 
Concord Grove Press headquarters in Santa Barbara, but 
is now offered on the Kindle platform for a minimal price 
as either ebook or softcover print.  Physical copies of the 
journals collected into a yearly volume will be perfect bound 
and produced at the end of every year. To purchase any of 
these, simply search ‘Vidya’ at amazon.com.

Finally, we note with sorrow the passing of the former 
Editor-in-Chief Nandini Iyer, who guided Vidya for 30 
years. Her wisdom, philosophic acuity, rich experience, and 
academic standards informed every issue. Her presence 
is sorely missed, and her service irreplaceable. Tribute to 
a Teacher: The Life and Guidance of Nandini R. Iyer, a 
book available on Amazon, includes several of her lectures 
in a variety of venues, academic writings, and personal 
reflections by friends and students. 

We are pleased to present here the first installment of 
Professor Iyer’s incisive essay that illuminates a mature 
and clear-minded approach to apparent contradictions in 
the philosophies of Advaita Vedanta and Samkhya Yoga. 
This nuanced essay would be of significant aid to the 
theosophical student towards understanding the nature 
and relationship between purusha and prakriti in Indian 
philosophy and in The Secret Doctrine. 

January 4, 2023 
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THE SEED REMAINS

The tree is in the womb of the seed,
The seed remains after the tree is no more,
So it has happened to you and me:
The one contains the other 
The ripple on the water,
Water the body of the ripple 
Tuka says, the shadow of reflection
Vanishes where it begins 

                  TUKARAM
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For every flower of love and charity he plants in 
his neighbour’s garden, a loathsome weed will 
disappear from his own, and so this garden of the 
gods — Humanity — shall blossom as a rose.

H.P. BLAVATSKY
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MOTIVE AND SPIRITUAL 
KNOWLEDGE

The word ‘motive’ is etymological kin to ‘motor’ and 
suggests not merely intention but power. Motivation 
carries weight, gains traction, propels, transforms. It 

is said that behind will stands desire. Motive is not mere 
wishing, nor is it a singular impulsive act of exertion, but 
rather the steady current of desire, known and unknown 
to the individual, that finds expression through myriad 
thoughts and acts. Motive ensouls what W.Q. Judge called 
the thread of a life meditation, “that which is practiced 
every hour by philosopher, mystic, saint, criminal, artist, 
artisan, and merchant. It is pursued in respect to that on 
which the heart is set.” 

The scope of our knowledge greatly affects the quality 
of our motivation, just as a camera lens aperture admits 
light according to its size. Emerson wrote that so much 
of the world unknown, so much of the self unclaimed.Our 
perception of the world determines the measure of our 
selfhood. Limited to a small range of personal concerns, or 
the prejudices of tribe or party, our inner resources will 
not be strong, steady and reliable. A fanatic, of course, can 
work up sporadic displays of intensity which may seem like 
genuine motivation. But, in fact, in the words of The Voice 
of the Silence, he eats the bread of death, kneading husks 
with Maya’s dew. He has not milled the flour that will 
produce the bread of wisdom. True motivation is a gift of 
the spirit and descends from attunement with the forward 
impulse of spiritual evolution, the unfolding of universal 
vision and purpose within the human heart. We are told 
that the consecutive lifetimes of a bodhisattva are threaded 
together by a singular motive. In Mahayana Buddhism 
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refinement of motive is central, as emphasized in The Voice 
of the Silence. At the far end of the path of selflessness is 
the “secret path” of the bodhisattva, who renounces the 
bliss of nirvana in order to repeatedly return to earth “until 
the endless end” to help on man’s salvation. This highest 
conceivable motive is expressed in The Kwan-Yin Pledge.    

Never will I seek nor receive private, individual 
salvation. Never will I enter into final peace alone. 
But forever, and everywhere, will I live and strive 
for the redemption of every creature throughout 
the world from the bonds of conditioned existence. 

We are taught that such unconditionality springs 
from the unconditional core of the spiritual nature within. 
To make such a declaration, and to mean it, is “to live for 
and as the Self of all creatures.” That is, to be free of the 
restrictions of any limited sense of ego. 

The Irish mystic A.E. pointed memorably to the 
connection between motive and spiritual knowledge with 
the formula, “As our aspiration, so our inspiration.” The 
force of this statement may be felt, first, by considering 
breath on the physical plane. The lungs must repeatedly 
expire to make room for a fresh inspiration. No one can 
replenish the body’s oxygen if he is unwilling to release the 
carbon dioxide waste that has accumulated from the subtle 
combustion called life. There is balance here; the measure 
inhaled will equal the measure released. 

And what about spiritual breathing? We cannot hope 
to deepen our motivation and broaden our mental vision 
without uncluttering our hearts.  No matter where we look, 
in whatever tradition, prescriptions for spiritual life involve 
a discipline of self-emptying. Jesus asked, “Whom choose 
ye this day?” He told a wealthy would-be disciple to sell all 
he had and give the proceeds to the poor. “No one can serve 
both God and Mammon.” Most of us are not called to make 
such an ostensive, external renunciation. In fact, most of 
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us are called to carry out duties in the world. But what 
about inward renunciation? What about possessive states 
of mind, and grasping attitudes? We gradually come to 
see that much of our so-called knowledge is short-sighted, 
prejudicial, and superficial. It has been erected not out of 
genuine concern for truth, but by a host of self-serving 
motives. 

The path of truth requires that we gradually replace 
small-minded and ill-founded opinions with universal and 
consistent principles. This is as much a matter of the heart 
as of the head. Aspiration requires devotion and emulation; 
breathing upwards, as it were, and striving for perfection. 
Krishna tells Arjuna, “There is no purifier in this world 
to be compared to spiritual knowledge; and he who is 
perfected in devotion findeth spiritual knowledge springing 
up spontaneously in himself in the progress of time.” 
The Atman chooseth whom He will, but we can prepare 
the ground through devotion to exemplars of inward 
excellences. When we set aside the small self and lose 
ourselves for love of the ideal, love of ideal forms, and the 
great “walkers of the sky” who have become Love itself, we 
are raised aloft, if only for a moment, by the Great Breath. 
We hear “the murmur of the Absolute,” in the words of 
Theodore Roethke, we are “faced with our own immensity.” 
English playwright John Drinkwater’s lines come to mind:

When the high heart we magnify,
And the sure vision celebrate,
And worship greatness passing by,
Ourselves are great. 

The laws of the inner life, like the physical, are 
measure for measure. If we seek only personal gratification 
and reputation, the divine Will within us remains silent. 
Pusillanimity will not produce magnanimity. However, if 
we train ourselves to think beyond the personal idea, we 
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are then open to universal currents. Every human being 
is, in truth, an incarnation of the Logos, a temple intended 
to host vision and action commensurate with that great 
Being. Every human being, not just a Christ or a Buddha, 
comes to earth with a divine function, to perceive the true 
cause of human woe, and to do something about it. Once 
let us feel this universal mission as our own, at one with 
the fellowship of sages and disciples, then there can be no 
paucity of inspiration. 

Clarification and intensification of motive are achieved 
by inward exercise. Prayer has been described as the 
intense yearning of the finite for the infinite. H.P. Blavatsky 
distinguishes will-prayer from conventional practices. Real 
prayer is not a mechanical repetition of verbal formulae, nor 
the petitioning of an external deity for material changes. 

It is a mystery rather; an occult process 
by which finite and conditioned thoughts and 
desires, unable to be assimilated by the absolute 
spirit which is unconditioned, are translated into 
spiritual wills and the will; such a process being 
called “spiritual transmutation.” The intensity of 
our ardent aspirations changes prayer into the 
“philosopher’s stone,” or that which transmutes 
lead into pure gold. The only homogeneous 
essence, our “will-prayer” becomes the active or 
creative force, producing effects according to our 
desire. 

The Key to Theosophy, p.68

Spiritual knowledge is described as direct acquaintance 
with its object. It is distinct from material knowledge which 
is mediated by symbol, idea and image, and involved with 
the relativities of time, space and perspective. The brain-
mind can store information, and so “possess” ordinary 
forms of knowledge, but spiritual knowledge cannot be 
so possessed. It would seem more akin to a current of 
electricity that flows while the circuit is complete. We must 
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be the Supreme Spirit to know as It knows. Knowledge 
and Being merge, as suggested in The Voice of the Silence, 
“Thou canst not travel on the path before thou hast become 
that path itself.” In this mergence, distinctions between 
Knower, Knowing and Known vanish. And like electricity, 
once let the necessary conditions be suspended, and 
spiritual knowledge instantly vanishes, like the shutting off 
of lights. Again, spiritual knowledge is a living connection 
and not a static acquaintance with models and symbols, 
logic and inference. Sages, saints and poets have spoken or 
written words while in the inward state of beholding truth, 
but those words cannot be understood except from correlate 
states of mind.  

The ultimate spiritual knowledge is Atma Vidya, the 
knowledge of Self. The Voice of the Silence tells us, “In 
order to become the KNOWER of ALL SELF [tattvajnani], 
thou hast first of SELF to be the knower [Atmajnani].” 
Mysterious and recondite as this subject is, the journey 
is commenced with the most basic question, “Who am I?” 
Typically, when we ask who we are, we answer in terms 
of name, age, gender, race, roles, and occupations. But 
these externals say nothing about essential selfhood, the 
pure awareness. Direct acquaintance with self begins with 
meditation upon the simple feeling of “I-am-I” consciousness 
described by H.P.B. in The Key to Theosophy. We are to 
learn to distinguish the complex mental construct “I am Mr. 
Smith” from the “simple fact of self-consciousness,” which 
is known only by experience and not argued by proposition. 
The Bhagavad-Gita puts this in terms of distinguishing 
Kshetra, the field, from Kshetrajna, the knower of the field. 
This discrimination is identified as wisdom itself. 

The journey is vast and the demands arduous, we 
are told. Yet, “Sufficient unto this day is its own burden.” 
An important part of spiritual life is learning to live in 
the present moment, and meeting today’s demands with 
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lightness, precision, and singularity. Perhaps one cannot 
realize the Diamond Heart in this lifetime. One can, 
however, learn to love what is good, great and worthy, and 
grasp the extended hand of the Elder Brothers. Thus, one 
will find strong, sufficient motivation. 

Come to us on equal terms, only then can you 
understand us. 

We are no better than you, what we enclose 
you enclose, what we enjoy you may enjoy. 

Did you suppose there could be only one 
Supreme? 

