Authority and Obedience in Occultism

by Dion Fortune

The rival principles of autocracy and democracy have fought a long battle for the control of human affairs, and democracy has so far made good its case that to call a man an autocrat is to reproach him. With many occult teachers, however, the old principle of autocracy still seems to maintain its prestige, and they require of their pupils an unquestioning obedience and a blind faith. 

The problem is admittedly a difficult one in occult matters, for the man who knows more must inevitably act as guide to the man who knows less, and many things cannot be explained to those without the gate. There are two sides to be considered in this, as in every other question. The teacher, himself bound by obligations, and responsible for the safeguarding of the system with which he is entrusted, a system which may have come down to him from the remote past, and which he, by the terms of his obligation, is not allowed to alter; he, with his superior knowledge, knows the pitfalls
 of the path, but may not be permitted to point them out expressly, for many of these pitfalls are of the nature of deliberate tests. 

He, with his clairvoyant vision, which a teacher must possess if he is to be other than a blind leader of the blind, knowing the inner states of his pupils and their karmic record, may have to keep silence concerning much which he discerns
, even as did St. Paul, who said: "Many things I have to tell you, but ye cannot bear them now"; and yet he may desire to give a warning, which, if accepted, might save much difficulty and delay. For all these reasons the teacher desires authority over his pupil. Yet he must not forget that no human soul can accept responsibility for another, neither can he tread
 one step of the path for his pupil, nor save him from one experience that he needs for his evolution. 

When a teacher is newly entrusted with his office he may urgently desire to save his pupils from suffering, but when he has seen deeper into the nature of things he looks upon suffering with another eye, for he knows its educative value. He learns more and more, as time goes on, to interfere as little as possible between his pupil and the Master of that pupil upon the Inner Planes; for he knows that his function is to enable the pupil to come into conscious touch with the Master who has committed that pupil to his care for training, and that however great his wisdom may be, it is better that the pupil should learn to think for himself, even if he makes mistakes, than to have his thinking done for him, and thereby be kept in a state of ignorance and inexperience. 

As well might the teacher of the violin try to play on behalf of his pupil as the teacher of any system of occult training try to take a decision on behalf of his pupil. All that either of them can do is to show their pupils, give them principles to guide them, then bid them try their hands, and, after the mistakes have been made, but not before, explain to them where the errors have lain and how to amend them. 

The teacher who has a genuine
 system to communicate, and who is really in touch with his Master, and acting under His instructions, can safely leave his pupil to the operation of the cosmic law. If he is right in his opinion that a certain course will prove unsatisfactory, and the pupil, disregarding his advice, pursues that course, the latter will not be long in finding out his mistake, and will assess
 his teacher's advice all the more highly for this practical test of its wisdom, and be ready enough to give heed
 in the future. It is seldom
 that real loyalty is yielded
 till such a test has been made. 

The demand for blind obedience as a proof of trust should be regarded with suspicion by the would-be pupil; the confidence trick is a very old one, and can be played on more than one plane. No one should demand faith without proof. If a teacher has anything tangible
 to ofter, he will be able to give satisfactory proofs and offer good and sufficient reasons that shall satisfy the judgment and bear investigation. Early in my occult career I met a teacher who demanded blind faith as a proof of loyalty, and those things concerning which we were required to exercise faith turned out to be sordid
 irregularities. For that which is good a good reason can be given; and that for which no good reason can be given generally turns out not to be good. 

The seeker after initiation is in a difficult position, for he is at a disadvantage as regards knowledge; and if one who appears to know more than himself gives a definite order, he is not in a position to disprove it, except by disregarding it and seeing what happens. If, however, he fixes his eyes unfalteringly on the ideal of the Master, he will have a standard whereby to judge the teacher to whom circumstances have assigned him. 

I may be reminded that some books on initiation declare that unquestioning obedience should be given to the teacher as being the mouthpiece of the Master. It is quite true that if the teacher is indeed working, as he claims to be, under mandate from the Master, his advice will be invaluable on account of its wisdom, but how is the pupil to know this to be the case? The assertion of the teacher is valueless in the matter; he can say anything, and the more of a charlatan he is, the more magniloquent will be his statements and assertions
. Those who have really known the Masters are awed into silence. 

No human being should ever be asked to give blind obedience, and to demand it of a chela is to "sin against the Light" that is within, the "Light that lighteth every man that cometh into the world." No human being, liable to the changes that illness and old age inevitably bring about, has any right to demand a promise of obedience; and experience has abundantly shown that such a demand invariably leads to trouble. 

The pupil can only judge his teacher by results. Does he bring forth the fruits of the spirit? Is his life Christlike? Then his influence can only be good. But is he erratic and disconnected in his thoughts? Uncontrolled in his temper? Sordid in his outlook? Untidy and dirty in his person and environment? Surrounded by people of undesirable character who appear to enjoy his esteem and confidence? Such a man is a good one to avoid. Let us never take leave of our common-sense in occultism, and remember that a tree is known by its fruits, and if the fruits are disorder and demoralisation we will not shelter ourselves under that tree unless we are prepared to partake of those fruits in due season. 

