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T
he study of spiritual consciousness and
mysticism makes evident that there are
several important layers in every religion:

• The outermost layer consists of the rituals and

ceremonies of a religion. These are obviously

superficial in nature and do not represent the

heart of a religion. These rituals frequently

change.

• The next layer is the theology of a religion,

consisting of the set of beliefs or doctrines of

each religion. These too are often subject to

change. Catholicism, for example, has changed

its dogmas in the course of centuries. It has

modified its view about the belief that the earth

is the center of the universe or that there is no

salvation outside the church.

• The innermost layer is spirituality, or the

mystical or spiritual aspect of a religion. In this

layer, there has been hardly any change in the

essence of spirituality in the past several

thousand years. Spirituality is experiential, and

each generation of spiritual seekers tends to

validate what has been previously discovered or 

realized. Mysticism is the heart of every

religion. It’s the flame that keeps a religion

alive and makes it survive disastrous mistakes

that theologies and rituals may make.

This ex pla na tion can be rep re sented by a se ries
of con cen tric cir cles, as in the ac com pa ny ing
fig ure. The out er most cir cle are rit u als and cer e -
mo nies. The next cir cle is the  the ol ogy. The
third cir cle is spir i tu al ity, or the mys ti cal core of
re li gions. This third cir cle con sists of many

subcircles, such as gnosis or esotericism and
the dif fer ent de grees of mys ti cal at tain ment. 

Out side these three lay ers or cir cles, we find
the su per sti tious be liefs that ac crue around ev -
ery re li gious tra di tion.

When re li gious ad her ents fo cus mainly on
the rit u als or the the ol ogy of their own re li gion
or those of oth ers, they have a ten dency to re -
gard each other with sus pi cion, with sep a rate -
ness and even with hos til ity. The re li gious
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vi o lence that we see in the world is the re sult of
liv ing the re li gious life on those two outer lev els. 
In Ire land, we see the strange phe nom e non of
Cath o lics and Prot es tants, both Chris tians,
bomb ing and kill ing each other. In the Is lamic
world, we see Shi’ites and Sunnis kill ing each
other. How peo ple of the same re li gion can be so
di vided that they turn and kill each other is in -
deed an as ton ish ing phe nom e non.  What seems
equally as ton ish ing is that many peo ple take this
for granted as if it is noth ing to feel strange
about. A vis i tor from outer space study ing hu -
man ity will surely find the hu man spe cies a cu ri -
ous one. 

But among the mys tics of the great re li gious
tra di tions, we don’t find such en mity, sus pi cion,
sep a rat ism and hos til ity. The Vedantists, the yo -
gis, the Sufis, the con tem pla tive Bud dhists, the
Chris tian mys tics, the Jew ish Kabbalists — they
see more things that unite them than things that
sep a rate them. 

Thomas Mer ton, the well-known Trappist
monk who has writ ten best-selling books on the
spir i tual life, was one of those who delved into
the es sence of the spir i tu al ity of var i ous re li -
gions and com pared them. In a book en ti tled Zen 
and the Birds of Ap pe tite, he asked the ques tion
whether a Cath o lic can prac tice Zen and re main

a Cath o lic. He an swered with a def i nite yes.
Zen, to him, is an ex pe ri ence and not a dogma.
It is not dif fer ent from the spir i tual ex pe ri ence
of a Cath o lic or a Protestant.1

A Cath o lic nun from Can ada, Sis ter Elaine
MacInnes, wrote a book en ti tled Teaching Zen
to Chris tians.2 She con sid ers her self a dis ci ple
of the Zen roshi Yamada Koun while re main -
ing a Cath o lic nun. She es tab lished the first
Zen cen ter in the Phil ip pines and taught nu -
mer ous nuns, priests and laypeople the prac -
tice of Zen med i ta tion. How can a Cath o lic
nun – a dis ci ple of Christ – be at the same time
be a dis ci ple of a Zen Bud dhist roshi? This is
pos si ble only if we see the es sence of Zen spir -
i tu al ity as be ing no dif fer ent from Chris tian
spir i tu al ity.

Hazrat Inayat Khan, the Sufi teacher who
pop u lar ized Is lamic mys ti cism to the West,
stresses the es sen tial unity of the spir i tual ex -
pe ri ence among the dif fer ent tra di tions. He in
fact de clared, “No one can be a mys tic and call
him self a Chris tian mys tic, a Jew ish mys tic or
a Moham medan mys tic. For what is mys ti -
cism? Mys ti cism is some thing which erases
from one’s mind all idea of sep a rate ness, and if 
a per son claims to be this mys tic or that mys tic
he is not a mys tic; he is only play ing with a
name.”3

Ma hatma Gan dhi, when asked what his re li -
gion was, said that he was a Hindu, a Mus lim, a 
Jew, a Chris tian and a Bud dhist.

