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Introduction


Upon first scanning the title of this work, some readers may ask themselves what the author means by “higher spiritual path.” Because this term and the related term “wayfarer” are used so frequently throughout, it seems only fair to orient the reader at the outset with regard to these terms, as much rests upon their proper understanding. First, in this work the word “wayfarer,” often used to identify those on a spiritual quest, simply refers to a man or woman who is treading the “higher spiritual path.” That being said, the onus of definition is then transferred to the precise meaning of the term “higher spiritual path.” By this term we mean a rigorous and invariably difficult path of spiritual development and training whose initial objective is becoming an accepted chela––a Sanskrit term meaning pupil or disciple––of a guru.


However, we do not refer here to ordinary gurus or spiritual teachers who now populate the transient world. Rather, we refer to those of both East and West who as Adepts have achieved the very highest levels of advancement in the knowledge and applications of the philosophia perennis or perennial philosophy, also known by other names and terms like theosophia and ātma-vidyā. Thus, while there are many whose spiritual practices may extend no further than reading spiritually oriented literature or practicing meditation and various dietary and yogic disciplines in the course of otherwise worldly lives, such individuals would not be defined here as treading the higher spiritual path.


But for wayfarers who do tread the higher spiritual path, including such activities as those just mentioned, this path becomes their lives almost exclusively. They are those who recognize the truth of the fact that the principal questions and issues––and even meaning––of life are not political, or social, or economic, or religious, but spiritual. Their solitary focus becomes the objective of not only chelaship, but ultimately of initiation into that sacred and eternal yet reclusive Order of Adepts who are their gurus. While these wayfarers may, as chelas, yet be “in” the world, spiritually they are no longer “of” it. Greater detail pertaining to both this higher spiritual path, and the Adepts who guide the wayfarers upon it, await those who choose to read further into these pages.


The pivotal Sanskrit terms nirvāna and moksha are defined, or have otherwise been written about, in various ways. Yet most of their definitions, or descriptions, can only be approximations of the sublime reality conveyed by these terms. This is because both refer to a metaphysical state of being, common to the discourse of traditional Buddhism and Hinduism respectively, which is transcendental and unconditional, and so cannot accurately be circumscribed by language, or even by thought. It is effectively a state of eternal bliss (ānanda) that may only be entered by the spiritual wayfarer or initiate when, after numerous incarnations whose last few have included treading the higher spiritual path, he or she is liberated: released forever on this physical plane from the wheel of death and rebirth and all its attendant suffering.


Unique to the Buddhist religion is a traditional and scripturally based difference of perspectives arising from an ultimate choice that confronts the spiritually advanced person who has achieved what in Pāli is known as vimutti. This word is typically defined as “deliverance” or “release,” and refers narrowly to the event of liberation from the wheel of death and rebirth. This choice that promptly follows vimutti, then, is whether such a liberated being should choose immediate entry into nirvāna, or choose to defer it. This choice is based upon the question of whether it is preferable (i) to proceed into the bliss of nirvāna, evermore beyond the pale of suffering in a bodily or physical existence, or (ii) to intentionally and voluntarily defer––in fact, sacrifice––immediate reintegration into that blissful state of oneness in order to serve others. In contrast to choosing the bliss of nirvāna, the choice or sacrifice of its deferment entails remaining incarnate in a bodily or physical existence (or at least in a state that is not nirvāna) and continuing to suffer the vicissitudes of samsāra (the transient world of illusion and suffering) in order to help other human beings achieve vimutti, or liberation.


Moreover, the vast duration of this sacrifice extends to the point in human spiritual evolution where ultimately all human beings have at last achieved liberation. Only then may he or she who has elected to make this sacrifice––who has elected to follow the path of the bodhisattva––finally enter the nirvanic state having fulfilled this sacred promise to help all other sentient beings achieve that goal.


