
 

 

 

 

 

  

Some Thoughts on Soliciting and Imparting 
Spiritual Counsel1

Marco Pallis 

The function of upaguru or “occasional instructor,” to which René Guénon devoted an article,2 

is one that cannot be defined in terms of any special qualification: any man, thanks to a particu-
lar conjunction of circumstances, may some day be called upon to exercise it, and it may even 
happen that the office in question will devolve, outside the circle of human relationships, upon 
an animal, plant, or even an “inanimate” object that becomes, at that moment, a substitute for 
the human instructor in bringing enlightenment to someone in need of it—here the word “en-
lightenment” is used in a relative sense, this goes without saying; but provided the knowledge 
thus gained really counts spiritually, being thus related in greater or lesser degree to the gaining 
of Enlightenment in the full sense, then the use of the self-same word is justified. Naturally the 
function itself is exercisable, in the case of a human being, in more or less active mode, that 
is to say with greater or lesser awareness of what is involved; in the most favorable case the 
agent of instruction will accept the responsibility that has come to him as being part of his own 
karma, a by-product of anterior causes, that is to say in a spirit of submission to the universal 
law of causality or to that Divine Will which translates it in personal terms; but at the same 
time he will regard it as a spiritual opportunity, an episode of his own vocation or dharma, to 
be welcomed accordingly. 

This experience is one which must have been shared by many of those who, inspired by 
Guénon’s example, have themselves come to publish books or essays treating of the traditional 
doctrines: speaking from his own experience, the author of these notes has in fact repeatedly 
found himself in the position of being consulted by people anxiously seeking spiritual advice 
with a view to giving effect, in the face of the modern world and under its pressure, to that 
which, thanks to their own reading of Guénon or other works imbued with the traditional 
spirit, had become for them a matter of pressing necessity. 

These inquiries, however, though animated by a common motive, have in fact taken on 
many different and sometimes most unexpected forms, calling for answers no less variable: 
it is nevertheless possible, looking back, to recognize some features of common occurrence 
that may allow of a few profitable generalizations touching the way in which a man should 
prepare himself to meet an opportunity of this kind. It must however be clearly understood 
that any suggestions offered here, even if they commend themselves, are intended to be carried 
out, whenever the occasion presents itself, in a resourceful spirit and with the greatest flex-
ibility, lest by faulty handling on one’s own part the person most concerned be driven back 
prematurely on his defenses, as can so easily happen with temperaments either passionately 
or else timidly inclined. Ability or willingness to discuss a vital matter in a spirit of detach-
ment, as experience has shown again and again, can but rarely be taken for granted in anyone; 
a certain failure in this respect at the outset must not cause the other person to be written off 

1 To one who provided the occasional cause for this essay. 
2 Études Traditionnelles, January 1948. 
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as “uninteresting,” as a result of a summary estimate of his character and motives; in handling 
such matters a remembrance of one’s own limitations can be of great service as a corrective to 
impatience or complacency. 

At the same time, neither is it necessary to wrap up every statement or avoid every straight 
issue for fear of causing pain, and if some question productive of an answer from oneself couched 
in rigorous terms happens to awaken an unexpectedly strong sentimental reaction in one’s in-
terlocutor this too must be accepted patiently and without surprise; the cause of such hitches 
may well lie in the fact that anyone with a mind seriously divided about spiritual questions will 
necessarily be living under some degree of strain and this state of acute doubt may well give 
rise in season to symptoms of irritability. On the other hand it also sometimes happens that an 
inquirer, professedly asking for counsel, has already made up his mind, if unconsciously, and 
all he is really seeking is a peg on which to hang a decision prejudged on the strength of secret 
desires; in such a case a straight answer, that brings matters sharply to a head, may be the only 
way left open to one. Nevertheless, these cases are comparatively rare, and the greater number 
of consultations of the kind here referred to are more likely to follow a line of gradual and also 
of fluctuating approach. 

For the sake of those who, either from natural diffidence or for any other reason, might feel 
dismayed at the possibility of having some day to impart spiritual counsel to another, and pos-
sibly even to one who, at the mental level, is more highly equipped than themselves, it should 
be repeated that the function here under discussion, that of upaguru, is not one that depends 
on the possession of any kind of transcendent qualification, though within the very wide limits 
defining the field of its possible exercise all manner of degrees are to be found. If it be argued, 
rightly as it happens, that the function of instructor, even in its most relative sense, will always 
carry with it some implication of superiority over the person instructed, the answer in this case 
will be that the mere fact that the latter has come to one seeking spiritual advice itself consti-
tutes recognition of a certain superiority, however temporary and however limited in scope. 
To accept this fact in no wise runs counter to true humility; for in fact no human instrument as 
such is ever adequate to a divinely imparted vocation at any degree, therefore also his own un-
worthiness can never rule a man out altogether. One can take comfort in the fact that the very 
disproportion of the two terms involved serves to illustrate the transcendence of the one and 
the dependence of the other: paradoxically, it is the “good man’s” personal luster which might, 
in the eyes of the world, seem to mask the seemingly distant source of its own illumination, but 
this can hardly be said of the sinner’s! 

Incidentally this same principle contains an answer to the classical attack of the man of 
“protestant” turn of mind on various sacred offices because of the occasional, or even frequent, 
moral deficiencies of those traditionally entrusted with their exercise. The function itself re-
mains objectively what it was at the origins; neither can the saintliness of one holder validate 
it further, nor the corruption of another invalidate it, be the facts what they will. If reform be 
needed, it must rest on this principle, otherwise it is more likely to become a wrecking, the 
displacement of a relatively normal evil by one wholly out of control. 