We affirm there can be unnumber’d 
Supremes, and that one does not countervail 
another any more than one eyesight countervails 
another — and that men can be good or grand only 
of the consciousness of their supremacy within 
them. 
    WALT WHITMAN
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A COMMENTARY ON THE 
GAYATRI

Unveil, O Thou who givest sustenance to the 
Universe, from whom all proceed, to whom all 
must return, that face of the True Sun now 
hidden by a vase of golden light, that we may 
see the truth and do our whole duty on our 
journey to thy sacred seat.
                  The Gayatri

I have adopted a translation as above, which is excellent 
in its giving of the meaning of this verse. What is the 
Gayatri? It is the sacred verse of the Hindus and begins 

with Om, their sacred word and letter. Its first words are: 
Om, Bhur, Bhurvah!

The first word contains in it a declaration of the three 
periods of a Manvantara and the three powers of that great 
Being who alone Is. Of a manvantara it is the beginning, 
the middle, and the end, and the three powers are Creation 
(or manifesting), Preservation (or carrying on), and 
Destruction. The three first words, Om, bhur, bhurvah, 
draw attention to and designate the three worlds. The whole 
verse is an aspiration in the highest sense. Every Brahman 
at his initiation is further instructed in this verse, but from 
giving that I am necessarily excused, as I cannot give it in a 
way in which I have not received it.

‘Unveil!’ is the cry of the man who is determined to 
know the truth and who perceives that something hides it 
from him. It is hidden by his own Karmic effects, which 
have put him now where the brain and the desires are too 
strong for the higher self to pierce through so long as he 
remains careless and ignorant. The cry is not made to some 
man-made god with parts, passions, and attributes, but 
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to the Self above who seeth in secret and bringeth out to 
light. It is directed to that on which the Universe is built 
and standeth, — no other than the Self which is in every 
man and which sitteth like a bird in a tree watching while 
another eats the fruit.

From this the whole Universe proceeds out into 
manifestation. The ancients held that all things 
whatsoever existed in fact solely in the idea, and 
therefore the practitioner of Yoga was taught — and soon 
discovered — that sun, moon, and stars were in himself, and 
until he learned this he could not proceed. This doctrine is 
very old, but today is adopted by many modern reasoners. 
For they perceive on reflection that no object enters the 
eye, and that whether we perceive through sight or feeling 
or any other sense whatever all objects are existing solely 
in idea. Of old this was demonstrated in two ways. First, 
by showing the disciple the actual interpenetration of one 
world by another. As that while we live here among those 
things called objective by us, other beings were likewise 
living in and among us and our objects and therein actually 
carrying on their avocations, perceiving the objects on their 
plane as objective, and wholly untouched by and insensible 
to us and the objects we think so material. This is no 
less true today than it was then. And if it were not true, 
modern hypnotism, clairvoyance, or clairaudience would be 
impossible. This was shown by a second method precisely 
similar to mesmeric and hypnotic experiments, only that to 
these was added the power to make the subject step aside 
from himself and with a dual consciousness note his own 
condition. For if a barrier of wood were erected in the sight 
of the subject which he clearly perceived and knew was 
wood, impervious to sight and an obstacle to movement, 
yet when hypnotised he saw it not, yet could perceive all 
objects behind it which were hidden in his normal state, and 
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when he pressed against it thinking it to be empty air and 
feeling naught but force, he could not pass but wondered 
why the empty air restrained his body. This is modern and 
ancient. Clearly it demonstrates the illusionary nature of 
objectivity. The objectivity is only real relatively, for the 
mind sees no objects whatever but only their idea, and at 
present is conditioned through its own evolution until it 
shall have developed other powers and qualities.

The request made in the verse to unveil the face of the 
True Sun is that the Higher Self may shine down into us and 
do its work of illumination. This also spreads forth a natural 
fact unknown to moderns, which is that the sun we see is 
not the true sun, and signifies too that the light of intellect 
is not the true sun of our moral being. Our forefathers in 
the dim past knew how to draw forth through the visible 
Sun the forces from the True one. We have temporarily 
forgotten this because our evolution and descent into the 
hell of matter, in order to save the whole, have interposed 
a screen. They say in Christian lands that Jesus went into 
hell for three days. This is correct, but not peculiar to Jesus. 
Humanity is doing this for three days, which is merely the 
mystical way of saying that we must descend into matter 
for three periods so immense in time that the logarithm of 
one day is given to each period. Logarithms were not first 
known to Napier, but were taught in the pure form of the 
mysteries, because alone by their use could certain vast 
calculations be made.

Which is now hidden by a vase of Golden Light. That 
is, the light of the True Sun — the Higher Self — is hidden 
by the blood contained in the vase of the mortal body. The 
blood has two aspects — not here detailed — in one of which 
it is a helper to perception, in the other a hindrance. But it 
signifies here the passions and desires, Kama, the personal 
self, the thirst for life. It is this that veils from us the true 
light. So long as desire and the personality remain strong, 
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just so long will the light be blurred, so long will we mistake 
words for knowledge and knowledge for the thing we wish 
to know and to realize.

The object of this prayer is that we may carry out our 
whole duty, after becoming acquainted with the truth, 
while we are on our journey to thy Sacred Seat. This is our 
pilgrimage, not of one, not selfishly, not alone, but the whole 
of humanity. For the sacred seat is not the Brahmanical 
heaven of Indra, nor the Christian selfish heaven acquired 
without merit while the meritorious suffer the pains of hell. 
It is that place where all meet, where alone all are one. It is 
when and where the three great sounds of the first word of 
the prayer merge into one soundless sound. This is the only 
proper prayer, the sole saving aspiration.

The Path                                                          WILLIAM QUAN JUDGE
January 1893
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“IT AIN’T NECESSARILY SO”
Part 1 of 2*

It is customary among students and scholars of Indian 
philosophy to regard the metaphysics and ontology 
of Samkhya-Yoga and of Vedanta (especially Advaita 

Vedanta) as completely incompatible with each other, as 
totally contradictory systems. The obvious if simplistic 
conclusion we are inclined to draw from this is that, 
accepting the basic laws of logic — the law of (non)- 
contradiction and the law of excluded middle — one system 
must be true or right and the other false or wrong. Of 
course, we are willing to grant, that the one we are inclined 
to regard as basically true has its difficulties, problems 
and weaknesses; and equally we may be willing to concede, 
however guardedly, that the system we reject has its 
(relative) merits and even insights. But these qualifications 
and small concessions we reluctantly grant are trivial when 
compared with our adamant assertions that only one of 
them can really, ultimately, be right, essentially true.

Such claims to exclusive truth are made vigorously and 
repeatedly by the different schools of Western philosophy. 
Efforts to bring together and reconcile different and 
opposing schools of philosophy, e.g., the attempt by Kant to 
reconcile rationalism and empiricism, however brilliant, are 
usually either rejected by each side as somehow distorting 
or inadequate, or regarded by both sides as interesting 
and unusual philosophical developments but not really 
successful solutions to the opposition. This approach to the 
differences and seeming opposition between trends, 

* Excerpt from Theory and Practice of Yoga: Essays in Honour of Gerald 
James Larson, ed. by Knut A. Jacobsen, 2005. Reprinted with permission 
from Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, The Netherlands.
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movements and philosophical explanations or schools has 
been generally accepted as appropriate to the study of 
Indian thought, not only by Western scholars but often even 
by Indian thinkers. The well-known and frequently noted 
opposition between the philosophical schools of Samkhya-
Yoga on the one hand and Vedanta or Uttara Mimamsa on 
the other is an obvious case in point.

The point I wish to make in this paper is that the 
opposition between these two schools, is not the irrevocable 
either/or dichotomy it is usually assumed to be. We need 
not accept the demand that we must choose decisively, once 
and for all, between the two, especially in relation to their 
apparently irreconcilable metaphysical and ontological 
truth-claims. We do not have to choose one and completely 
reject the other, and we can do this without being accused of 
being illogical or irrational; without being called indecisive, 
weak sit-on-the-fencers; without being derided as fuzzy-
minded, unphilosophical syncretists with no comprehension 
of the strict demands of philosophical principles.

Ancient Indian (especially Hindu) thought has always 
held, in a variety of contexts, to the view that it is possible 
for two apparently opposite theories to be both true at 
the same time, although in different contexts, fields or 
levels of knowledge, world views, conceptual or categorial 
frameworks, etc. Indian children are routinely brought up 
on stories and fables such as that of the six blind men and 
the elephant and are given simple examples showing, for 
instance, how even an ordinary material object can be looked 
at, and described from, six main points of view in space. 
Each description can be true from its own point of view, 
however different it is from other equally true descriptions, 
depending on the spatial location of the perceiver in relation 
to the object.

We should not dismiss lightly the fact that the six main 
classical schools of philosophy are traditionally known as 
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“darshana-s” — a term which, roughly translated, means 
“points of view.” By and large, Western scholarship, while 
acknowledging that this was the term always used for the 
six schools, and while conceding that these philosophical 
schools are not really “schools” of philosophy in the same 
sense that Western schools of philosophy are, has still paid 
only lip service to the idea. Perhaps they think the ancient 
Hindu thinkers simply felt compelled to live up to the all-
embracing and indecisive character of Indian thought and 
life; they covered up their very real differences by saying 
they were only differing points of view.

The notion of complementary darshana-s, as opposed 
to that of competing schools of philosophy, needs, I believe, 
to be taken very seriously. No doubt, the bitter rivalries, 
cantankerous arguments, exclusive claims to truth and so on 
that we find among later proponents of these philosophies do 
seem to belie the original belief in relative points of view. But 
the basic connotation of darshana still subtly underlies the 
field of Indian philosophy as well as the Hindu world-view. 

This idea of “points of view” is what I wish to apply 
to the opposition between Vedanta (specifically Advaita 
Vedanta) and Samkhya-Yoga — schools whose metaphysical 
doctrines in particular are seen as sharply opposed and 
mutually incompatible. I am aware that Larson and some 
other scholars are unhappy about speaking of “Samkhya-
Yoga” as if the two could be seamlessly joined together 
without doing injustice to each of the two; Larson, e.g., 
disapproves1 of Dasgupta’s titling a chapter in his classic 
work on Indian philosophy, “The Kapila and the Patanjala 
Samkhya (Yoga).”2 However, while recognizing this as  

1 See Gerald J. Larson, Classical Samkhya (Motilal Banarsidass, 
Delhi, Second Edition, 1979), p. 36.

2 Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1963) Vol. I, p. 208.
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a legitimate critical concern, I propose, for the purposes 
of this brief paper, to deal with the two together, though 
obviously not as one two-aspected school. Since I am 
dealing mainly (though not entirely) with the metaphysics 
of the two “rivals”, I feel justified in taking this approach. 
To some extent, of course, epistemology is involved, but 
epistemology is often metaphysically theory-laden.