The former path of immediate entrance into nirvāna upon one’s liberation is described in Buddhist terms as that of the pratyeka Buddha. The latter path of voluntarily deferring this blissful reward in order to alleviate the suffering of others and help them to achieve liberation, is described in Buddhist terms as that of the bodhisattva. These two paths are significantly different, and the choice of either path points to the basic nature and character of each spiritual aspirant who chooses. That of the pratyeka Buddha who immediately enters nirvāna indicates a resolute and diligent adherent of the dharma and practitioner of all those virtues set forth in the Buddhist “eightfold path,” being the last of the Four Noble Truths of the Buddha, without any need for further spiritual or occult training.


The choice of the path of the bodhisattva coexists with the ascent of the wayfarer or initiate on the higher spiritual path, and together these indicate a sacrificial and compassionate nature. This path requires extraordinary strength and courage, and a willingness to undergo rigorous training in mastering the forces of Nature both prior to achieving vimutti, and even after. Such training is a requirement in order for new initiates to operate more effectively and efficiently in order to succeed in bringing more light to the “great orphan,” or humanity, during the long remainder of their existences in the physical realm, even while having been liberated from it. It is important to note here that while we may have been using Buddhist terms and textual references so far in our discussion, this profound subject in actual fact describes a universal choice among all advanced spiritual seekers and esotericists worldwide, Buddhist or otherwise, who have advanced to that point in their long spiritual journeys. It is because Buddhist terms to describe this choice are convenient––because they already exist––that they are used here. But we cannot emphasize strongly enough that this choice, and these paths, are universal and therefore applicable to all those who tread the higher spiritual path regardless of religion, ethnicity or race.


True spiritual journeys follow a pattern. From time immemorial, at their beginning stages the paths of those genuinely seeking higher spiritual truth are multiple and varied. The journeys of spiritual seekers undertaken at the beginning stage have typically traversed and still traverse the entire spectrum of the world’s religions and sacred societies. These journeys may often, as the wayfarer advances, include participation in active and esoterically oriented hieratic communities, such as ashrams or monasteries, under the tutelage of a resident teacher. Yet at some point in this pattern, whether years or lifetimes in duration from this journey’s outset, depending upon the character and purity of the individual wayfarer the opportunity to advance even farther along the spiritual path may present itself.


At this juncture, the multiple and varied spiritual paths begin to fuse and to become singular and invariable. It is as if, at the very beginning, these diverse spiritual paths are all at the base of a grand pyramid. And for those wayfarers who voluntarily and purposefully ascend the steep pyramid of spiritual truth to its higher reaches toward the narrowing apex, these formerly outer paths become inner or metaphysical ones, which necessarily draw closer together and eventually merge to become effectively one higher spiritual path. Finally, through the sacred rite of initiation, those on all spiritual paths who qualify are led to that single path whose invariable destination is the topmost point of the pyramid’s apex. Once upon this highest path––that of the bodhisattva––the initiate thereafter treads solely for the benefit of humanity, sacrificing his or her own release from the wheel of death and rebirth until the entirety of humanity gains its final liberation.


Those seekers of higher spiritual truth, those wayfarers, who succeed in making this climb from the base of the metaphoric spiritual pyramid to its apex will there encounter special teachers––gurus––who, like themselves, also succeeded in ascending the summit of this difficult, momentous climb. These elect teachers are able to instruct the newly successful wayfarers in the more esoteric and extensive truths or realities of the universe, of nature in its totality, that may not have been accessible to their former religious or spiritual teachers who guided them at the outset of their sacred journeys. These venerable teachers, found at this apex, form a brother/sister-hood of Adepts comprised of a diverse and extraordinarily select group of men and women that one would not ordinarily find in any orthodox religious community. Collectively, these Adepts form a spiritual hierarchy of humanity, having achieved highly advanced levels of spiritual awareness and consciousness and capability through lifetimes of study, training, ordeal, and sacrifice. The non-denominational and eternal spiritual truths and principles taught by these Adepts are those of what in Latin is termed the philosophia perennis.