So much for the call to upaguruhood: when it comes to the case of a spiritual master, how-
ever, guru in the full sense, his superiority rests on the twin poles of initiatic status, which is not 
a personal attribute, and of spiritual realization which likewise confers an objective quality that 
once gained cannot afterwards be forfeited; in that sense the guru can be called infallible, and a 
mouthpiece of the Self. Should it happen, however, that the disciple becomes equal in knowl-
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edge to his master, then, if he wants further guidance he will have to go elsewhere, as indeed 
sometimes occurs in the initiatic life; there are even cases on record when a master, recognizing 
the fact that a disciple has surpassed him, has exchanged places with him, descending willingly 
from the instructor’s seat to sit at his feet, an example both of the highest humility and also of 
the purest realism. With the occasional office of upaguru the case is different, as already pointed 
out: apart from the temporary superiority conferred by the occasion, an adviser may well be, 
on balance, inferior by comparison with the person who has consulted him, though the reverse 
can just as well be true; in either case this question is irrelevant. 

If, however, the questions as addressed by the inquirer are felt to be beyond one’s powers of 
adequate handling it is always open to one—this hardly needs saying—to send him elsewhere to 
someone better equipped for the purpose; which is not the same as simply wanting to get rid 
of him, in a spirit of indifference lacking charity. 

Cases may also occur which are of a very doubtful character, calling for an attitude of 
reserve on one’s own part; besides which there are all sorts of inquiries having an obviously 
superficial bearing, when all that is needed is to refer the other person to suitable books which, 
if read attentively, might at least serve to awaken some understanding as to what the spiritual 
life really entails and this in its turn might produce consequences of an incalculable kind. The 
present comments, however, are only meant to cover the case of the more or less serious seeker, 
without trying to extend the discussion to borderline cases. Having been compiled under the 
impulse of a recent experience, they have an almost entirely practical bearing, and in any case 
there has been no intention of treating the subject exhaustively. 

A. For the Guidance of the Person Consulted 

(1) Speaking generally, it is usually good policy to start off by dealing with whatever question 
one’s would-be client has chosen for a gambit, and this holds good even when one suspects that 
there may be other and deeper-seated perplexities still unavowed. Very often one’s own first 
contribution will consist in framing the question itself correctly: half the unanswerable questions 
in the world remain so because they are already vitiated by the intrusion of special pleading (in 
other words, of passion) or because they harbor some undetected confusion between different 
orders of reality with consequent false comparisons—the history of religious controversy abounds 
in such examples, which does not mean, however, that it consists of nothing but that, as professed 
enemies of dogma would like to argue. Given that the case is such, however, once a question has 
been accurately and fairly rephrased, it will already be half way to begetting its own right answer, 
which can then be left to the inquirer himself to elicit far better than if one tries to supply it for 
him. It often happens, however, that the questions addressed to one are of a very general kind, 
amounting, that is to say, to an inquiry how to find a spiritual way unaccompanied by any pointer 
indicating a particular line of approach, and in that case it will be advisable to begin by investigat-
ing those spiritual possibilities that appear to be most accessible to the person concerned and least 
beset by practical obstacles, while being careful to leave the door open to other and seemingly 
more remote possibilities. At the same time there should be a conscious attempt to prevent the 
scales from being hastily weighted, by either party, in favor of or against a particular solution (un-
less the form of the question as put is such as to admit of only one answer, which will not happen 
very often), because the considerations governing any eventual choice of a path are necessarily 
complex and include not only practical factors of time and place and personal associations, but 
also factors of psychic affinity or incompatibility which cannot be assessed at a first glance. 
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(2) One should deliberately frame one’s comments and answers on the basis of the tradi-
tional norms, with the minimum intrusion of one’s personal opinions or preferences: it must all 
along be borne in mind that one is not called upon to substitute one’s personal will for that of 
the other party, who must on the contrary be encouraged to take proper responsibility for any 
decisions taken, whether in a provisional or in a more far-reaching sense. One is there, in a situ-
ation not of one’s own seeking, as the temporary spokesman of tradition itself, across its every 
form, and this requires an attitude of calculated detachment, which must not for a moment be 
abandoned under whatever provocation from the other party or because of some sentimental 
attachment of one’s own. It is neither by getting involved in a debate nor by any one-sided 
advocacy of this or that but rather by consistently holding the mirror of pure metaphysical 
knowledge in the face of the other person’s aspirations and difficulties that one will best suc-
ceed in dispelling the confusions and contradictions that beset the entrance to the Way: these 
are likely to be more than usually troublesome if the inquirer happens to be an “intellectual” 
(in the modern sense), one whose mind, that is to say, is haunted by a throng of abstract con-
cepts, besides laboring under the mass of factual information which a man of retentive brain 
can hardly escape being burdened with under present circumstances. 

(3) Sentimental prejudices, if they happen to reveal themselves, should be shown up for 
what they are; but in doing so, firmness should be duly tempered with courtesy and sympathy, 
since the realm of the feelings is one where, by definition, violent reactions are in the order of 
things and once these have been evoked it is not easy for anyone to return to a state of impartial 
consideration; he must be given time to regain his balance. 