Abra ham Maslow, in his book Re li gions,
Values, and Peak-Experiences, wrote: 

To the extent that all mystical or
peak-experiences are the same in their
essence and have always been the same, all
religions are the same in their essence and
always have been the same. They should,
therefore, come to agree in principle on
teaching that which is common to all of
them, i.e., whatever it is that
peak-experiences teach in common
(whatever is different about these
illuminations can fairly be taken to be
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THE WISDOM RELIGION

By H. P. Blavatsky

The WISDOM-RELIGION was ever one,
and be ing the last word of pos si ble hu man
knowl edge, was, there fore, care fully pre served. 
It pre ceded by long ages the Al ex an drian The -
os o phists, reached the mod ern, and will sur vive
ev ery other re li gion and phi los o phy. 

ENQUIRER. Where and by whom was it
so pre served? 

THEOSOPHIST. Among Ini ti ates of ev ery 
coun try; among pro found seek ers af ter truth
— their dis ci ples; and in those parts of the
world where such top ics have al ways been
most val ued and pur sued: in In dia, Cen tral
Asia, and Per sia. 

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

THEOSOPHIST. The best proof you can
have of the fact is that ev ery an cient re li -
gious, or rather philo soph i cal, cult con sisted
of an es o teric or se cret teach ing, and an ex o -
teric (out ward pub lic) wor ship. Fur ther -
more, it is a well-known fact that the
MYSTERIES of the an cients com prised
with ev ery na tion the “greater” (se cret) and
“Lesser” (pub lic) MYSTERIES — e.g. in
the cel e brated so lem ni ties called the
Eleusinia, in Greece. From the Hierophants
of Samothrace, Egypt, and the ini ti ated
Brah mins of the In dia of old, down to the
later He brew Rabbis, all pre served, for fear
of pro fa na tion, their real bona fide be liefs
se cret. The Jew ish Rabbis called their sec u -
lar re li gious se ries the Mercavah (the ex te -
rior body), “the ve hi cle,” or, the cov er ing
which con tains the hid den soul. — i.e., their
high est se cret knowl edge. Not one of the an -
cient na tions ever im parted through its
priests its real philo soph i cal se crets to the
masses, but al lot ted to the lat ter only the

husks. North ern Bud dhism has its “greater”
and its “lesser” ve hi cle, known as the
Mahayana, the es o teric, and the Hinayana,
the ex o teric, Schools. Nor can you blame
them for such se crecy; for surely you would
not think of feed ing your flock of sheep on
learned dis ser ta tions on bot any in stead of on
grass? Py thag o ras called his Gnosis “the
knowl edge of things that are,” or e gnosis
ton onton, and pre served that knowl edge for
his pledged dis ci ples only: for those who
could di gest such men tal food and feel sat is -
fied; and he pledged them to si lence and se -
crecy. Oc cult al pha bets and se cret ci phers
are the de vel op ment of the old Egyp tian
hieratic writ ings, the se cret of which was, in
the days of old, in the pos ses sion only of the
Hiero gram ma tists, or ini ti ated Egyp tian
priests. Ammonius Saccas, as his bi og ra -
phers tell us, bound his pu pils by oath not to
di vulge his higher doc trines ex cept to those
who had al ready been in structed in pre lim i -
nary knowl edge, and who were also bound
by a pledge. Finally, do we not find the same
even in early Chris tian ity, among the Gnos -
tics, and even in the teach ings of Christ? Did
he not speak to the mul ti tudes in par a bles
which had a two-fold mean ing, and ex plain
his rea sons only to his dis ci ples? “To you,”
he says, “it is given to know the mys ter ies of
the king dom of heaven; but unto them that
are with out, all these things are done in par a -
bles” (Mark iv. 11). “The Essenes of Judea
and Car mel made sim i lar dis tinc tions, di vid -
ing their ad her ents into neo phytes, breth ren,
and the per fect, or those ini ti ated” (Eclec.
Phil.). Ex am ples might be brought from ev -
ery coun try to this ef fect. 
H. P. Blavatsky, The Key to The os o phy. Theosophical
Publishing House, Adyar, Chennai, India.



localisms both in time and space, and are,
therefore, peripheral, expendable, not
essential). This something common, this
something which is left over after we peel
away all the localisms, all the accidents of
particular languages or particular
philosophies, all the ethnocentric phrasings,
all those elements which are not common, we
may call the “core-religious experience” or
the “transcendent experience.”4

This re al iza tion about the es sen tial unity of the
world’s re li gions is the true and fi nal so lu tion to

the in ter re li gious strife that the world has been
wit ness ing for mil len nia. It is not just a wish or 
a hope. In ter re li gious har mony al ready ex ists
among the mys tics of all re li gions to day. It’s
only among those who see their re li gious life
in terms of dogma and rit u als and or ga ni za -
tions that there is hos til ity and sep a ra tion. To
help in at tain ing re li gious unity, we must pop -
u lar ize the mys ti cal and spir i tual as pects of re -
li gions.
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M
a hatma Gan dhi, when asked    

  what his re li gion was, said
that he was a Hindu, a

Mus lim, a Jew, a Chris tian and a
Bud dhist.

Ques tions for Re view:
1. What are three ma jor lay ers of re li gions?

2. What are con fir ma tions of the es sen tial unity of the great re li gions?

3. What is the wis dom re li gion?

4. What is Maslow’s view of re li gious ex pe ri ence?