Access to interaction with and ultimately discipleship of these Adepts is not easy. This is so because the key to this access lies solely in the hands of the aspiring wayfarer, who alone must achieve an exceptional level of purification and be endowed with an indefeasible strength and determination in order to gain this access. When the resolute wayfarer ascending the pyramid’s apex has become spiritually pure and thoroughly selfless, and commands enough courage and strength, the way will open. This milestone is normally marked by the wayfarer formally becoming an accepted chela, and so beginning a personal chela-guru relationship with one of the Adepts. But up to that life-changing point, one such Adept wrote, consistent with their extreme reclusivity, that “We rarely show any outward signs by which to be recognized or sensed.” Fortunately for those for whom this goal has not been realized, but for whom it may be proximate, there exists considerable guidance and instruction on how interaction with these Adepts may be commenced––and maintained––by treading the higher spiritual path.


What follows in the essays of this work is designed to help clarify this guidance and instruction the Adepts have given us through their own writings and those of their advanced chelas. The subjects of the essays, when viewed together as a whole, are meant to cover as much of the multiple principles and doctrines, in addition to the tasks, ordeals and challenges of ascending the higher spiritual path as the author could devise. No claim, however, is being made that these specific subjects and their treatment are comprehensive––far from it. So, it is up to each wayfarer to complete the inquiry, and discover for himself or herself what else may be needed to reach the summit that marks the height of the ascent of the higher spiritual path.
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Mountain and Summit as the Path and Its Goal


In point of fact, there is nowhere in physical nature a mountain abyss so hopelessly impassable and obstructive to the traveler as that spiritual one, which keeps them back from me.


– Morya


The motion picture Everest, released in 2015, is a large-screen adventure drama about skilled mountaineers who attempted to scale the summit of Mount Everest, which received deserved critical acclaim. Featuring international film stars, the film is based on a true story and depicts real events of the Mount Everest disaster in May of 1996. The story focuses on attempts of two separate expedition groups of climbers to survive a deadly high-altitude blizzard. Multiple climbers were on the mountain near the summit when the blizzard hit unexpectedly, its gale force winds driving snow and ice against the climbers like explosive debris. Eight climbers caught in the blizzard died on Mount Everest during that tragic event. Up to that point in time, it was the single deadliest day on Mount Everest.


But that lamentable single-day record in 1996 was subsequently broken by the deaths of sixteen climbers (Sherpa guides) resulting from the 2014 Mount Everest ice avalanche. Thereafter, the 2014 record was again broken by the fatalities of twenty-two climbers on the mountain resulting from multiple avalanches caused by the massive 2015 earthquake in Nepal.


Films––and books––relating such stories point to the fact that there is, and always has been, a fascination in the collective psyche of humankind that pertains to the difficulty and risks associated with the ascent of a high-altitude mountain summit, and the rewards that accrue to the successful climber. This natural relationship between (i) mountain/summit and (ii) ascent also supports the use of simile in which arduous challenge in the ascent of a mountain summit is likened to other challenging human endeavors. Stated alternatively, this relationship can be made comparable to a variety of other human endeavors by virtue of its stark clarity and its simple comprehensibility. Not the least of those human endeavors is treading the higher spiritual path over all or a portion of one’s lifetime, and the difficulty of reaching its sacred summit, being the apex of spiritual truth. One can, in fact, make a persuasive argument that the difficulty and arduousness of a person achieving the summit of life’s spiritual ascent actually exceed those of ascending to the summit of Mount Everest, and so requires an even greater degree of courage, discipline, fitness, and steadfastness.


For everyone including the seasoned mountaineer, the climb to a mountain’s summit is exhausting, difficult, and often dangerous, as witnessed just by the multiple deaths on Mount Everest since 1996. The laws of gravity explain why it is more exhausting than walking along a path on flat or gradual terrain. Sheer cliffs, powerful winds, and icy, rugged topography and altitude, all depending on the mountain in question, explain why it is similarly more difficult and dangerous. These indisputable facts are no doubt the genesis for repeated use of the mountain, and its summit, as apt similes and metaphors for the challenge of a person’s higher spiritual journey, particularly where the purpose and goal of that spiritual journey are fully understood by the traveler.