One does not in the least have to support any theory 
that all truths and truth in general are relative in the sense 
that they are purely subjective, i.e., depending on the 
viewpoint only of the observer or perceiver. We can allow 
for some kind of “absolutism” and some sort of objectivism, 
and yet hold that, to some degree, truths are relative to 
the world-view of which they are a part, relative to a set 
of given assumptions and presuppositions, and relative to 
a conceptual framework which is built upon and around 
a particular set of categories. Different world-views, 
conceptual frameworks and category systems can and do 
overlap; but there may be subtle differences, even in the 
overlapping, which are easy to overlook. Thus, two systems 
of thought may seem to share certain important categories, 
but there may be differences in what exactly these 
categories mean and imply and what degree of importance 
they have in their respective frameworks. Or, two different 
systems of thought may use the same categories and terms 
but ask very different questions about them. This would 
involve both the nature and lines of thought from outside 
the categories, so to speak, to the categories, or starting 
from the categories they may move outwards towards 
other ideas. The two lines or directions of thought could 
change the status and the essential or contextual meaning 
of a category. Different systems of thought may be built 
for different purposes and so may look at the same area of 
knowledge or the same concepts in a different way; they 
may ask very different questions, for example, about the 
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same facts, phenomena or concepts. A very general term 
such as “human being” will raise very different questions for 
the philosopher, for the biologist and for the psychologist. 
Or the concept of “knowing,” or “perceiving”, or “mind” 
may be approached and understood very differently by 
a neurologist, a cognitive psychologist, a philosophical 
epistemologist. Such concepts are basic, after all, precisely 
because they are so open-ended and fluid.

Applying this to the opposition between Samkhya-
Yoga and Vedanta, we could begin by looking at the 
concepts of purusha and atman. Both terms, in a broad and 
general sense, refer to the self — the true, real self of each 
human being. (I am confining myself here to the nature 
of humanity). The differences are obvious, at least in the 
later well-defined and developed philosophical systems. 
In the earlier versions of Samkhya, purusha is referred to 
as atman and paramatman — atman simply in the sense, 
of course, of a self.3 But in classical Samkhya, while the 
purusha is the true atman of a human being in the ordinary 
sense of the idea of self, it is not the atman of Vedanta. The 
purusha-s are separate, individual selves, and have been 
so from eternity and will remain so for ever. There is no 
question of their being in reality part of one indivisible 
spiritual self, as the atman is in Advaita Vedanta. Purusha-s 
are completely and forever apart. One point of similarity 
between the Samkhya-Yoga purusha and the Vedanta 
atman is that each of them is regarded as a sakshin or 
witness. But it is difficult to understand how purusha can be 
a witness. Both purusha and atman are pure consciousness 
and do not need an object to be regarded as such, Indian 
philosophy having the notion that it is possible to have a 
pure, contentless consciousness that does not, logically, 
conceptually, or metaphysically, need an object of which it  
 
3 Ibid., p. 214.
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is conscious in order to be consciousness itself. The Self is 
not an object of consciousness but always remains a subject-
consciousness  — unless, as in Vedanta, the Self turns back, 
so to speak, on Itself in pure self-reflection. But whereas 
the Vedantic atman is pure consciousness by and in itself, 
it can also be seen as pure or absolute truth and absolute 
knowledge, and therefore can also plausibly be regarded 
as the source of pure intelligence, and therefore is also the 
source of finite intelligence and of that principle which 
enables us to know — know in the sense of ordinary subject/
object knowledge. Since atman (as identical with Brahman) 
itself can be, and is, the only possible source of any object 
of knowledge, we can speak of atman as a knower, as being 
involved in what we call knowing. Above all, atman, as the 
pure Self and pure consciousness, is the ultimate basis for 
self-consciousness, one’s sense of selfhood, the irremovable 
and irreducible sense that “I am I” — at whatever level that 
occurs. Indeed, since there is nothing else to know, atman 
as consciousness is both the knower and the known, subject 
and object. This is the condition of the individual who 
has fully realised atman. This condition is also described 
as the jivanmukta having risen beyond the subject/object 
dichotomy into the realm of pure Oneness.

The Samkhyan purusha, on the other hand, is pure 
consciousness and nothing else. Neither intelligence nor 
knowledge can in any way be ascribed to it. The principle 
of intelligence and the capacity for knowledge are to 
be found not in the purusha but in buddhi, which is the 
primary product or evolute of prakriti. But how can anyone 
or anything be regarded as a witness if he, she, or it does 
not possess the capacity to know? Being the witness of 
something implies a degree of knowledge, or at least the 
capacity to know — processes and capacities not found in 
the purusha.4

4 See Larson, op. cit., p. 13
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Vedanta finds the substance duality of the Samkhya-
Yoga to be totally untenable from a purely philosophical 
point of view. Vedanta’s objections to Samkhya-Yoga’s 
metaphysical or ontological dualism are, in general, similar 
to those found in the Western philosophical tradition, e.g. 
against Cartesian dualism. “Substance” in philosophy is 
usually understood as something which is the substratum 
of all phenomena, on which everything else depends for its 
existence, but which is itself an independent existence, that 
which is not a property but that in which properties inhere. 
The authority of the Upanishads is frequently invoked 
by Vedanta, and these on the whole affirm the existence 
of only one independent substance. Vedanta, appealing 
not only to shruti but also to reason and logic, appeals to 
the principle of Occam’s razor to insist on the necessary 
existence of only one substance. In this, Vedanta seems to 
employ primarily a deductive method. It therefore not only 
believes in one ultimate “substance” but regards it as the 
only real existence or independent substance. There cannot 
possibly be more than one ontological ultimate reality. 
The manifold of phenomenal existence must, somehow, be 
explained in terms of, in relation to, or as dependent on, the 
one substance.

Even if the two ultimate substances of Samkhya-Yoga 
are not infinite, the problems of a radical metaphysical 
and ontological dualism remain. Since, by definition, a 
substance is completely independent of everything else, 
it cannot be acted upon by, or affect, any other substance. 
Given the definition of substance, any kind of interaction is 
not only empirically but logically impossible. This applies 
to dualism on the cosmic as well as on the individual level. 
We are all familiar with the difficulties that Descartes 
faced with his mind-body dualism. Descartes himself was 
uneasy about his dualism, and did try to explain away some 
possible mis-constructions of it. He says about himself as 
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a thinking self, “I am not lodged in my body like a pilot 
in a vessel.” But this does not really help, for we want to 
ask, “Then what is it like?” Samkhya-Yoga’s analogy of the 
case of the lame man and the blind man is of no greater 
help. (They are, after all, both men, alike in substance, 
though with different qualities, and can communicate with 
and touch each other). And even Yoga’s Ishvara cannot be 
brought in to help, since he has no power to bring purusha 
and prakriti together, especially as Ishvara himself is pure 
spirit, albeit the Mahapurusha. It is interesting that a few 
later Cartesians were driven in desperation to propose the 
absurd theory know as Occasionalism.

What we need to remind ourselves of, however, is that 
Samkhya-Yoga, while concerned of course with ontology, 
seems to be also concerned with the way the world and its 
phenomena are essentially seen by the ordinary individual. 
Our everyday experiences do not point to a unity of any 
kind. I experience everything essentially as a contrast, 
a separateness, between myself and other people, and 
between myself as the observer and knowing subject and 
the rest of the world as the observed and as the known 
object. Each of us definitely feels the distinction between 
mind and body. Samkhya-Yoga addresses itself to this 
taken-for-granted-by-everyone duality. The system seems 
to want to produce not only a prescriptive but a descriptive 
metaphysics as well.5

The Samkhya-Yoga assumption of the self is, then, 
that of everyday experience, that of a self that essentially 
needs other separate selves and things in order to define 
itself. In fact, the phenomenal self must have other selves 
even to know itself as a “self”. To have the basic sense 
we all take for granted that “I am me”, the existence and  
 

5 See P.F. Strawson, Individuals (Methuen & Co. Ltd., London, 
1965), p. 9
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presence of other selves as separate is required. It is not 
only things or objects that I need but also other persons —  
not just to support my sense of selfhood but even to have 
the basic feeling of being a self, myself. The subject-object 
distinction is the ground of our experience of the world, and 
therefore must necessarily be the ontological assumption 
on the basis of which philosophical exploration of the self 
and the world begins.

If we examine a little more closely our everyday 
experience of “self” consciousness, i.e. the way we look at 
ourselves, my experience of being me involves being myself 
and no one else and so is also the experience of being 
unique. And yet this experience is simply a bare feeling 
of myself rather than a thought that involves considering 
myself as a self with certain attributes, properties, 
qualities that would help as identifying references, or 
that would distinguish me from other people and for 
other people. These more complex ways of seeing myself 
are thoughts, already a step away from the simple feeling 
of being myself. They would also be more self-consciously 
reflective thoughts of what kind of person I am, which 
I might confide to a friend or to a psychiatrist and so 
on. But they are secondary to the primary, fundamental, 
direct and non-intellectual awareness of myself that  
underlies my whole life, throughout all its changes. 
This utterly simple, basic and universal experience, a 
non-rational (but not irrational) experience, is what 
Samkhya-Yoga seems to take extremely seriously and 
makes the starting point, the basis, of its philosophy and 
the core of the purusha concept.

When I consider myself as simply being myself as 
opposed to the other, the universe of others includes not 
only other persons (purusha-s) but other objects, material 
objects. What I can have direct (as opposed to indirect) 
experience of in the case of other people, i.e., the simplest 
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and most basic way in which they are the objects of my 
subjective perception and experience and understanding, 
is perceiving their bodies, their facial expressions, their 
gestures, their observable habits, their speech, etc. So they, 
too, as objects in my world can, for some purposes, be put in 
the same class as physical objects and phenomena. After all, 
I cannot really know what it is or would be like to be another 
self, devoid of all attributes and qualities, in the same way 
that I am aware of being myself. We could say that to 
assert otherwise would involve us in a self-contradiction, 
since for Samkhya-Yoga the basic fact of being a self, a 
soul, a purusha is that I am unique and I cannot possibly be 
someone else. I can, of course, put myself in another’s place 
or imagine myself (in a limited sense) being someone else 
in terms of that individual’s qualities, attributes, situations 
in life, etc., which are merely phenomenal adjuncts of the 
pure self.