But if a pupil has found a teacher who appears to have much to give him that he wants, is he then to yield a blind obedience as the price of his training? Again I should say "no." Human nature is a mixed and contradictory affair. None of us is perfect in either our characters or wisdom, and the occult teacher is no exception to the rule. Experience of the reliability and knowledge of a teacher may engender confidence and cause great weight to be attached to his advice, but a pupil should no more trust his teacher completely than he should condemn him completely for a single error. 

Let all advice be considered on its merits, and accepted or rejected accordingly. This is the lesser of two evils, for although it is an evil to have come to a decision on incomplete knowledge, it is a lesser evil than the abrogation of free judgment. Moreover, the pupil has access on the Inner Planes to his Master, and, even if he is not able to bring the memory of the reply through to brain consciousness, it will have entered the subconscious mind, and speedily work its way to the surface in the shape of an intuition. But even so, the pupil should not allow his reason to be thrust aside; for it is quite within the power of a trained occultist to plant a suggestion in the mind of his pupil which shall have all the appearance of an intuition. In order to guard against this, it is a good plan to perform the meditation in which the Master is invoked in a church where the Blessed Sacrament is reserved. 

The pupil, seeking earnestly after truth as best he may, should remember that the demand for obedience is a very sinister sign, and if that demand be backed by an oath in any shape or form, especially an oath that has no term to it, such as a proviso for release from obedience if the pupil withdraws from the training-school, a wise man will no more take that oath than he will give a blank cheque; and if, in addition, any attempt is made, by threats or otherwise, to make withdrawal from the school difficult, he will be wise to smash his way out of the trap without further ado, and appeal to his Master for protection. 

The workings of mental domination are so insidious and deadly that no action is too drastic to escape from them; but let it be remembered that in the Name of the Master Jesus, and in the Sign of the Cross, is sure protection, and that great power can be drawn from the reception of the Holy Eucharist. It is not likely that a really black occultist will maintain himself for long in English-speaking countries, at any rate (concerning others I cannot speak), for there are definite organisations for dealing with such conditions, and these, meeting him with his own weapons on the Inner Plane, and an expose and Press campaign on the outer plane, speedily run him out of the country into another jurisdiction. Once across the Channel or Atlantic he is out of harm's way, for the lower kinds of magnetism will not carry across water. 

Pitch-black occultism, however, is really easier to deal with than the half-and-half variety in which both teacher and taught are struggling in the darkness, and owing to lack of principle and scruple have got themselves on to wrong lines. Demands for money are, it goes without saying, enough to condemn any occultist off-hand and without further enquiry; for it is too well known to need reiterating that no price may be asked for occult teaching by anyone under the jurisdiction of the Great White Lodge. There is, however, another and subtler kind of claim that may be made upon the pupil--a claim for support in furthering political aims. A recently published book pilloried the occult fraternities for this offence, and in the case of some organisations the attack was justified and salutary. 

Here, again, a big question is opened up. It may be argued that the occultist, with his deeper insight, is the natural leader of reform, and should bear his part in social movements. I reply: let him be active in humanitarian effort by all means, but let him flee any interference in politics as he would the devil, for the experience of centuries has shown that it leads to nothing but trouble. 

A teacher, whether religious or occult, is concerned with principles, and principles only, and should leave the application of those principles in political affairs to others. He may well preach universal brotherhood, but he should have a care how he sets to work on the immigration laws. He may advocate a reformed medical system, but he should not concern himself with legislation intended to bring it about; and the reason for this may be simply stated in the words of St. Paul, "The weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty, to the pulling down of strongholds." 

Political activities are a terrible temptation to the occultist. Knowing what he does, it is very difficult for him to avoid the use of his knowledge and power to remedy abuses; and by so doing he is very apt to run ahead of the times and do more harm than good. It seems as if fanaticism is inseparable from the application of the principles of the higher life to politics, and spiritual zeal has shed quite as much blood as worldy ambition. 

An occultist must make his choice between being a teacher of spiritual things and a leader in the affairs of the world, for he cannot be both. He cannot be within and without the veil at the same time. Even should he attempt it, and, by means of his knowledge, exercise great influence on the affairs of the world, he will find that he has paid the price in the clouding of his spiritual vision, and the loss of the power to discern between the "Still Small Voice" of the Spirit and the promptings of ambition. A man cannot split himself into pieces, all arguments concerning Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde to the contrary. Indeed, if that parable be rightly understood, the very essence of it lies in the fact that Dr. Jekyll could not get away from Mr. Hyde, but was gradually mastered by him. So with the occultist. 

The ruling passion will gradually absorb the whole man, and he will either weary of his political efforts and realise their needlessness for one who has the powers of the spirit, or, having had his love of power whetted, he will drag his unhappy pupils at the chariot-wheels of his ambition into whatever coils in which he may involve himself. Those who are opening up the higher consciousness are in a very sensitive state while this progress is going on, and simply collapse with nervous breakdowns as the result of a fracas. Where active political work is going on in any esoteric society, it is perfectly certain that no active occult work is going on, for the two are incompatible. 