Once the summit is finally reached, the climber experiences a clear and panoramic vision of all around, and all below, together with a greater proximity to and unobstructed view of all the heavenly bodies beyond the Earth’s curtilage. It is therefore not hard to understand how this achievement of reaching the summit may be correlated either to the clarity inherent in the experience of taking a regular initiation as a chela of an Adept or, as significantly, having become what in Sanskrit is referred to as a jivanmukta––one who, while yet incarnate, has at last liberated himself or herself from the wheel of death and rebirth—and from the bonds of lower or mundane earthly life. But one does not achieve this summit without first climbing the forbidding mountain.


The use of both metaphor and simile in correlating the ascent of mountain and summit to one’s higher spiritual journey follows a long tradition by writers of theosophic and esoteric treatises. This is closely related to the fact that the phenomena of mountain and summit––including their ascent––occur regularly, and with elaborate detail in some cases, in the world’s great and immemorial cosmogonic and cosmological myths. Though these myths differ in specifics, the representations of mountain and summit in them tend to share certain traits in common, such as the summits of the mountains being the “home of the gods” or, as often, the divine intersection between heaven and earth. The experience of Moses ascending the jagged summit of Mount Sinai, for example, and there witnessing an awesome theophany, resulted in the revelation of the Ten Commandments as a moral and spiritual guide for the entirety of humankind. Motifs of mountain and summit appearing in many of the world’s cosmogonic myths are, moreover, often inextricably related to the difficulties of the climb, of ascending those summits.


All ancient or traditional mythology is deemed sacred within the cultures it informs. This is especially true of those myths that can be categorized as cosmogonic and which describe the creation and placement of the universe, the firmament, and our world, with all its constituent localities. This is important to note because where mountains and summits appear prominently in such myths, they are typically imbued with the sacred which, as will be seen, corresponds perfectly to the use of mountain-summit metaphors in life’s spiritual journey. Two of many other possible examples from traditional mythology follow here, in order to illustrate this point.


In classical Hindu mythology, various differences occur in the story of creation depending upon whether one looks to the oral sruti tradition of Vedic ritual and doctrine or the oral smrti tradition emphasizing the acts of gods and kings, both later transcribed and in large part comprising the purānas. Nonetheless, after the world was formed, one aspect of it looms large in Indic myths, which is the placement and location of Mount Meru, commonly believed to be the abode of Brahma. In the myths Meru is a mountain in the far north––in relation to the Indian subcontinent––which is sacred not only to Hindus, but to Jains and some Buddhists as well. Helena P. Blavatsky (hereafter and throughout this work “HPB”) refers to its mythological status as “the abode of the gods.”1 Mount Meru, pursuant to its mythological reality, is considered to be the center of all the physical and metaphysical universes, and so has a primordial spiritual dimension. In testimony to this, Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist temples have been constructed in past centuries as symbolic representations of Mount Meru.


According to the great Hindu epic Mahābhārata––which we should also note contains within it the Bhagavad Gita––the five sons of King Pandu, known as the Pandavas, and their wife Draupadi, attempted to ascend to the summit of Mount Meru in order to attain heaven. But during the ascent Draupadi and four of the brothers fell to their deaths due to their sinful karma. Only the fifth brother, Yudhisthira, because of his spiritual purity, successfully climbed to the mountain’s summit and so reached the sacred sanctuary of heaven. Such traditional myths encapsulate beautifully both the notions of mountain/summit as sacred space, and the risks and difficulty of attaining that space posed by attempting to ascend to this sacred summit.


This Eastern example of Mount Meru corresponds in many ways to the Western example of Mount Olympus, the dwelling place of Zeus, chief of the Greek gods. In Greek mythology Mount Olympus was home to the twelve Olympian gods who, including Zeus, ruled the ancient Greek world. Olympus’ northern slope was, further, the birthplace of the nine Muses and home to several of them. Mount Olympus is the location in which many Greek myths are set, and from whose “topmost peak,” as described by Homer in the Iliad, Zeus commands the other gods. Unlike Mount Meru, Olympus has an actual geographical counterpart, which is Greece’s highest mountain in Thessaly. But like Mount Meru, Olympus is imbued with the same consecrating power of height, of proximity to and participation in the sacred, and also shares the same spatial symbolism of transcendence that includes, among other things, the principle of the vertical axis as contained in the ancient notion of the axis mundi. Unlike Mount Meru, entry to Olympus was prohibited to mortals, who were not permitted within the confines of its sacred summit. However, any mortal who in defiance of that rule nonetheless succeeded in accessing those sacred peaks of Olympus became––just like those who ascended Mount Meru––spiritually consecrated and usually achieved the status of gods, or demi-gods. According to the exploits of the Dioscouri, or the twin half-brothers Castor and Pollux, such was the outcome for Castor, the mortal twin.