(4) One must abstain from engaging in an attempted psychological analysis of the other 
person: the less one delves into his or her private life, antecedents, etc., the better, and ques-
tions of this kind should only be put where some fact or other appears quite indispensable for 
the purpose of rendering a spiritual problem more “concrete.” Once again, it is well to remind 
oneself that for someone to be seeking advice of this nature does in itself argue a degree, and 
often an acute degree, of “spiritual distress” that deserves all one’s sympathy. It should be added 
that in trying to probe the nature of another’s spiritual need, small, apparently irrelevant signs 
will often tell one more than any rationalized explanations, since the latter, even when honestly 
advanced, are almost bound to take on an apologetic and forensic character, affecting their use-
fulness as evidence to a greater or lesser extent. 

B. Concerning the Need for a Traditional Framework 

In the case of one who is already attached to an authentic traditional form, the positive pos-
sibilities of that form must first be taken into account, if only for the reason that the individual 
concerned will already have been molded psychically according to that form, at least in part, 
and will understand its language without special effort. 

As for one who is “unattached” traditionally, the primary necessity of a traditional basis 
for a spiritual life must, as Guénon has done repeatedly, be stressed in unequivocal terms; an 
esoterism in vacuo is not to be thought of, if only from the fact that man is not pure Intellect, 
but is also both mind and body the several faculties of which, because they are relatively ex-
ternal themselves, require correspondingly external means for their ordering. This insistence on 
the “discipline of form” is a great stumbling-block to the modernist mentality, and not least so 
when that mentality is imbued with pseudo-esoteric pretensions. Therefore it provides, over 
and above its own correctness, one of the earliest means for testing the true character of a man’s 
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aspiration, even to the point of bringing about an immediate “discrimination of spirits”: only 
here again one must beware of making a system of this test, since it has become such a com-
monplace, on the part of modern writers on spiritual subjects, to decry the value of forms that 
a person not already forearmed can be pardoned, at least in some cases, for having developed a 
similar distaste in the sincere belief that he is merely escaping from the servitude of the letter 
in the direction of “pure spirit”; whereas all he is doing is to substitute mental abstractions for 
concrete symbols, and human opinions for the traditional wisdom and the laws that express it 
outwardly. Nevertheless, in the long run, a persistent unwillingness to accept any traditional 
formation for oneself, on the common plea that there is no form but has exhibited imperfec-
tions in greater or lesser degree in the course of its history, must be reckoned as evidence of 
spiritual disqualification. Form necessarily implies limitation and this in its turn implies the 
possibility of corruption; it would be futile to wish things otherwise. This fact however does 
not invalidate the efficacy of a formal disposition for those elements in the individuality that 
belong themselves to the formal order, of which thought is one. For this reason one must not 
allow oneself to weaken in regard to the principle of traditional conformity, which does not 
mean, however, that one should try to ignore incontestable facts concerning various manifesta-
tions of human corruptibility that have occurred in the traditional civilizations, especially in 
more recent times, from some of which, moreover, the modern profanity itself can be traced 
in lineal descent. 

C. What Attachment to a Traditional Form Implies 

Attachment to a revealed form which, to meet its corresponding necessity, must be an effective 
and not merely “ideal” attachment, will imply, as an indispensable condition: (a) The taking up 
of an active attitude towards the world, in opposition to the attitude of passive acceptance that 
has become so general in these latter days, and it also implies a symbolical but still relatively 
passive participation in the mysteries, firstly through faith and secondly through general con-
formity to the traditional institutions. This relatively (though not wholly) passive participation 
is in fact the distinguishing “note” of an attitude properly qualifiable as “exoteric,” in contrast 
to an “esoteric” attitude (b) which, for its part, implies, over and above, an active, truly “intel-
lectual” participation in the mysteries with a view to their effective realization, sooner or later, 
in the heart of the devotee. In the latter case the more external side of the tradition, with all 
its component elements, instead of appearing to fill the entire spiritual horizon, will rather be 
thought of as offering two advantages, namely (i) as imposing the indispensable discipline of 
form upon the psycho-physical faculties of the being, the rational faculty included, so that they 
may all serve, and never obstruct, the activity of the central organ or spiritual heart and, (ii) as 
providing teacher (when found) and disciple alike with appropriate “supports,” symbolic or 
other, wherewith the more inward activities can be steadied in the course of development, and 
more particularly in the earlier stages. 

These supports if they are to be utilizable in an effective sense, as instruments of a spiritual 
method, must be formally consistent (hence the objection, voiced by Guénon, against any ar-
bitrary “mingling of forms”); otherwise all kinds of psychological dissonances are likely to arise. 
The modern mind, with its habit of conceiving progress in terms of an indefinite amassing of 
things regarded as beyond question beneficial and not so merely under a given set of conditions, 
finds it especially hard to admit that two elements, each advantageous in its own place, can 
nevertheless be mutually exclusive and capable, when brought into association, of producing 
far more harm than good. Behind this reluctance there lies in fact a serious metaphysical fallacy, 
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due to a radical inability to grasp the true nature of forms which, to be such, must each display 
aspects of inclusion and exclusion, both. 