I will therefore dare to give a word of plain advice to the aspirant, even at the cost of giving offence in certain quarters. Come out of the order that touches politics; steer clear of the teacher who takes up politics; for you may be quite sure that you will be used, and not trained. 

Never lay aside your commonsense or your moral integrity. Let no one persuade you to do evil, or even associate with evil, in order that good may come of it, and you may obtain knowledge. Never believe that any initiator of the Right Hand Path will require it of you. In that quaint old book, Brother of the Third Degree, which, in spite of its stilted phraseology, contains much knowledge, the candidate is pictured as being required to commit a murder as part of his initiation ceremony, and on his indignant refusal to do so is received with acclamation. 

The test of the Dark Initiator is one that the student is sometimes called upon to face, but if he constantly reminds himself that "men do not gather grapes from thorns or figs from thistles," if he constantly looks upon the Master Jesus as the ideal Initiator, and judges all demands made upon him by the standard of the Life that was lived among the men of Judea, he will not go far wrong, and will find his way safely through all the turns of the labyrinth of the temple. 

It is obedience to divine principle that should be emphasised, not obedience to personalities, or even systems. When all is said and done, it is the Higher Self that really initiates us; and although teacher and Master combine to bring that Higher Self into function, the process begins and ends with Realisation. Personal loyalty has no place on the Path, and any true teacher will realise this, being selfless. He will say to his students, "It does not matter who feeds the sheep so long as they are fed," and will remember that the Master set a little child in the midst of the disciples when they disputed who should be greatest. 

It may be that the younger souls among the followers of a teacher may not be equally wise, but the seeker who has hold upon spiritual ideals knows that they may safely be ignored, and that the forces they have set in motion will return upon the circle in due course and teach them those things which it is necessary they should know. 

It has been argued that the professor who undertook to teach a pupil chemistry would require obedience lest the pupil should blow himself up; but my experience of chemical studies has been otherwise. The professor may warn his pupil that if he makes an injudicious mixture of the chemicals that surround him, he may have a bill for test tubes, window-panes, and even hospital expenses; but I have yet to meet the school of chemistry which bound its students by oath not to experiment. The only institution which, so far as my reading goes, even made the attempt, was the Holy Inquisition, and the day for that sort of thing is over, if it ever had its day, which I beg leave to doubt. 

The Eastern Schools are just as rigorous regarding the freedom of the chela as are the Western Schools. The point crops up again and again in the "Mahatma Letters," and a Master expressly stated to Mme. Blavatsky: "We do not make slaves." Personal authority in occultism is neither necessary nor justifiable. The Masters can very well take care of themselves, and the cosmic laws will discipline the recalcitrant pupil whether they be administered by human judgment or not. 

After all, it is the pupil himself who will suffer if he makes a mistake, and it has been truly said that the man who never makes a mistake will never make anything. Let the teacher look upon himself as a guide and an adviser, not a master; let him learn the distinction between a warden and a warder, and have a very tender reverence for the souls that have entrusted themselves to his guidance, and remember that in the Mysteries there is a special curse laid upon the man who "breaks a superficies," meaning thereby one who, by power of will, profanes the sanctuary of another's consciousness. 

The integrity of the soul must be maintained at all costs, and none should yield himself to the domination of another, even if that other claim to be his initiator. Let the seeker, whatever be his ignorance and weakness, dare to stand up before any tribunal in earth or heaven, and declare that with God's help he will judge for himself. Freedom of thought and speech have been too hardly won for us to abrogate any jot or tittle of that priceless boon. The remedy of an arbitrary authority is worse than the disease of ignorance. 

Let the seeker turn to the Master in all things, and he can be independent of teachers and schools of occult training. The teacher is only a means to an end, and the true teacher knows it. He knows that the sooner his pupil passes out of his hands into those of the Master, the better he has done his work. 

Let the seeker, when required to take an oath of obedience, reply that he will swear to obey his own conscience; that he will meditate upon the life and actions of the Master Jesus, and judge all things by that standard, for it is the standard of the West that he will pray to God for guidance, and fearlessly follow the Light so far as he receives it, and that if such an oath be not good enough for that esoteric school, then that esoteric school is not good enough for him. 



Scanned and hand-corrected by A. Grinder from his copy of the periodical The Occult Review, Vol. XLV, No. 1; January, 1927. 

According to Grinder, The Occult Review was a popular occult magazine. Beginning publication in London, January, 1905, it ran until the Second World War. Published by Ralph Shirley and distributed in Britain, the US, and Australia/New Zealand, literally every theosophist, occultist and New Thinker of any significance of the era can be found in its pages. 

Historical Hermetic Documents recommends: A. E. Waite, site of A. Grinder, which features additional historical hermetic documents from the same sources.
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