In summary, the world’s great sacred cosmogonic myths that feature icons of mountain and summit as representations of the principles of center, and transcendence, and vertical or spiritual hierarchy, are the immemorial bases for use by later writers of the metaphor that equates ascent of these summits to the challenges of a person’s spiritual journey in life. And, even more particularly do we find this equation applied to the daunting sacrifices of the wayfarer’s ascent of the higher spiritual path. Just what these challenges and sacrifices are, and their degrees of difficulty––and of suffering––will be our focus throughout this work.


Before returning our full attention to the core of this essay, we first urge the reader to remember a common though important terminological usage in the discourse of the spiritual journey. This common usage will provide more clarity in further examining the metaphor of climbing a mountain summit for climbing to the summit of truth, of spiritual realization, in one’s spiritual journey through this incarnation. It is the terminology or usage of, and distinction between, the “Inner” Person and the “Outer” Person, which principle may alternately be referred to as one’s Higher Self and Lower Self. These and synonymous terms have been used throughout time to express this concept in sacred scriptures and commentary, and it found perhaps its best––or at least most succinct––expression in the West by Thomas Aquinas, who noted that “duo sunt in homine”2 (“two there are in man”). Aquinas’ term reflects equally not only a core Platonic doctrine but the Buddhist and Hindu doctrines of the two selves, mortal and immortal, that dwell together in one person.


This doctrine of the two selves relies upon, and can only be fully explained by, the corpus of complex esoteric teachings that deal with the seven human principles derived largely from the pertinent Sanskrit terms of śarīras and kośas found in the principal Upanishads, and often translated as “vehicles” or “sheaths” or “bodies.” For ease of understanding, the lower four of these seven principles are said to comprise the “lower quaternary,” and the higher three the “higher triad.” Those familiar with this septenary system of human principles further understand that the lower quaternary is often referred to as the Outer Person or Lower Self, while the higher triad is similarly referred to as the Inner Person or Higher Self. This useful bifurcation is a further reduction of the complex reality of these seven principles divided into these two portions of a person, and more detailed treatment of this reality will follow throughout. For now, it will suffice to understand that the final dualistic reduction to Inner and Outer Person is even more efficient a tool to utilize in discussing the broader issues of spiritual development where these multiple principles or vehicles are not the specific topic of discussion. It should be noted here that HPB used exactly these terms––Inner and Outer Person––not infrequently in her writings for that reason.


In addition to the usage of the terms “Inner” and “Outer” Person, the reader is also asked to keep in mind the choice confronted in traditional Buddhist doctrine between the way of the bodhisattva and the way of the pratyeka Buddha. To repeat, this choice faces those who finally achieve vimutti or “release” from the wheel of death and rebirth and its component illusions (samsara), and amounts to either (i) deferring entrance into nirvāna for the sake of others, or (ii) immediate entrance into nirvāna. Since this topic was discussed in the Introduction above, we add here only the further point that some commentators ascribe these differing emphases, respectively, as endemic to the Mahāyāna (including Vajrayāna) and the Theravāda schools or divisions of Buddhism. But this ascription is neither entirely accurate nor absolute.