D. Concerning the Nature of Tradition 

For any human being, his “traditional attachment” can be regarded as a minimum condition 
defining him as human, at least in intention, and this, regardless of the greater or lesser extent 
of that being’s spiritual horizon: in this sense, tradition will appear as the chief compensating 
factor for man’s fall from grace, and as a means for regaining a lost state of equilibrium. In a 
sense, it is untrue to speak of a man’s attachment to tradition; it would be more accurate to say 
that by tradition man is connected with the source of Knowledge and Grace, as by an Ariadne’s 
clue, one that gives him his direction as well as the hope and promise of safety, if he will but use 
the opportunity it offers him. For every man, his tradition will be evocative of certain spiritual 
“values,” besides providing the ritual and formal supports (as explained before) which are the 
carriers and catalysts of celestial influences, at all degrees of receptiveness and participation. The 
tradition will dedicate that man or woman in principle to the Way and it will unlock the door 
to all the possibilities of realization. Likewise it will serve to “regulate” all the more external 
aspects of human activity and it will, under normal conditions, suffuse its characteristic “color” 
or “flavor” over all the elements of daily life. 

For an esoterist the same holds good, with the difference that the whole conception of the 
Way will be raised, as it were, to a higher power, its finality being transposed beyond individual 
and indeed beyond all formal limits. 

E. Digression on Orthodoxy 

Faith has been defined as confident acceptance of a revealed truth, orthodoxy marking a paral-
lel conformity of thought and expression to this same revealed truth. It is not our purpose here 
to attempt a detailed study of this important aspect of traditional participation, the one that 
imparts to spiritual life its formal consistency. There is however one aspect of the subject which 
must find a place here because in practice it often plays its part in the difficulties surround-
ing the early stages of spiritual quest: it is the distinction, not always apparent to everybody, 
between an expression of traditional orthodoxy in the strict sense and a private opinion which 
happens to coincide with the orthodox teaching. From the point of view of its objective con-
tent, such an opinion can be accepted at its face value since, as St. Ambrose pointed out, truth 
by whomsoever expressed is always “of the Holy Ghost.” Subjectively judged, however, the 
correctness of an opinion so held, though creditable to its author and in any case welcome, still 
remains “accidental” and therefore precarious; the traditional guarantees are not in themselves 
replaceable thanks to any purely human initiative, carried out, that is to say, outside that spiri-
tual current whence the doctrine in question itself emanates. 

The same question might also be presented in another way: it might be asked, which is 
preferable, that a man be regularly attached to an orthodox tradition while holding some er-
roneous opinions or that he hold correct views while remaining outside any actual traditional 
framework? To such a question the answer must be, unequivocably, that regular attachment is 
in itself worth more than any individual opinion for the simple reason that thoughts, whether 
sound or mistaken, belong “to the side of man” whereas a traditional doctrine, as deriving from 
a revelation, belongs “to the side of God”—this without mentioning the “means of Grace” 
which accompany the doctrine with a view to its realization and for which there exists no hu-
man counterpart whatsoever. Between the two positions the distance is incommensurable and 
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once this is seen the original question loses all its point. It was necessary to touch on it, however, 
because the pretension to share in the things of tradition “ideally,” that is, without paying the 
price, is one to which many people are addicted from a somewhat clumsy wish to safeguard 
a non-existent freedom—non-existent because still waiting to be gained through knowledge. 

F. Concerning the Structure of a Tradition 

Every complete tradition implies three elements, utilizable by all concerned and at all degrees 
of knowledge though in differing proportions. These elements are: (a) a form of doctrine, ex-
pressed in the appropriate “spiritual dialect” (which, to some extent at least, will exclude other 
dialects), the vehicle of that doctrine being not only the spoken or written word, but also arts, 
manners, and indeed everything great or small forming part of the tradition in question: and 
(b) certain “means of Grace,” whether transmitted from the origins or else revealed at some 
subsequent time, these being the specific supports of the spiritual influences animating that 
tradition: and (c) a traditional law regulating the scope of action, positively and negatively, in 
various ways. 

For an exoterist (a), the doctrine, will largely be a field for faith in its more ordinary sense, 
which represents a relatively passive aspect of knowledge, whereas that same doctrine will, 
for an esoterist, be treated from the point of view of full awareness through “ontological real-
ization,” that is to say from the point of view of knowledge in its active mode. The Christian 
dialect may still continue to apply the word “faith” to the latter case also, but it must then be 
taken in the sense of “seeing is believing” and mountains are able to be moved in virtue of it. 
Similarly, in the case of the sacramental element (b), it will be accepted by the exoterist as a 
mystery which will often amount, for him, to little more than the implanting of a germ, one 
which, however, watered by faith and warmed by the other virtues, is bound to bring forth 
fruit in season. 

An esoterist, for his part, will share in the rites with the conscious intention of actualizing 
their fruits in the fullest degree; his attitude is active by definition—if the latter term can be 
applied to an intention which accepts no limits whatsoever. As for (c), legislative conformity 
whether ritual or moral, this is required of exoterist and esoterist alike so long as any of the 
components of a human individuality still remain unordered and uncentered. The final term 
of this condition of being “under the law” is a converting of one’s human status, which since 
“the Fall,” as variously pictured in the different traditions, has been merely virtual, into an ir-
reversible actuality, by a return to the human norm symbolized by the axis passing through the 
center of all the “worlds” or degrees of existence, that axis being in fact identical with the path 
by which the Intelligible Light descends from its source in order to illuminate the darkness of 
ignorance, thus also indicating the direction of escape along the same road. 