On the basis of this line of thought, Samkhya-Yoga 
understandably classifies intellects, minds, feelings, 
the sense of egoism as being not-self, non-purusha, and 
therefore prakriti. The bhava-s therefore are characteristic 
of buddhi, as are the guna-s. These are what we can 
understand and know as objects of knowledge, so they 
are not, and cannot be, part of the purusha. Perhaps it 
is because when we say we know or understand other 
people it is similar to (though not the same as) saying 
that I understand material objects or sensory phenomena, 
i.e. in terms of their observable qualities and behaviour, 
that it seems to Samkhya-Yoga natural and logical to 
say that knowledge, understanding and other cognitive 
faculties and processes belong to the buddhi, a product 
of prakriti, and cannot be attributed to, or affirmed in any 
way of, the purusha. This is not a particularly good line 
of reasoning; but it is understandable, given Samkhya-
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Yoga’s assumptions and basic stance, why it would go in 
this direction.

The teleology and soteriology of Samkhya-Yoga is that, 
while prakriti is said to manifest itself and involve itself 
in a complex pattern of evolution, it does this entirely for 
the sake of purusha, to serve the ends and purposes of 
purusha. And yet the question as to how or why purusha, 
if it is initially completely uninvolved with and unrelated 
to prakriti, gets “involved” (if that is the right word) in the 
whole process of manifestation, is never answered — in 
fact, it is hardly raised at all. Another puzzling feature 
is that, in actual fact, purusha is not really caught up in 
prakriti. 6 It only appears to be so to the ignorant buddhi. 
So purusha does not need to be freed. Buddhi, on the other 
hand, gets enmeshed in avidya, ignorance, and believes 
itself to be a conscious entity, whereas, being a product 
of prakriti, it is by definition, by its very nature, incapable 
of being conscious, even though it is the intellect and is 
said to be capable of knowing. It is buddhi that needs to 
be delivered from its own illusions and false beliefs. When 
buddhi knows that it is completely separate from purusha, 
the conscious Self, and that it has no consciousness of its 
own and only reflects that of purusha, it dissolves back 
into the primordial avyakta prakriti. Purusha is now free. 
And yet, one wonders — if buddhi is that which is caught in 
ignorance and buddhi is that which frees itself (without any 
help from purusha), why is the whole complex deployment 
of prakriti through differentiation and manifestation, the  
 
6  Karl Potter interprets Ishvarakrishna as affirming that the purusha 
confuses itself with prakriti. See Karl Potter, Presuppositions of India’s 
Philosophies (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1975), p. 108. Dasgupta, 
however, takes the view that while Samkhya attributes avidya, non-
discrimination and confusion, to buddhi alone, Yoga regards the purusha 
itself as somehow involved in the non-discrimination and confusion. S.N. 
Dasgupta, History of Indian Philosophy: Abridged by R.R. Itgarwal & 
S.K. Jain (Allahabad: Kitab Mahal, 1969) p. 72.
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whole cosmic “dance”, necessary at all? And why, above all, 
is the process said to be for the purpose and sake of the 
purusha? The purusha is never truly bound and therefore 
needs no release. Purusha really cannot even “see” the 
dance. It is buddhi, not purusha, that is, if anything, 
released from its ignorance, but it releases itself; purusha 
can do nothing for it. Interestingly, if one considered the 
nature of mukti or release in some of the other systems, 
where it means that the spirit or soul merges back into 
the universal Oneness, the state of avyakta, the Supreme 
Spirit, then Samkhya-Yoga offers the opposite view. It is 
the material buddhi, born of the primordial homogeneity 
of pradhana or prakriti, that loses its separateness and 
merges back into the unmanifest from which it came, and 
purusha is left in its original separateness.

Perhaps this explanation of the “liberation” of buddhi 
is thought to follow from the doctrine of the oneness of 
primordial prakriti. And this doctrine perhaps is seen 
as simply an explanation of the scripturally affirmed 
doctrine of the dissolution at pralaya back into the One 
unmanifest reality.7 If, as is suggested by some scholars, 
including Larson,8 some of the early formulations of 
what later became classical Samkhya were intended 
to be simple, scientific accounts of the evolution of the 
material, phenomenal universe, then one can see the 
thrust and purpose of the Samkhya view. For in that 
case the soteriological explanation of the ultimate fate of 
the purusha comes as a kind of postscript or addendum, 
just as the idea of the purusha itself was probably a later 
addition.9 The Samkhya-Yoga dualism avoids a charge of 
 

7 See Knut A. Jacobsen, Prakriti in Samkhya-Yoga (Peter Lang 
Publishing, Inc., New York, 1999), p. 181.

8  Larson, op. cit.

9  Larson, op. cit.



27

reductionism, but only at the price of raising other kinds of 
serious philosophical questions and problems.

The dualism that Samkhya-Yoga affirms is a rather 
odd and puzzling kind of dualism — not the usual sort of 
Cartesian mind-body opposition, but the distinction or gap 
that exists between spirit on the one hand and the psycho-
mental-physical self on the other. But again, perhaps this 
too, can be explained in terms of the whole purpose and 
point of view of the Samkhya-Yoga darshana mentioned 
earlier, viz. the practical ordinary-world point of view as the 
starting point. Since the shruti, especially the Upanishads, 
repeatedly point out that the true spiritual Self is not to 
be confused with the mind or the psychological self, it is 
crucial on the path of liberation to separate the Self and 
its identity from these aspects as well as from the body. Of 
course, Vedanta and most of the Upanishads manage to do 
this without resorting to extreme dualism. 

Leaving aside Samkhya for a moment, and considering 
only Yoga, its essentially practical character has never 
been questioned, and, in fact, it is because it is so much 
concerned with practice that it has relied so heavily for its 
metaphysics on Samkhya theory. At the same time, it has 
been pointed out by many scholars that, whichever system 
of Indian philosophy we are looking at, it must always be 
remembered that, apart from the purely philosophical 
and intellectual content of any system, there is always 
the concern with praxis. It does not matter whether that 
practice involves meditation and other forms of acquiring 
jnana, devotion, religious ritual, adhering to Veda-
prescribed ceremonies, dharma according to the shastra-s, 
ethical behaviour in its general form (as in the Bhagavad 
Gita), duties to humanity in general (sadharana dharma), 
etc. In other words, philosophical systems have their pure 
metaphysics, ontology, epistemology, logic, dialectics, 
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methods of argument, and so on, but the end or purpose 
is always soteriological. The salvation of the soul, or, more 
correctly, the attainment of moksha (or at least supreme 
happiness of some kind) is the goal. Theoria is not sufficient 
by itself; salvific practice is also required. These systems 
disagree sharply regarding metaphysical and ontological 
theories about the ultimate nature of Reality, God, or even 
the existence of God; very different views are held about the 
nature of the soul, the state of moksha — even as to whether 
it is “attained” or “realised”. They do not agree in their 
epistemology, or the meaning of causation. And yet they 
can and do agree often about the general method and means 
of salvation. The emphasis on practice and the general 
discipline of Patanjali Yoga, for example, is readily accepted 
by Vedantins of various sorts as well as by adherents of 
other orthodox philosophical schemes. They are quite 
comfortable with the inclusion of Raja Yoga meditation, the 
yama-s and niyama-s and the general importance given to 
developing virtues, the practice of dharma and svadharma, 
pratyahara, the necessity of viveka and vairagya. These are 
all accepted by the non-Samkhya-Yoga classical systems as 
crucial in the practice of Hindu sadhana.

How can this apparent paradox be resolved? After 
all, if two systems disagree about the nature of Reality; 
if even the ontological status of the world is described in 
radically different ways — if all this is the case, then how 
can followers of such diverse views possibly subscribe to the 
prescription for, or at least the general way of, achieving 
salvation? But they can accept the general rules for a life 
of practical spiritual discipline. Here the attitude of the 
systems seems to be very practical, almost utilitarian — the 
point is, the overall practical method works.

This is where the idea mentioned earlier about the 
possibility of a plurality of metaphysical viewpoints 
co-existing simultaneously becomes relevant. After 
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all, conceptual frameworks of the world are exactly 
that — conceptual. Each system is a set of claims grounded 
in certain internally unquestionable assumptions and based 
on a set of categories seen as the obviously appropriate 
categories in terms of which reality can be ordered and 
understood. What is considered as “true” depends on the 
basic presuppositions we start with. It has been pointed out 
by contemporary philosophers that what counts as a “fact”, 
what it means to be “real”, can vary with a framework. Basic 
terms such as these do not have commonly accepted, hard-
and-fast definitions. They are indeterminate, fluid and open-
ended. The assumptions we start with and our primary 
categories are already theory-laden. What we consider to 
be knowledge or what we claim we know, what we perceive, 
what we say we experience, are all, to a great extent (but  
not entirely) relative to our conceptual framework. Kant 
believed that our perceptions are dependent on our basic 
categories, our conceptual framework, or what he referred  
to as “forms of intuition.” We order and organise the world 
around us through concepts. What we ordinarily call 
“meaning” is not inherent in “facts,” however we may define 
them; it lies in the mental and psychological ordering and 
organising of them and their relation to other elements 
in our categorial framework. Importance and significance 
are what we attach to them. So two individuals with 
different world-views and conceptual frameworks may 
see the world differently, for each approaches it from his 
own point of view. Our statements about the world, facts, 
experiences, are after all, expressed in language, and 
language is dependent on concepts and their relationships, 
i.e., conceptual frameworks. Our experiences, and our 
descriptions of them, are concept-mediated.

From this it follows that two apparently very different 
views of the world can be held to be true in the context of 
different conceptual frameworks. We do not necessarily have 
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to say that one is absolutely true and the other absolutely 
wrong. Of course this does not mean that we should accept 
any and every description of the world as true, ‘because it 
belongs to its own conceptual framework.’ As human beings 
we do have basically common elements in our physiological, 
mental and psychological make-up. World-views and 
conceptual frameworks, to be intelligible as points of view, 
must overlap to a greater or lesser extent. There are certain 
beliefs and ideas which we could agree to dismiss as false, 
or at least as very unlikely to be true. No other human 
being’s view-point could be as totally unintelligible to us 
as, for instance, that of another species. As Wittgenstein 
remarks in the Philosophical Investigations, “If a lion could 
talk, we could not understand him.”10

This acceptance of the category-dependent nature of 
our descriptions of the world does not imply a complete 
relativism on all matters. We have seen that it certainly 
does not imply a wholly subjective view of truth; nor does 
it mean that no view of the world can be rejected, either 
wholly or in part, as false. We certainly do not have to 
accept, e.g., moral relativism.