We return now to the central question at issue here, which is how and to what extent the metaphor of ascending the summit of an actual mountain correlates to the ascent of the summit of spiritual truth and the rigorous higher path that must be tread to achieve this. How, we may also ask, does this metaphor relate specifically to the daily lives of those on this higher spiritual journey? A good place to begin to find an answer to these questions is to reproduce a quote from Annie Besant, in which she employs this metaphor in a unique way by identifying two separate ways to achieve the summit. She writes:


The man who has entered on the probationary [spiritual] path intends to accomplish within a very limited number of lives what the man of the world will accomplish in hundreds upon hundreds of lives. He is like the man who, wanting to reach the top of the mountain, refuses to follow the track that winds round and round. He says: ‘I am going straight up the mountain-side, I am not going to waste my time on this winding beaten track which will take me so long, the slow way on which most of the going is smooth and easy, beaten by the myriads of feet that tread it. I shall go by the shorter route, I shall take the swifter path, I shall go straight up the mountain-side. No matter what the difficulties, I will climb the mountain. No matter what obstacles there may be, I will go; precipices there may be––I will cross them; walls of rocks there may be––I will climb them; obstacles and boulders in my path there may be––I will manage in some way to surmount them or get round them; but up that mountain-side I mean to travel.’ What will be the result? He will find a thousand-fold more difficulties surround him on the path. If he gains in time he must pay in trouble for the difficulty of the achievement. The man who enters on the probationary path is the man who chooses the short way to the mountain-top, and calls down on himself the whole of his past Karma, which is largely to be got rid of before he is fitted for initiation.3


In her version of the mountain summit and ascent metaphor, Besant draws an interesting and insightful distinction between two different approaches to the ascent of the summit. While one may be tempted here to draw a comparison or correlation between Besant’s two approaches to ascending the summit and our prior distinction between the division in Buddhism that emphasizes the (i) ideal of the bodhisattva and the (ii) ideal of the pratyeka Buddha, the facts cannot support it. There are too many spiritually exalted Buddhist contemplatives in Theravāda “forest tradition” meditation centers and sanghas to allow such a correlation, and for this reason one should not infer that this is what Besant meant. Accordingly, in our version of this metaphor––which, when completed, may as easily be viewed as a parable––we will concentrate on those taking the path of the bodhisattva, i.e., those who wish to go “straight up the mountain-side” in Besant’s words, regardless of their religious affiliations, their races, or their ethnicities.


Our focus on those who follow the way of the bodhisattva highlights the imminent and greater, or perhaps “compressed,” rigors of those treading that shorter path to the summit, which is effectively the higher spiritual path. There exists an ancient and hierarchical structure comprised of those few who have similarly gone before on this shorter and more arduous path of the bodhisattva and achieved the summit of spiritual truth, and who then often become the teachers of those presently engaged in a direct climb to the summit. Because these wayfarers elect to work thereafter for humanity, they will need to learn and acquire through disciplined development certain latent capabilities and skills. After their initial acceptance to chelaship, and even after initiations, these climbers undergo considerable training in mastering the forces of Nature, among other things, throughout their journeys. In addition, as Besant suggests, these wayfarers, because of their voluntarily accelerated ascent to the summit of truth, must also undergo a correspondingly accelerated confrontation with their own karma, the result of which often involves great suffering and hardship during the initial period. Those who elect to climb straight up the mountain to the summit must forge their own paths, and the consequences of the many difficult decisions they make along this challenging way are theirs alone.


Those spiritual travelers––as metaphorical climbers––who make the choice to go straight up the mountain, to follow the bodhisattva ideal implicit in the higher spiritual path, are faced with burdens not faced by others. First, the climb straight up is far more difficult and exhausting than a gradual ascent, and thus requires an extraordinary degree of dedication and strength and determination, unlike that required of others. Second, the risk of injury or death on this steep climb is far greater than that faced by those taking the gradual ascent. In fact, considerable suffering compressed within a shorter time frame that occurs in the metaphoric form of injuries, if not death, is practically inescapable on the climb up this steep path. The law of compensation (karma) dictates this rule, because in this metaphor only those who have achieved a sufficient degree of spiritual purity, like the mythological Yudhisthira, can be successful in reaching the summit. And such spiritual purity occurs through resolution and a balancing of one’s oppositive karma––equating to the Inner Person’s victory by mastering the Outer Person following an agonizing struggle, i.e., the direct climb of the higher spiritual path.