G. Concerning “Solitaries” 

A passing allusion must be made to those rare beings, the afrad of Islamic tradition, known also 
to other traditions, for whom initiation in the supreme knowledge comes, so to speak, directly 
from Heaven, if only to show that the Spirit bloweth where it listeth. These, the spontaneously 
illuminate, owe nothing to any living master, nor have they any reason to be attached to a vis-
ible traditional form, though they might so belong accidentally. The formless Truth is their only 
country and their language is but the Inexpressible. 

Given that their existence does represent a possibility, if a remote one, it is expedient 
to mention it here: all that need be said on the subject, however, is that any suggestion that 
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such and such a person belongs to this rare category could only begin to be considered on the 
strength of quite overwhelming evidence; and even then only those who were themselves en-
dowed with the insight born of profound knowledge would be in a position to hold an opinion 
on the subject, let alone to claim certitude. As for a person who made such a claim on his own 
behalf, this would under all ordinary circumstances amount to an evident disproof of the claim, 
a case of “outer darkness” being mistaken for “solitude” in its higher sense. A genuine state of 
fard (= solitude, whence the derivative afrad), like “spiritual silence,” “voidness” and other 
such terms, corresponding, as it does, to a possibility of non-manifestation, would seem to pre-
clude any definable sign of its possession or any organized expression in action. 

The true solitaries are in fact but “the exception that proves the rule” and their occasional 
appearance in the world, necessary in order to affirm the Divine Playfulness, as the Hindus have 
eloquently called it, does not in any way affect the need for a tradition, as far as the overwhelm-
ing majority of human beings is concerned, a need which is moreover attested, if further evi-
dence is needed, by the fact that most if not all spiritual masters known to have existed in our 
time or in former times have spoken in the name of a tradition and have used its appropriate 
modes of expression when instructing their disciples: whereas it is almost a commonplace for 
self-appointed teachers to repudiate the traditional norms and to encourage a similar attitude 
in others, hoping thus to attract the unwary by playing upon their naïve self-esteem as persons 
who supposedly stand beyond the need of outmoded formal disciplines. This is, moreover, an 
habitual stumbling-block for the Western “intellectual,” as also for his westernized Eastern 
counterpart, being not the least among his accumulated spiritual disabilities. 

H. Concerning the Viability of Forms 

For a tradition to fulfill its purpose in any given case, it must be “viable” in relation to the cir-
cumstances of the person concerned, that is to say it must be sufficiently accessible in time and 
space, as well as assimilable in itself, to render participation “operative.” It would, for instance, 
be useless to try and attach oneself to an extinct form such as the Pythagorean tradition; and 
even with a still extant form such as Taoism, it would be practically impossible to establish 
contact with it, save by rare exception, because of the immense physical and psychic obstacles 
standing in the way of any Occidental who wished to resort to a Taoist master—always sup-
posing that such is still to be found hidden in some remote corner of the Chinese world, which 
today is not easy to prove or disprove. 

By pursuing this line of argument it will be seen that the range of choice is not actually very 
wide and that even within that range a distinction has to be made, in the case of a European, 
between traditions existing in his immediate vicinity, and those which, if assimilation is to be-
come a practical proposition, can only be approached through travel to more distant regions; 
and even if this be possible, the question of maintaining contact subsequently is not without 
pertinence, given the small probability, in any average case, that a high degree of contemplative 
concentration will have been attained soon enough to reduce the formal aspects of the tradition 
to relative unimportance. 

It must not be thought, however, because of the emphasis laid on accessibility, that this 
condition is to be treated as a completely overriding one or applied systematically to all cases 
alike. Though it is reasonable to give preliminary consideration to what seems to be the nearest 
solution, its apparent advantages may, despite all the extra difficulties consequent upon a more 
remote choice, have to yield before some alternative solution, one governed by considerations 
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of natural affinity, for instance, or by some other factor not perceivable at the outset. It is in 
fact always good to bear in mind the oft-heard statement that in the end it is the tradition that 
chooses the man, rather than the reverse. All that human reasoning can do is to prepare the 
way for the final discrimination prior to which he can only preserve an attitude of “prayerful 
expectancy.” 

In the case of an Occidental it is evident, however, that his mental conformation, whether 
he likes it or not, will have been powerfully affected by Christian ways of thinking and acting 
and that the very words he uses are charged with inherited implications bearing a Christian 
tinge: this is as true of those who have cast off (or so they would have it) their traditional yoke 
as of those who still remain attached to some branch of the Christian Church, at least in name. 
Such being the case, it would seem most prudent to consider the possibilities offered by the 
Christian path first of all, provided one does so with a mind unbiased by irrelevancies, whether 
in a positive or negative direction: this last remark applies equally to both parties in the discus-
sion. As to the question of what criteria may be applied when investigating the spiritual pos-
sibilities presently offered by any particular traditional form, this will be reserved for a section 
to follow. 