Samkhya-Yoga and Vedanta both believe that the 
“True Self”, each person’s true identity, lies in that which 
is the locus of pure consciousness — purusha in the one 
case, atman in the other. But once again each system 
approaches it from a different point of view. As pointed 
out earlier, Samkhya-Yoga chooses to view it essentially 
from the standpoint of our ordinary, everyday experience 
of separation between consciousness and matter and of the 
separation between oneself and others. These experiences 
are not to be lightly dismissed, and, as we saw, are crucial 
in helping an individual to examine life more deeply from 
the point at which he or she stands, without having, from 

10 L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. By G.E.M. 
Anscombe, 3rd ed. (London: Basil Blackwell, 2001), p. 190e.
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the start, to question radically, and all at once, everything 
we take for granted and believe in. How would it help to 
pull the rug out from people’s feet suddenly? And, from 
the moral point of view, as we saw, Samkhya-Yoga, by not 
regarding the entire phenomenal world as maya, helps 
to make the moral life more comprehensible and easier to 
practise.

Vedanta, by contrast, seems to believe that, to gain 
spiritual knowledge, we need to begin to walk the path that 
is ‘like a razor’s edge’ by questioning immediately our whole 
approach to the world, to life. This does not mean that we 
will be able to see the invalidity of our usual assumptions 
and presuppositions, the fallibility of our most cherished 
ordinary beliefs, all at once. But we should become aware 
that there is something seriously and radically wrong with 
our taken-for-granted, ‘common sense’ views of the world, 
our value system, our ordering of issues, goals and ideals, 
our principles of living, and the principle of separateness on 
which we ground our thoughts and behaviour. We may then 
proceed gradually to straighten out and undo the kinks and 
knots in our thinking bit by bit. Here Vedanta offers us the 
consoling doctrine that the world is not completely unreal or 
non-existent. It is only relatively so. After all, with Brahman 
as its ground, how could it be completely false or illusory?  
It is not so much the world itself, as our perception of it, that 
is the illusion. The doctrine of adhyasa allows us to hope  
that we can recognise the superimposition and remove 
it, since we are ourselves essentially the light of the pure 
consciousness that can dispel the darkness of ignorance 
and illusion. And further, we are assured that it is not a 
question of there being a sharp distinction and gap between 
the lowest (or greatest) level of illusion and absolute, 
Ultimate Truth or Reality.

NANDINI IYER
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We are ourselves essentially the light of the pure 
consciousness that can dispel the darkness of ignorance 
and illusion. 

NANDINI IYER
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COSMIC  HEIRARCHIES

The heavens themselves, the planets, and this centre
Observe degree, priority, and place,
Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,
Office, and custom, in all line of order;
And therefore is the glorious planet Sol
In noble eminence enthron’d and spher’d
Amidst the other; whose med’cinable eye
Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil,
And posts, like the commandment of a king,
Sans check to good and bad  But when the planets
In evil mixture to disorder wander,
What plagues and what portents, what mutiny!
What raging of the sea, shaking of earth!
Commotion in the winds! frights, changes, horrors,
Divert and crack, rend and deracinate
The unity and married calm of states
Quite from their fixture! O, when degree is shak’d,
Which is the ladder of all high designs,
The enterprise is sick  How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores,
The primogenitive and due of birth,
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
But by degree, stand in authentic place?

Troilus and Cressida               WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE    
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LOVE WITH, OR WITHOUT 
AN OBJECT?

In her mystical translation of the Stanzas of Dzyan,  H.P. 
Blavatsky gives a magnificent portrait of the beginning 
of manifestation:

ThE laST vibRaTion of ThE SEvEnTh 
ETERniTy ThRillS ThRough infiniTudE. ThE 
MoThER SwEllS, Expanding fRoM wiThin 
wiThouT, likE ThE bud of ThE loTuS. 

ThE vibRaTion SwEEpS along, Touching 
wiTh iTS SwifT wing ThE wholE univERSE and 
ThE gERM ThaT dwEllETh in daRknESS: ThE 
daRknESS ThaT bREaThS ovER ThE SluMbERing 
waTERS of lifE...

This vibration is the omnipresent creative impulse 
symbolized by the sacred word AUM, and it is the Love that 
unifies all Life and all Intelligence. Life evolves while the 
Spirit of Divine Love remains unchanged. The motto of the 
Theosophical Society is that there is no religion higher than 
Truth, and this Truth is the Divine Love expressed in the 
Word AUM. This is a Truth that finds many expressions in 
the religions and philosophies of mankind.

H. P. B. gives various examples of these expressions 
in her article “Love with an Object.” She writes that: “The 
great Hermes Trismegistus teaches the same identical 
doctrine; for he says: ‘Rise and embrace me with thy whole 
being, and I will teach thee whatsoever thou desirest to 
know.’ ” A parallel idea is found in the Rig Vedic expression 
of creation — ‘Desire first arose in It, which was the primal 
germ of mind.’ In both the Hermetic and Vedic expressions 
one finds a confluence of desiring and knowing. It is by 
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continually returning to the Source that knowledge and 
understanding grow.

The Gospel of St. John begins with the famous 
invocation: “In the Beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God.” Knowing the Word, 
or the Logos, is Wisdom. But this Logos, Word or Wisdom, 
is not a static state. Rather it is the energy or Eros of 
ideation, for ideation is always rooted in love. The First 
Epistle of John illuminates the connection between God as 
the Word and God as Love.

Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of 
God; and every one that loveth is born of God, and 
knoweth God.  He that loveth not knoweth not 
God; for God is love. . . No man hath seen God at 
any time. If we love one another, God dwelleth in 
us, and his love is perfected in us. Hereby know 
we that we dwell in him, and he in us, because he 
hath given us of his Spirit.  

1 John 4:8-13

“No man hath seen God at any time.”  This is to say that 
God is not an object of wisdom. But: “If we love one another, 
God dwelleth in us, and his love is perfected in us.” It is 
through loving that we know that we dwell in God, for God 
is Divine Love. In other words, the seat of consciousness is 
centered in its Divine Source, and then love is perfected. 

In terms of the philosophy of Theosophy, this Divine 
Love is expressed through that principle of our nature 
called Buddhi. For the most part Buddhi is latent. Buddhi 
becomes active through the principle that defines us as 
human beings — that is the thinking principle of Manas. 
Manas, in this context, is like the lover who longs for the 
beloved, the prince seeking his beloved princess. The 
beloved princess symbolizes Sophia, the goddess of Wisdom, 
as also the principle of Buddhi, spiritual intuition. Buddhi / 
Sophia is within us, but to find expression, the “sleeping 
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beauty” must be awakened from a latent into an active 
state. 

It is through the aspirations of Manas that wisdom is 
activated. Manas is love manifested in thinking being, and 
this love is the link between the divinity within and the 
objective, human animal. Manasic love is like the Platonic 
conception of Eros.  Eros longs for what is good and beautiful 
and forms a bridge of communication between the divine 
and human. What is the supremely good and beautiful is 
Wisdom — the Logos or the Word — the universal ensouling 
vibration of Love.

This line of reasoning is beautifully summed up in a 
passage from an article entitled “Love”:

Love is the moving power of life itself, and 
nothing can exist without the love which drives 
everything towards everything else that is. He 
alone who loves lives. Love is the drive towards 
the unity of the separated, and separation 
presupposes an original unity. The restlessness 
in love is only a dim reflection of the divine 
discontent of the soul, but it could act as a 
barrier to the union of the soul with nature if 
it is channelled merely through personal and 
material forms of expression. The active and 
creative element in love is the urge of the human 
soul to participate in the work of cosmic and 
human evolution, a form of kriyashakti which 
enables man to emulate the gods, the Dhyan-
Chohanic host of creative intelligences. Human 
love could become a bridge between the animal 
and the divine aspects of love provided the desire 
to ascend through lower to higher forms of love is 
continually nourished and sustained.  
Hermes, October 1975

The living love that flows through the various aspects 
or principles of the human being is illustrated in the 
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universal symbolism of the Husbandman and the vineyard. 
For example, in the Gospel of St. John Jesus says:

I am the true vine, and my Father is the 
husbandman. . . Now ye are clean through the 
word which I have spoken unto you. Abide in me, 
and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of 
itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, 
except ye abide in me. I am the vine, ye are the 
branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, 
the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without 
me ye can do nothing.  

John 15: 1, 3-5

The Key to Theosophy gives one of the keys to this 
symbolism. The “Husbandman” is the Atman — the 
impersonal Universal Spirit that sheds light on the 
just and the unjust. The vine is Buddhi, the Christos or 
Spiritual Soul, and each branch is an incarnation of Manas. 
Clearly, the true source of life flows from within without 
like sap in the vine. Manas is essentially alive through 
the love of wisdom, and only secondarily through its 
formal expressions. Discursive thinking can bind itself to 
various forms of attachments, to limited perspectives, to 
opinions and truncated ideas. True love is like the living 
sap in the vine — it continually nourishes new growth and 
expressions; it is the impulse to give generously whatever 
one can without any expectation of a return. Higher Manas 
calculates what is good without calculating its own benefit.

How is one to keep centered in divine love? Jesus points 
to a reciprocity between the keeping of commandments 
and abiding in divine love. He says “If ye keep my 
commandments, ye shall abide in my love; even as I have 
kept my Father’s commandments, and abide in His love.” 
(John 15:10) What are those commandments? Jesus 
gives two: 1) “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 
thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.”  
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2) “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as yourself.” Then he says 
that: “On these two commandments hang all the law and 
the prophets.”  (Matthew 22: 37-40) This is to say that all 
moral imperatives, all virtues and all laudable behavior, 
and all thoughts worth thinking, rest on the foundation of 
the love of the spiritually divine in Nature and in Man. As 
ye love, so shall ye be loved.

The philosopher is by definition a lover of wisdom. One 
might characterize the philosopher as being in a continual 
process of contemplation, and this constitutes his prayer, 
or his aspiration to God or divinity. The philosopher is 
neither completely ignorant nor completely wise. He is 
poised on some rung of the ladder of love that ascends to 
wisdom. In a sense all human beings are also poised, but 
not deliberately, and not with the heart set on wisdom. All 
humans are lovers, but who are the true philosophers? 

In an accounting given by William Quan Judge, humans, 
as manasic beings, live in terms of that upon which the 
heart is set. That upon which the heart is set determines 
the “line of life’s meditation.” What does this mean? It 
means that what we love determines what engages our will, 
and this is what we truly think is good. We may think that 
pleasure is good, or fame, or wealth, or some extraordinary 
skill is good. Perhaps we crave the certainty of some science 
or intellectual achievement. Many, indeed, are the leanings 
of the heart. But the philosophic quest requires continually 
questioning in an attempt to discriminate between the real 
and the false, the appearance and the reality, between the 
ever-fleeting and the ever-lasting. 