Tradition holds that there are no exceptions to this law. This is illustrated by the experience of Damodar Mavalankar of Bombay, who was one of HPB’s and Henry S. Olcott’s most cherished colleagues, and about whom few had anything to say but praise for his loyalty and dedication to these founders of The Theosophical Society and their mission. In early 1885 Damodar left India as an accepted chela bound for the Himalayan retreat of his teacher and guru, the Adept Koot Hoomi (hereafter and throughout this work “KH”). There was no word of Damodar’s progress until a note from this Adept, transcribed on a letter, was received by Olcott in June of 1886. The note reads:


The poor boy [Damodar] has had his fall. Before he could stand in the presence of the ‘Masters’ he had to undergo the severest trials that a neophyte ever passed through, to atone for the many questionable things in which he had over-zealously taken part, bringing disgrace upon the sacred science and its adepts. The mental and physical suffering was too much for his weak frame, which has been quite prostrated, but he will recover in course of time. This ought to be a warning to you all. You have believed ‘not wisely but too well.’ To unlock the gates of the mystery you must not only lead a life of the strictest probity, but learn to discriminate truth from falsehood.4


From this we can learn how critical is the decision to begin a steep and direct ascent to the summit of truth, and why one should never fail to be fully aware of one’s own character or to make uncritical assumptions about one’s readiness to proceed. It is said in John 16:24, “ask, and ye shall receive,” but this “asking” for chelaship––which may of itself be easy and which invariably prompts some response––should always be preceded by a sober and honest evaluation of one’s readiness to “receive” and one’s current circumstances. Figuratively speaking, failure to evaluate oneself honestly before asking to become a chela would be tantamount to setting out to climb the summit of Mount Everest without any physical training or necessary equipment––a decision with a probable outcome of tragedy.


But at the same time, one cannot allow excessive doubt or trepidation to preclude the decision to begin such an ascent. Unwavering courage is an absolute requirement for this ascent of the higher spiritual path. And always and repeatedly the Adepts communicating with principals of the theosophical movement of the late-nineteenth century exhorted them to try. This exhortation was often found in their correspondence in all upper-case letters: TRY.


Success in completing the difficult spiritual climb and ascending the summit of truth is, in a figurative sense, to suffer the defeat (i.e., “death”) of the Outer Person, which often fights with ferocity to avoid this outcome. Though the physical body may survive this death, the remainder of the Outer Person must be wholly reborn from one with personal wants and cravings and attachments, with emotional and mental desires and proclivities, to one whose motivations are completely unselfish and pure, and wholly subject to the directives of the Inner Person. There are fewer forms of “death” that elicit such a degree of suffering. The difficult baseline criteria for achieving this outcome are, among others, “Fasting, meditation, chastity of thought, word, and deed, silence for certain periods of time to enable nature herself to speak to him who comes to her for information; government of the animal passions and impulses; [and] utter unselfishness of intention…”5 Following these requirements, suffering further the accelerated and heavy vicissitudes of karma visited upon the spiritual climber who decides to take the straight path up the mountain to the summit of truth is but another way to describe the process of this death of the Outer Person. This process typically occurs during the climb and must usually be completed before reaching the summit.


The spiritual climber, at the outset of his or her ascent of this seemingly indomitable mountain summit, should also be aware that there are no easy shortcuts to that summit. Extending the metaphor, one cannot ride an animal or a vehicle to the summit, or be carried in a palanquin, or take a helicopter. No amount of wealth or social or political influence can assist this climber in reaching the summit, nor can one take the place of another. Such a climber must use his or her own feet, and make the difficult climb himself or herself, alone. Along the way this climber will lose footing and at times slide painfully backwards, downhill. This climber will invariably suffer scrapes, and bruises, and broken bones, and frozen extremities, and debilitating fatigue. But despite such setbacks and injuries, the climber must nonetheless keep ascending if the goal is to be achieved. On the way up the higher spiritual path the climber’s feet must eventually be “washed in the blood of the heart,” flowing from a wound to the heart made by the piercing lance of sacrifice––sacrifice of the world of the self-absorbed Outer Person to that of the higher and nobler Inner Person. Such is an inescapable component of treading the higher spiritual path.
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