I. A Few Remarks about Existing Forms 

Besides the two Christian traditional forms—their differences need not be stressed in the pres-
ent instance—which between them cover the European world together with its American 
and other prolongations, there are also certain Eastern traditions, including the Islamic, which 
come within the bounds of practicability for Occidentals, at least in exceptional cases; this is 
especially true of the last-named, which both by reason of a certain kinship with the Christian 
form and still more by reason of its own structure is particularly fitted to meet the needs of 
men in the latter days of the cycle, a fact which is not generally recognized in the West, where 
ignorance on the subject of Islam and consequent prejudice is still rather general. Howbeit, it 
is in the direction of one or two of the Oriental traditions that those souls who, for any reason, 
find themselves out of tune with their dechristianized environment usually turn. Whoever does 
so ought not, however, to underrate the practical difficulties of an Oriental attachment on the 
part of one who intends to continue living a life which, in all other ways, will conform to the 
Occidental pattern. Whereas this is a very real drawback, it is not an altogether insurmountable 
one, though it does mean that rather exceptional qualities are required to overcome it, chief of 
which is a markedly contemplative turn of mind. Prudence demands that these obstacles should 
be faced from the start in a spirit of realism, otherwise a revulsion of feeling may wreck the 
whole enterprise after the first enthusiasm has begun to cool. On the other hand it does not do 
to be too cautious either, where spiritual matters are concerned; a readiness to plunge boldly 
for the prize is also a quality of the spirit. The Way is beset with dangers, and to follow it at all 
is inseparable from certain oft-repeated discomforts, which have to be accepted for what they 
are, as part of the price to be paid by one who would fain walk with the Spirit. It is well to 
recognize that the very existence, for so many, of an apparent problem of choice is in itself an 
abnormal happening, due to the chaotic circumstances of the times. The alternative to solving 
it effectively is a relapse into indifference, a virtual atheism. 
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J. Of Attraction and Aversion 

Wherever a person spiritually intent and not already in a tradition evinces a disproportionately 
violent aversion for a particular form (whatever arguments may be advanced in justification of 
the dislike) this feeling can be ascribed, roughly speaking, to one of two possible causes: the 
aversion may be due to the presence, in that person’s psychic make-up, of elements which do 
not harmonize with some of the formal elements of the tradition in question and in that case 
the feeling of repulsion, though never insurmountable in itself, must be regarded as a negative 
sign affecting the choice of a form in a manner worth heeding: or else the aversion may be due 
to an inverted attraction for a form that really, in essentials, agrees with that person’s psychic 
constitution, the apparent hostility then being due either to purely accidental causes such as 
inherited historical or racial oppositions or else to some deep-seated desire to remain in the 
profane world which, by covert means, is trying to hinder a positive decision of any kind. The 
passionate symptoms, in the first case, can be counted as of relatively small importance, froth 
upon the surface of an otherwise genuine aspiration; but in the second case passion betrays 
diabolical instigation and means must be found to allay it before judgment on the main issue 
becomes even possible. Discernment in these matters is never easy for either party to the con-
versation and the most one can say on the subject, in the early stages at least, is that attraction 
and aversion are twins, born of one mother, and that the intellect, by referring them both back 
to their common principle, should be able to effect an eventual discrimination between them. 
To hate a thing one may actually be very near that thing oneself, though this is not necessarily 
the case (two causes being possible as mentioned above); that is why one must not be too ready 
to take expressions of dislike at their face value, where spiritual problems are concerned, but 
must rather do all one can to restore a state of dispassion, after which difficulties of the kind 
described are likely to clear up of their own accord. 

K. Concerning Criteria 

Among factors allowing one to distinguish between form and form there will assuredly be some 
partaking of a subjective character, such as for example the way in which the art belonging to 
a certain tradition may have been instrumental in giving impulse to one’s own spiritual yearn-
ings, while others again will have a more objective bearing, such as the degree of corruption 
by which one or other form is presently affected, and still more the nature of that corruption, 
as well as the type of collective psychism prevailing in each of the traditional forms under 
consideration—a most important element in any attempted judgment. Nevertheless these fac-
tors, though they cannot but affect the question, must still count as accessory, if only for the 
reason that none of them is such as to outweigh all others by its presence or absence alone. The 
essential criterion still remains to be applied, and till this has happened some degree of doubt 
will adhere to any choice one may have in mind. 

The essential question to be asked is whether the traditional form one is thinking about 
does or does not, under present circumstances, actually provide the means for taking a man 
all the way in the spiritual life or not? In other words, are the formal limits such as to leave an 
open window looking towards the formless Truth, thus allowing room for the possibility of its 
immediate or ultimate realization? If the answer is in the affirmative then that form, however 
degenerate it may have become, must still be admitted to be adequate as regards the essential, 
which is all that, rigorously speaking, matters; if on the other hand that form, however pure it 
may have remained as regards its more peripheric aspects, does in fact fail to pass the essential 
test, then there is nothing further to be said in its favor. 
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When applying this criterion, moreover, important corroborative evidence can be drawn, 
in support of a positive decision, from the knowledge that some people at least, however few 
in number, have succeeded at this time, while attached to such and such a form and using the 
means of grace it provides, in cultivating their spiritual possibilities to the full in the face of 
whatever local difficulties have been created for them by the traditional environment in ques-
tion. All the great traditions are necessarily affected at the human and historical level by corrup-
tion in larger or lesser measure and even those sanctuaries that hitherto had been most immune, 
even Tibet, are now feeling the pressure of the modern profanity, over and above all the harm 
suffered as a result of petrifaction or dilution, which are the two types of natural corruption in 
a form. In such a changing situation there are many temporary distinctions to be made: some-
times evils which seem most blatant may turn out to have been relatively superficial while 
others, though less noticeable, may go nearer the essence and it is this last factor that will tell 
us, ultimately, whether the disease has reached the mortal stage or not. 