In the philosophic quest one begins to sense what 
“rings true” even though one does not fully comprehend 
that truth. This “ringing true,” a resonance of the spiritual 
teachers of humanity, can be sensed by those who have 
been purified, as in the expression of Jesus, by the “Word” 
within. There is a sympathetic chord within each of us that 
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can respond to the spiritual vibration of a true teacher of 
wisdom. The philosopher Plato asserted that “every human 
soul has, by reason of her nature, had contemplation of true 
being; else would she never have entered into this human 
creature; but to be put in mind thereof by things here is 
not easy for every soul.” (Phaedrus, 249e) The philosophic 
mind attunes itself to true being and, therefore, can 
respond to truth wherever and whenever it is found. Hence 
the incomparable love between the guru and the disciple, 
between Krishna and Arjuna, Rama and Hanuman, Jesus 
and his followers. The sublime communion between the 
philosopher and his teacher is described by Plato in the 
Phaedrus, although this description could easily be missed 
for what it is:

At last she (the soul) beholds him, and 
lets the flood pour in upon her, releasing the 
imprisoned waters; then has she refreshment 
and respite from her stings and sufferings, and 
at that moment tastes a pleasure that is sweet 
beyond compare. Nor will she willingly give it up. 
Above all others does she esteem her beloved in 
his beauty.     
Phaedrus, 251e

For those of us who do not inhabit the lofty heights of 
philosophic contemplation, is there some everyday practice 
that we could use to release the love within us and in those 
around us? Perhaps this advice from Hermes (March 1985, 
“Light, Love and Hope”) may be of some guidance:

Whenever one is with other souls, one can ask 
oneself, “Do I love others more than myself? Do I 
take less and give more to others? Do I actually 
reach out within myself, within my mind and 
heart, and also in my acts, towards other human 
beings? In the way I look at other human beings, 
can I salute the Divine within them? Can I shed 
light and also be grateful for the light that I daily 
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receive from others?” By asking questions of this 
kind, one will find that all increments of change 
become significant. Life becomes not only worth 
living, but worth consecrating. The mind and the 
heart recapture the immanence of the ideal of 
boundless Love and Light.     
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CULTIVATING 
CONTENTMENT

Withdrawing desire from things of desire, the 
silent sage walks in solitude, ever contented in the 
supreme Self, through the supreme Self he stands 
firm.

Shankaracharya

In The Crest Jewel of Wisdom, Shankaracharya 
illustrates the highest level of contentment as realized 
by a Sage who has attained Knowledge of the Eternal.  

He is not moved by external influences, is centered in the 
Universal Self, and lives a life of balance and contentment.  
He has awakened the higher principles of human nature, 
Atma, or Spirit, Buddhi, Spiritual Soul or Intuition, and 
Higher Manas, the purified higher mind.  H.P. Blavatsky 
said that it is only through the activation of these higher 
faculties that one can become attuned to the seats of the 
higher planes in the cosmos1 ()

In the Dhammapada, a verse in the chapter on 
“Happiness” reads:  

Health is the greatest of gifts; contentment is the 
greatest wealth; trust is the best of relationships; 
Nirvana is the highest happiness.  

Why is contentment called “the greatest wealth”?  Rather 
than an accumulation of material wealth, it implies an 
abundance, a fullness of an inner state of mind that is 
always capable of giving to others without being depleted.  
Contentment is rooted in That which is transcendent, and 
which enters into our awareness of particulars.  It is a state 
of being, of mind and heart, beyond the influence of the 

1   The Secret Doctrine Dialogues, 495.
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distractions of the world, such as pleasure and pain, failure 
and success, desires, and irritations. 

Theosophy teaches that when the reincarnating Ego 
has mastered the lower mind, it is capable of guiding the 
lower vestures with wisdom.  One of the aspects of this 
mastery is the practice of the virtue of Viraga, which is 
detachment from pleasure and pain while focusing on what 
is True.  By practicing detachment, the self-conscious soul 
is able to guard the door to the inner chamber of the heart 
from the corroding influences of vice, emotional toxins, 
and selfishness.  Such a one is said to be able to taste the 
flavours offered in life and enjoy the sweet scent of flowers 
without craving.  Free of longing after, or indulging in, the 
objects of sense, nothing disturbs one’s peace of mind and 
contentment. Valmiki called contentment the chief good, 
and one who has a contented mind is never disturbed in 
adverse circumstances and never dejected.2 

The mind can be cooled by calm contentment, and 
purified by the light of philosophy, which shines as purity 
of conduct in the world.  When one’s duty is done in the 
name of the Higher Self, Teachers say contentment arises. 
Chapter 2 of the Bhagavad Gita describes the “Self-
Governed Sage” as one who experiences the senses with 
his heart obedient to his will, which leads to a state of 
tranquility.  His concentrated mind embraces wisdom from 
all sides.  Chapter 12 of the Gita says the true servant is 
content with whatever comes to pass and his heart, full of 
devotion, is firmly fixed in the Higher Self.

The portraits of sages are truly inspiring, and 
Theosophy teaches that each person has the ability to 
discover the deeper aspects of human nature.  What kind 
of practices could be done to move toward developing true 
contentment?  One might involve cultivating gratitude

2   Valmiki. Yoga Vasishtha Maharamayana, in Hermes, (Nov. 1978) 524
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for what we do have in life, such as the beauty of nature, 
air to breathe, food, and perhaps a safe place to sleep.  It 
is a simple act to feel gratitude, but it reframes the way 
we think and feel, and overcomes discontent.  Gratitude 
is a resilient state of mind and heart that moves toward 
unfolding higher faculties.

Far from being a passive state of mind, contentment 
involves strong effort. We are creating causes all the time, 
and receiving the effects of past karma.  It takes strong will 
power and commitment to create new causes while avoiding  
getting caught up in the circumstances that come to us.  
When we try to lift ourselves above past habit patterns and 
modes of living, the impressions of how we lived in the past 
can appear and try to distract us from the effort.  Mr. Judge 
advises students to keep the mind on the highest ideal, and 
this will help to alleviate the effects of past karma.  

Some people speak of divine discontent.  Is this 
compatible with true contentment?  When we learn of 
higher ideals, we can become aware of how far we have to 
go in order to transform our beings to become wiser, and to 
walk in the steps of those Sages who represent freedom and 
true contentment.  That feeling can be divine discontent, as 
it propels us on the path to reach higher and practice in new 
ways. It is a natural perception that comes about during 
self-study, and is related to the desire to evolve.  Therefore, 
it is compatible with a deep sense of contentment.    We can 
initiate a life of inquiry based upon the desire to learn.  

If discontent engenders a sense of separateness from 
others, though, it isn’t divine.  The more we understand 
through self-study our own nature, and base our efforts 
on a true motive for the good, the more we can unfold 
the potentialities within which lead us to become more 
compassionate, more just, and more truthful.  Nurturing 
the contemplation of unity with all life, we will realize 
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increasingly the non-separateness between human beings, 
and the interdependence of all in Nature. 

Matthieu Ricard, the Tibetan monk and molecular 
geneticist, said that “training the mind is not a succession of 
fireworks; rather, it is the slow growth of a mighty oak that 
takes root in the nature of the mind and unfolds its foliage 
in the forest of life.”3  The more we practice training the 
mind, the more it brings profound and lasting contentment.  
Ricard recommends putting events that affect us into the 
larger context of the interdependence of all beings who 
experience the same joys and sorrows.  Another effort we 
can make is to increasingly widen our circle of compassion 
to include more and more beings.  We can try to put 
compassion into action through our words and deeds every 
day.

So dwelling on the One Life, on the Eternal, on That 
which is Universal, the higher mind is activated, which in 
turn is able to absorb the light flowing from buddhi.  We 
can be content knowing that we have the abilities within 
to guide our own life with self-conscious choice paired with 
the light of the ineffable spiritual Reality.  

3  Mathieu Ricard, Christophe André, and Alexandre Jollien.  Freedom 

for All of Us, 223.
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SEEKING THE TEACHER

Thy words, what were they, in ages past?
Through thousands of lives I have sought thee,
Through thousands more I will seek thee still 
Now thou appearest, in one new form or another,
Lighting the dark labyrinths of being 
Where I wander 
Thy step on the earth benediction,
Thy movement healing and intention 
Thy fingers trace arcane meanings upon the air,
Thy gaze is unfathomable 
Now thou hast disappeared again from my sight,
I remember thy words for a while,
Thou, standing far off and above the assembly,
Yet so near,
A single flame, slender and still,
Pronouncing them,
Gone before, gone on before, gone beyond, gone 
utterly beyond…… …  There

Aum gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha
CORDELIA SEATON
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CORRELATIONS

     The soul is the Perceiver; is assuredly vision itself pure 
and simple; unmodified; and looks directly upon ideas.

   PATANJALI

No “wisdom from above” descends on any one save on 
the sine qua non condition of leaving at the threshold of 
the Occult every atom of selfishness, or desire for personal 
ends and benefit — and you will be speedily declared 
by your audience a candidate for the lunatic asylum. 
Nevertheless, this is an old, very old truism. Nature gives 
up her innermost secrets and imparts true wisdom only to 
him, who seeks truth for its own sake, and who craves for 
knowledge in order to confer benefits on others, not on his 
own unimportant personality. And, as it is precisely to this 
personal benefit that nearly every candidate for adeptship 
and magic looks, and that few are they, who consent to learn 
at such a heavy price and so small a benefit for themselves 
in prospect — the really wise Occultists become with every 
century fewer and rarer. How many are there, indeed, 
who would not prefer the will-o’-the-wisp of even passing 
fame to the steady and ever-growing light of eternal, divine 
knowledge, if the latter has to remain, for all but oneself — a 
light under the bushel?

H.P. BLAVATSKY

The soul develops like the flower, in God’s sunlight, 
and unconsciously to the soil in which it grows. Shut out 
the light and the soil grows damp and sterile, the flower 
withers or grows pale and sickly. Each and every one is 
here for a good and wise reason. If we find partially the 
why we are here, then is there the more reason that we 
should by intelligent contact with life, seek in it the farther 
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elucidation of the problem. It is not the study of ourselves 
so much, as the thought for others that opens this door. 
The events of life and their causes lead to knowledge. They 
must be studied when they are manifested in daily life. 

W.Q. JUDGE 

No one can know anything for another. Each one has 
to know for himself. Each one has to do his own learning. 
The object of Theosophy is to teach man what he is, to show 
man what he is, and to present to him the necessity of his 
knowing for himself. No vicarious atonement, no vicarious 
transmission of knowledge, is possible. But the direction in 
which knowledge lies may be pointed out; the steps which 
will lead us in that direction may be shown, as can be done 
only by those who have passed that way before. 