One thing however is certain in all this, namely that at the level of forms anything like a 
watertight determination does not exist: for though under the most favorable conditions a given 
form may be conveniently described as perfect this can only be taken in a relative and there-
fore transient sense, since the very phrase “perfect form,” strictly speaking, is a contradiction 
in terms. In adhering to the support of a form, therefore, one must never ask to be relieved of 
every cause of dissatisfaction of body or mind, for that is impossible at the level of the world 
even under the most favorable circumstances: in those ages which, to us, seem to have come 
closest to the ideal, the saints of the time were denouncing errors and vices and calling on men 
to abjure and repent—which does not mean we are wrong in our view of those ages, on the 
strength of the positive evidence. What it does mean is that every world is by definition a place 
of contrasts and this will always necessitate an accepting of the rough with the smooth, even 
when leading the religious life at its best. As a Sufi master once said to the writer: “There is 
always something unpleasing about any spiritual way.” 

Actually, the kind of impediment that takes the form of saying, “I would so gladly adhere to 
such and such a religion which attracts me, if only just this one feature in it could be different,” 
is a very common one, especially among persons of apparent goodwill who are second to none 
in decrying the modern world and its materialism but who, when it comes to their taking any 
positive step, will invariably find yet another gnat to strain at. Repeated experience has shown 
that this is one of the most difficult obstacles to surmount from the very fact that the hard core 
of resistance to the call lies concealed behind such an evident show of theoretical understanding 
coupled with sympathy for sacred things. To such the answer can only be that revealed religion, 
like everything else in manifestation, will have its crosses as well as its consolations: to ap-
proach the Way with a mind full of inflated expectations of a pleasurable kind, or else with one 
charged with puritanical gloom, is quite unrealistic. What one needs is to keep a firm hold on 
essentials, on metaphysical truth, and, for the rest, to view the doings in the world with some 
sense of proportion though never without discernment, while getting on with the task in hand. 

Defects apparent in a form, the inevitable abuses, the relativity of the formal order itself, 
negative factors though these be from one point of view, have at least one positive compensa-
tion inasmuch as by their presence they proclaim the fact that a form, however hallowed, is not 
God and therefore also the fact of their own ultimate non-entity in the face of His transcen-
dence. It is not the image nor even the mirror that counts, but the Light which reflector and 
reflection alike veil and reveal. 
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L. Further Notes on Discrimination 

Both the facts and causes of worldwide corruption not being contestable by anyone who rejects 
the profane view of things, there is but little profit in dwelling on this subject except for oc-
casional and chiefly practical reasons, otherwise one might soon be reduced to despair. When 
however a cause does arise for so doing, the need for a nicely balanced discernment will be 
relatively greater or less according to the nature of one’s own natural vocation or, as the Hindus 
would put it, of one’s “caste.” 

For the man of action, since his focus of attention is external by definition, a more or less du-
alistic outlook, spelling inherent oppositions, is normal; though an attitude of non-attachment 
to the fruits of action can also lead him beyond the point where those oppositions have power 
to bind him. Again, for the bhakta, the man of devotional temperament, his whole spiritual 
field will properly be suffused with an emotional tinge (which does not mean “sentimental” in 
the sense of inhibiting intellectuality in the way that applies to certain forms of “mysticism” 
but not to true bhakti). In the first of these two human types judgment concerning forms other 
than one’s own may be biased by loyalties, just as in the second case it may be blurred by a lov-
ing fervor that has no use for discernment; but in either case an occasional exaggeration on the 
lines described is of relatively small importance, because the feeling which prompts it, though 
not exactly desirable, goes with a temperament into the composition of which feeling largely 
enters as an integrating factor. 

Not so, however, with the jnani, the man whose vocation is predominantly “intellectual” 
and for whom, consequently, the intellectual virtues of dispassion and discrimination are essen-
tial, and not accessory, constituents of his spirituality. For that man, a just appraisal of “foreign” 
forms will have positive importance and the reverse also applies inasmuch as criticism that goes 
beyond its brief, as a result of a passionate intrusion, is liable to have subtle repercussions which, 
unless neutralized, may seriously affect that person’s chances of rendering all forms (including 
his own) transparent and thus acceding to the formless Knowledge. That is why, if such a thing 
should occur with an inquirer of markedly jnanic type, the person consulted should, even at 
the risk of incurring a certain suspicion of favoring a particular form, do his best to discourage 
criticisms which, though partly justified, exceed the limits of accurately balanced discernment, 
based as this must be on traditional and not on arbitrary criteria. Over this matter of criticism 
none has been more severe than Guénon, and if he was ready to accept certain forms as being 
still orthodox, despite admitted corruptions, it would certainly be wrong to attribute this fact 
to leniency on his part, or to think of outdoing him in rigor. 

Mention has been made occasionally by Coomaraswamy and others of certain Occidentals 
living in fairly recent times, of whom the poet-painter Blake provides an oft-quoted example, 
who in their works displayed a power of metaphysical insight that seems, when viewed against 
the background of their time, to be explainable in terms of a hidden traditional connection or 
even, as some have maintained, of a quasi-prophetic gift. It would be difficult for a stranger to 
this field of study to offer an opinion upon the spiritual qualification, or otherwise, of these 
rather enigmatical figures, of whom a number made their appearance here and there during the 
centuries following the rupture of the Middle Ages. However, even where someone has special 
reason for devoting attention to this problem, it is yet well to remember that for purposes of 
spiritual precedent there is little to be gained by searching among the anomalies of that twilight 
period in the West, when the traditional doctrine at its most rigorous and spirituality at its most 
normal are so much more plainly observable at other times and places. Whatever the intellec-
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tual antecedents of these exceptional exponents may be, one has no right to refer to them as 
“traditional authorities”; the fact that they showed that wisdom was still able to manifest itself 
sporadically in an age when the forces of materialism and rationalism seemed to be carrying all 
before them is already much to their credit and one must not try and add to this in the absence 
of conclusive evidence. 