ROBERT CROSBIE
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GLOSSARY

  Let us use with care those living messengers called words.
   W.Q. JUDGE

AKASA (Sk.). The subtle, supersensuous spiritual 
essence which pervades all space; the primordial substance 
erroneously identified with Ether. But it is to Ether what 
Spirit is to Matter, or Atma to Kama-rupa. It is, in fact, 
the Universal Space in which lies inherent the eternal 
Ideation of the Universe in its ever-changing aspects on the 
planes of matter and objectivity, and from which radiates 
the First Logos, or expressed thought. This is why it is 
stated in the Puranas that Akasa has but one attribute, 
namely sound, for sound is but the translated symbol of 
Logos —  ‘Speech’ in its mystic sense. The Akasa is the 
indispensable agent of every Kritya (magical performance) 
religious or profane. The expression ‘to stir up the Brahma’ 
means to stir up the power which lies latent at the bottom 
of every magical operation. This power is the Akasa — in 
another aspect, Kundalini — occult electricity, the alkahest 
of the alchemists in one sense, or the universal solvent, the 
same anima mundi on the higher plane as the astral light 
is on the lower. “At the moment of the sacrifice the priest 
becomes imbued with the spirit of Brahma, is, for the time 
being, Brahma himself.” (Isis Unveiled)

ALAYA (Sk.). The Universal Soul. The name belongs 
to the Tibetan system of the contemplative Mahayana 
School. Identical with Akasha in its mystic sense, and with 
Mulaprakriti, in its essence, as it is the basis or root of all 
things.

PURUSHA (Sk.). “Man”, heavenly man. Spirit, the 
same as Narayana in another aspect. “The Spiritual Self.”
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  29   The Doctrine of the Gita*

February   5   Mahatmas as Ideals and Facts
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  18   William Quan Judge - Working for Harmony
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those seeking the path of spiritual self-regeneration in the service of humanity. 

PURUSHA NARAYANA (Sk.). Primordial male  
— Brahmâ.

PURUSHOTTAMA (Sk.). Lit., “best of men”; 
metaphysically, however, it is spirit, the Supreme Soul of 
the universe; a title of Vishnu.
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THE SPIRIT IN THE BODY

Doubt nothing, fear nothing, chafe at nothing”— 
we often have to say to ourselves, when conditions 
seem to hedge us in and prevent the carrying out of 

some good work. These conditions are not only our Karma 
but that of those we have in mind to help. Yet we must 
strive for them, the best we can, to lift their Karma and 
ours. Sometimes it may seem as if everything conspired to 
laugh at us and deride our best efforts; but we know all 
that is but the dead weight of the world’s conditions which 
the Masters, and those who have volunteered, are working 
continuously to lift; and we feel the assurance which comes 
from understanding that none of this struggle is in vain. 
Masters do all that is possible for Them to do; we strive 
to follow Their example in doing Their work in this world 
of conditioned existence, each in his place; the knowledge 
that it is Their work, and what should be done, sustains 
us. What matters it, then, what kind of conditions confront 
us? Nothing has yet stopped us, although at times it has 
seemed that we could go no further; and we are constrained 
to see that nothing can stop us — not life nor death nor 
any other thing. So we cheerfully go on to the end of ends, 
with our lives and all that they contain — that All may 
Live, following the footsteps of those Great Ones who have 
trodden the Path before us.

One may constitute himself a disciple by his own 
inward desire, but that does not involve the Masters until 
he reaches that degree of development where he is actually 
accepted as a chela. Masters cannot be drawn in unwillingly; 
neither will They ever refuse help when deserved. Masters 
in bodies do take upon themselves the Karma of that which 
They teach, and where an actual relation mutually assumed 
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exists, They must feel bodily the errors of omission and 
commission of each pupil. Undoubtedly, Those who have 
been here would have remained until this time, or longer, 
had the professed disciples been true to their pledges.

It is said They hold back the awful Karma of the 
world in order to provide further opportunities. But They 
do not feel the Karma, while knowing it, and mitigating 
the evil forces generated by Man. The power to feel all, 
implies the power of not to feel. They must be able to do 
the right thing, in the right measure, at the right time, 
and in the right place, and thus can isolate themselves 
from prying curiosity, or desire toward Them from wrong 
motive. Otherwise Their work would be impeded. A desire 
to know is not a condition, and the proper condition is 
the necessary requisite for a demand upon Them; the 
demand is contained in the condition. In Their Message to 
the Western World, They have shown how They may be 
reached, even publicly, in every possible way. Those who  
admit that Masters exist, and deny or ignore Their message, 
can hardly be in the way of receiving Their direct help.  
Yet help is accorded to all in a general way, each raising the  
self by the Self until the requisite condition of notice or  
demand exists. None can be shut out; the welfare of all is 
desired.

Yet there must be indirect ways, and the direct way. 
If any aspirant cannot be made to perceive the direct 
way, then he must take the way he sees. His inability to 
see bespeaks his Karma, his condition; so also, the fact 
of not having had the Message brought forcibly to him 
bespeaks former opportunities deliberately turned aside 
or neglected — a Karma numerously incurred during the 
past thirty-odd years. Much as it may seem like dogma, 
there is but one philosophy; there are Masters; there is 
Their Message. It is not dogma because it is a statement of 
fact, which each is invited to prove for himself —and shown 
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how to do it. True knowledge has been lost to the world; 
the Masters restore it. They help those directly whom They 
can; those so helped help others directly and indirectly. 
The cycle has an upward, less material, tendency; it needs 
right direction, which the direct and indirect influence of 
the Message provides. Blessed are those who are able to 
perceive and take the direct way.

ROBERT CROSBIE

Even if someone were to see that his whole 
life was meaningless and without importance to a 
single living being, still, in making his obeisance 
to Krishna, he will find that he is not excluded 
from the boundless generosity of the Logos. Divine 
beings, like Buddha and Christ, and those of their 
tribe — the race of deathless kings, perfected 
souls, immortals from the Isle of the Blessed who 
move amongst men in many disguises — can help 
each and every person according to the manner 
of his or her devotion. “In whatever way”, says 
Krishna, “individuals approach me, in that way 
shall I assist them.” The flute of Krishna sings of 
unconditional love and infallible help. The limits 
are only set by those who ask in relation to what 
they are ready to receive. This is the priceless 
Teaching, replete with boundless joy and timeless 
relevance for every honest and humble seeker, for 
each blessed devotee.

RAGHAVAN IYER
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Veil upon veil will lift, but there must be Veil 
upon veil behind.
   SIR  EDWIN  ARNOLD

THE  VISION  OF  REALITY

When the vision of Reality comes, the veil of 
ignorance is completely removed. As long as 
we perceive things falsely, our false perception 

distracts us and makes us miserable. When our false 
perception is corrected, misery ends also.

For example, you see a rope and think it is a snake. 
As soon as you realize that the rope is a rope,  your 
false perception of a snake ceases, and you are no longer 
distracted by the fear which it inspired. Therefore, the 
wise man who wishes to break his bondage must know the 
Reality.

Just as iron gives forth sparks when it is in contact with 
fire, so the mind appears to act and to perceive because of its 
contact with Brahman, which is consciousness itself. These 
powers of action and perception, which seem to belong to 
the mind, are unreal. They are as false as things seen in 
delusion, imagination and dream.

The modifications of Maya — ranging from the sense of 
ego down to the body and the sense-objects — are all unreal. 
They are unreal because they change from moment to 
moment. The Atman never changes.

The Atman is supreme, eternal, indivisible, pure 
consciousness, one without a second. It is the witness of the 
mind, intellect and other faculties. It is distinct from the 
gross and the subtle. It is the real I. It is the inner Being, 
the uttermost, everlasting joy.

The Crest-Jewel of Discrimination                                SHANKARACHARYA
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COSMOGENESIS  AND  THE 
SUPREME  GOAL

All worlds up to that of Brahman are subject to rebirth 
again and again, but they, O son of Kunti, who reach to 

me have no rebirth. 
Those who are acquainted with day and night know 

that the day of Brahma is a thousand revolutions of the 
yugas and that his night extendeth for a thousand more. 

At the coming on of that day all things issue forth from 
the unmanifested into manifestation, so on the approach of 
the night they merge again into the unmanifested. 

This collection of existing things having thus come 
forth, is dissolved at the approach of the night, O son of 
Pritha; and now again on the coming of the day it emanates 
spontaneously. 

But there is that which upon the dissolution of all 
things is not destroyed; it is indivisible, indestructible, and 
of another nature from the visible. 

That called the unmanifested and exhaustless is called 
the supreme goal, which having once attained they never 
more return – it is my supreme abode. 

This Supreme, O son of Pritha, within whom all 
creatures are included and by whom all this is pervaded, 
may be attained by a devotion which is intent on Him alone.

The Bhagavad Gita  Ch. VIII
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THE SOUND OF ONE HAND

The master of Kennin temple was Mokurai, Silent 
Thunder. He had a little protege named Toyo who 
was only twelve years old. Toyo saw the older 

disciples visit the master’s room each morning and evening 
to receive instruction in sanzen or personal guidance in 
which they were given koans to stop mind-wandering.

Toyo wished to do sanzen also.
“Wait a while,” said Mokurai. “You are too young.”
But the child insisted, so the teacher finally consented.
In the evening little Toyo went at the proper time to 

the threshold of Mokurai’s sanzen room. He struck the 
gong to announce his presence, bowed respectfully three 
times outside the door, and went to sit before the master in 
respectful silence.

“You can hear the sound of two hands when they clap 
together,” said Mokurai. “Now show me the sound of one 
hand.”

Toyo bowed and went to his room to consider this 
problem. From his window he could hear the music of the 
geishas. “Ah, I have it!” he proclaimed.

The next evening, when his teacher asked him to 
illustrate the sound of one hand, Toyo began to play the 
music of the geishas.

“No, no,” said Mokurai. “That will never do. That is not 
the sound of one hand. You’ve not got it at all.”

Thinking that such music might interrupt, Toyo moved 
his abode to a quiet place. He meditated again. “What can 
the sound of one hand be?” He happened to hear some water 
dripping. “I have it,” imagined Toyo.

When he next appeared before his teacher, Toyo 
imitated dripping water.
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“What is that?” asked Mokurai. “That is the sound of 
dripping water, but not the sound of one hand. Try again.”

In vain Toyo meditated to hear the sound of one hand. 
He heard the sighing of the wind. But the sound was 
rejected.

He heard the cry of an owl. This also was refused.
The sound of one hand was not the locusts.
For more than ten times Toyo visited Mokurai with 

different sounds. All were wrong. For almost a year he 
pondered what the sound of one hand might be.

At last little Toyo entered true meditation and 
transcended all sounds. “I could collect no more,” he 
explained later, “so I reached the soundless sound.”

Toyou had realized the sound of one hand.

A ZEN TALE
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KNOW THYSELF:  
A REFLECTION

A little learning is a dangerous thing;
drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring:
there shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,
and drinking largely sobers us again.

ALEXANDER POPE

The first line in this quotation from Alexander Pope 
is well-known, and its slightly modified version — “A 
little knowledge is a dangerous thing” — was 

frequently used in 18th century writing. Yet to be 
understood, the remaining lines require reflection.  The 
Pierian spring was sacred to the ancient Macedonian 
Muses, those goddesses who oversaw all learning, arts 
and sciences. In some accounts, they are considered the 
daughters of Apollo. Immediately, two points suggest 
themselves. One is that knowledge is not information, for 
no hoard of facts, real or imagined, no phenomenal details, 
no collections of materials such as gathered by natural 
historians, in themselves constitute knowledge. If one is 
going to have knowledge, one has to understand what they 
add up to, that is, what they show, or inspire, or intimate, 
about the real nature of things. The second point is that 
incomplete knowledge may tempt the knower to absolutize 
what he or she knows. This is especially true if one has had 
a sudden, remarkable insight into nature or the universe. 
Such may come in extended reflection on a subject, in a flash 
of inspiration, in a dream, or in some intense experience 
that briefly raises one out of one’s daily existence into 
something transcendent. When such “deeper” awareness 
occurs, the temptation to think “Now I have the truth!” is as 
understandable as it is erroneous. Because of this tendency, 
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H.P. Blavatsky warns again and again throughout her 
writings that we must remember that everything short of 
the Absolute is relative to some plane of differentiation. 
Our insights are real breakthroughs from one level to 
another, but these new levels are invariably relative to yet 
higher and deeper levels of knowledge within the cosmos 
and within oneself. Hence the tendency to absolutize must 
be replaced with an authentic humility that both honors 
the newfound understanding and recognizes its limitations.

Both considerations point to the famous inscription 
said to be placed over the main portal to the temple of 
Apollo which housed the oracle at Delphi: γνῶθι σεαυτόν 
(gnōthi seauton), “Know thyself.” Aeschylus used the 
phrase in his play Prometheus Bound, when Oceanus 
comes to the chained Prometheus and tells him to know 
himself, to know his place in the cosmic scheme of things 
rather than rail against the decree of Zeus, who rules all. 
This would seem odd advice to the Titan who brought fire 
to humanity, thereby making available all the arts and 
sciences of the Muses. Reading about Prometheus in The 
Secret Doctrine, especially the second volume where H.P.B. 
discusses Prometheus in detail, sheds much light on this 
figure, its meaning, and indeed the heritage and evolution 
of humanity.

For centuries, supplicants entered the temple portal 
under the Delphic injunction, bearing a question for the 
oracle. The oracle consisted of a virgin priestess, known 
as the pythoness, who at appointed times would take her 
place on a tripod over a fissure in the stone floor that 
emitted intoxicating gasses from within the earth under 
the temple. Since those days, the fissure has ceased 
its emissions, though places around Delphi still have 
spots where gas seep forth, suggesting that the history 
of earthquakes in the Aegean area has altered the local 



59

geology. Once the pythoness was seated and affected by 
inhaling the emissions, a supplicant’s question would be 
put to her. Priests stood ready to record her response, 
which was believed to come through her from Apollo, lord 
of the Sun, intelligence and wisdom. Ancient witnesses 
remain largely silent about this sacred procedure, but 
some indicate that her response might include various 
inarticulate sounds, moans and even shrieks, all of which 
the priests took down and interpreted as an answer. The 
whole process with its mysterious aureole of the sacred 
must have been overwhelming for the questioner,.

Of the questions and answers that have come down to 
us, the most famous one is that of King Croesus, provided 
by Heroditus. Croesus was king of Lydia, a wealthy part 
of Anatolia (Western Turkey), and once ruled over the 
whole area. Croesus conceived a plan to attack the Persian 
Empire of his time. Success would stop Cyrus’ expansion 
of the Persian Empire and increase his own territory. He 
dispatched envoys to Delphi with the question of whether 
he should attack Cyrus. The response from Delphi was 
“If Croesus goes to war, he will destroy a great empire.” 
After careful planning, he did go to war and was crushed 
by the Persians. Heroditus says that as Cyrus was about 
to cast Croesus on a great fire, the defeated king called out 
to Apollo to be saved and a sudden rain put out the fire. 
Croesus then lamented his earlier poor treatment of Solon, 
whose wisdom he discounted, knowing now that Solon far 
surpassed him in understanding. Cyrus asked what the 
lamentation was about and, impressed by Croesus’ contrite 
explanation, spared his life and made him a royal counselor 
in the Persian court. Other writers flatly believed that 
this account is a pleasant fiction and that Croesus died as 
initially intended. Croesus had interpreted the oracle to 
mean that he would be victorious, and instead he destroyed 
his own kingdom. Clearly, “know thyself” would have been 
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helpful here, since Croesus interpreted the oracle’s answer 
through his own desires rather than a dispassionate view of 
the situation, in which the Persian Empire was much larger 
and stronger than Croesus’ wealthy but small kingdom.

“Know thyself” has been understood in many ways. 
A fairly obvious meaning is that one should know one’s 
real motives in asking whatever question one wants to 
put to the oracle. One needs to recognize what lies behind 
one’s question, though that is not always superficially 
apparent. Another meaning is that one should know one’s 
preconceptions, dispositions, tendencies and intentions 
before formulating a question to the god of wisdom. The 
whole constitution of the inquirer is invariably poured into 
the question. After all, the oracle did not exist to cater to 
mere personal propensities; she was believed to be the voice 
of Apollo on earth.

Ancient historians indicate that there were two other 
aphorisms also inscribed in the temple: “Nothing to excess,” 
and “Surety brings ruin.” If we take these declarations into 
consideration, even deeper meanings may be discerned in 
the injunction used by Aeschylus, suggested by Heraclitus, 
invoked by Plato, and resounding down through the ages. 
Together, they lead to the fundamental questions, “Who 
am I?” and “Who is asking the question?” As Theosophy 
teaches, one’s understanding of any great truth depends on 
the answer to questions such as these.

A second famous oracle spoke of Socrates. A devoted 
friend inquired of the oracle whether Socrates was the 
wisest man in Greece, and the oracle replied that there 
was none wiser. In Plato’s Apology, which purports to be 
Socrates’ defense of himself before the Athenian jury which 
ultimately condemned him to death, Socrates says that 
when he heard the oracle, he was bemused. He came to the 
conclusion that the oracle did not mean that Socrates was 
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wise but that he knew he was not wise and in that respect 
was wiser than other men who bethought themselves wise 
when they were not. This Socratic humility well exemplifies 
the correct spiritual posture before the divine.

Even in Hellenic times, writers questioned the 
reliability of the oracle. How in tune was the pythoness with 
the divine on occasions delivering oracles? How skilled were 
the priests who interpreted her often inarticulate sounds? 
Both would need profound spiritual awareness to fulfil 
their functions. And some ancient writers report that on 
occasion priests could be bribed to provide desired answers. 
Today, we do not have oracles to give us directions that 
we must interpret for ourselves. Rather we have profound 
texts like The Secret Doctrine and The Voice of the Silence 
which offer wisdom if one makes the effort to assimilate it.

The second and third inscriptions suggest the ways 
effort must be made to understand the Teachings we have 
been privileged under karma to encounter. Both provide 
assistance in knowing oneself. “Nothing in excess” turns 
attention outwards, and “Surety brings ruin” points within. 
The first engages one in thinking about one’s involvement 
in the world, and the second turns us within. 

“Nothing in excess” instructs us not to get caught up 
in the chaotic differentiations of our surroundings and 
the transient wants, longings, and illusions of our lower 
vestures. The self that identifies with lower vestures is 
wedded to the housing for a single incarnation. If one is 
to move beyond what is at best information, and too often 
bad information at that, one must look to and focus on the 
immortal Self. Withdrawing from the exaggerations of the 
world and the fantasies of one’s transient thoughts, one 
can steady one’s responses to the world. Such detachment 
is required for the continuity of consciousness needed to 
perform one’s dharma, duty to those around one and the 
whole of humanity in both action and thought.
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“Surety brings ruin,” initially meant that one should 
not sell oneself to another for whatever reason, such as 
for paying a debt. But even in Delphi this had a deeper 
meaning. To come to Delphi and ask a question was to 
place oneself in the care of the god. Otherwise, asking a 
question of the oracle would be nothing more than begging 
for special treatment. But anything less than a pledge to the 
truth, theosophia, divine wisdom, represented by Apollo in 
Delphi, would be selling oneself to the undeserving world 
and, in more modern language, selling oneself out. The 
ever-relevant Delphic question is, “Will I be servant of the 
divine or a slave to the glamor of the world?” Answering 
that question is not a one-time affair. However one thinks 
of it, the question lingers over every thought and action. 
And it is tied to the earlier question, “Who am I?” While 
one has to be in the world, and has under karma work 
(dharma) to do in it, one cannot be of the world, identified 
with it at the psychophysical level, and expect to be spoken 
to by the god. The two inscriptions, “Nothing in excess,” 
and “Surety brings ruin,” provide the preconditions for the 
process of knowing one’s true Self and thus for answering 
the question, “Who am I?” The three inscriptions together 
offer a portal to knowledge and the beginning of a path that 
leads to the deeper Mysteries beyond the Delphic temple.

 It is not surprising that for many of those who asked, 
ambiguous answers were given as tests to understanding, 
tests that Croesus failed and Socrates did not. Referring 
to the staffs topped by a pine cone or other symbol borne 
by those approaching the mystery temple at Eleusis, Plato 
repeated the old adage that “Many are the thyrsus bearers 
but few are the mystics.” In the words of Jesus, “Many 
are called but few are chosen.” Truly treading the path, 
symbolized by the path from Delphi to Eleusis, is pledging 
to the Higher Self, the true monadic ‘I’ which is one with 
the One Life of all existence. It is pledging oneself before 
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the great Teachers of humanity. They are the ever-present 
guides of those willing to follow the Path set out in The Voice 
of the Silence, but the individual undertakes the journey on 
his or her own, through self-devised efforts, with reverence 
and gratitude for Teachers and for that chaotic mundane 
existence that nonetheless makes entrance to the Path 
possible. “To live to benefit mankind is the first step,” then 
follow the purificatory virtues the pilgrim seeks to develop.

Moving beyond amassing information to gaining real 
knowledge is beset by pitfalls at every point. The pythoness 
is silent, and the temple at Delphi lies in ruins, but the 
messages it inscribed on its pediments, as well as Pope’s 
warning poem, remain as touchstones for traveling that 
ageless Path and for remaining clear-sighted and steady as 
only the humility and reverence implied in them afford.
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