What does however emerge from the foregoing discussion is that there is a distinction to 
be made between a man of greater or lesser “metaphysical genius” and the normally quali-
fied spokesman of a traditional teaching—though the two things may, of course, coincide in 
one person, as in the case of Sri Shankaracharya, for instance. The principle of discrimination 
between the two states just mentioned is this: in the metaphysical genius his human mind 
will play an essential part, hence the often amazing powers of doctrinal expression displayed; 
whereas in the traditional teacher, whose mental powers will not necessarily be much above 
average, the intellect may manifest its presence more or less unsupplemented by special tal-
ent—the latter “incarnates” rather than “thinks out” the truths he communicates. It can also 
be said that the first-named in fact exemplifies the highest possible use of human reason, or in 
other words the use of reason placed at the service of intellect, while the second primarily ex-
emplifies an effacement of the human individuality (reason included) before the spiritual order 
and before the tradition that conveys its influence in the world. 

Above all, it must be recognized that true metaphysical insight, in any degree, is only pos-
sible for one whose mind remains “open” to the things above, otherwise its activities must 
needs degenerate into philosophizing, whether speciously brilliant or merely dull. It is by apply-
ing this criterion that one is able to distinguish without fail between the mind of a Coomaras-
wamy or a Guénon and that of a ratiocinative or manipulative virtuoso of the kind that occurs 
so commonly today and astonishes by its feats in various departments of the scientific field. The 
former, thanks to its intellectual non-limitation, is able to reach and therefore to communicate 
truths of the principial order; whereas the latter can reach no further than the general which, 
when cut off from the universal, can be a most fruitful source of errors. 

It is on the basis of these distinctions that any eventual judgment must rest. 

M. On Finding the Guru 

The question of how a man is to find his spiritual way in the midst of this labyrinth of a modern 
world is often accompanied by another, closely bound up with the first, which takes the form 
of asking where, if anywhere, a spiritual master or guru is to be found; in any case this second 
question is always more or less implicit in the first one, unless one is dealing with a person 
whose horizon does not for the time being extend further than the individual realm and for 
whom a religious attachment, in its more external sense, will provide all that is needed to regu-
late his life and quicken his fervor. It should be added that whereas access to tradition is every 
man’s right as well as his duty, the same does not apply to the initiatic path, which is selective 
by its own nature so that access to a master, even if his whereabouts be known, will always 
imply some degree of qualification in a would-be disciple before he is accepted. It is moreover 
evident that spiritual masters are not common anywhere today and that those who do exist are 
mostly to be found in the East, though obviously this is not a necessary condition. Nor is search 
for a master made any easier by the existence, in all directions, of bogus masters, usually persons 
of abnormal psychic development who, unlike the true kind, lose no opportunity of advertising 
their presence in an endeavor to attract disciples to their side. 
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In a normal civilization the urge to find a guru would arise naturally in a mind already 
conditioned by a whole tradition and likewise the channel of approach to the guru would pass 
through that same tradition. Passage would, in any typical case, be from peripheric aspects, 
gradually, towards the center, as represented by that innermost knowledge which it is the ob-
ject of an initiatic teaching to awaken. But under the extremely anomalous conditions of our 
time the need for the most inward things will often strike on the consciousness of a person 
situated outside any tradition, as a result of reading or from some other accidental cause. In that 
case an aspiration already pointing, at least in principle, towards the center has, as it were, to be 
“underpinned” by means of a traditional attachment of appropriate form, and the acceptance 
of things pertaining to the more peripheric orders would, in that case, have to be aroused a 
posteriori for the sake of the higher prize and not just as a matter of course or simply as forming 
part of the spiritual nationality into which one has been born and the language of which one 
both speaks and listens to continually. To follow an unusual process is perfectly reasonable in 
the circumstances. 

From the above it follows that once having found his master, a hitherto unattached aspirant 
would adhere to that master’s traditional form, and not to another, for obvious reasons. This 
would apply both in the case of someone who found his guru close at hand or who was com-
pelled to travel far afield for this purpose, for example to some Asiatic country. It is perhaps 
well to point out, however, that there have been exceptions to this rule, especially in India 
where the number of Hindus resorting to Muslim masters or vice versa has been quite consider-
able. Where an ability to contemplate the metaphysical principle underlying all formal variety 
is common, the latter element largely ceases to oppose a barrier. But even nearer home there 
have been exceptional cases of this kind so that it would be a mistake to exclude this possibility 
altogether, even while recognizing that it answers to very special conditions, personal or other, 
in the absence of which the argument of normality and convenience holds good. 

There is one case, however, that still remains to be considered, namely the case of one who, 
though already seeking a spiritual teacher, has not been able to find one up to the moment of 
speaking. Is that person to remain idle hoping that something will turn up or can he be doing 
something already which will favor the purpose in view? Here the lesson offered by the Par-
able of the Talents applies: to sit back blaming one’s bad luck because others have found their 
teachers or been born in the right country or the right century while one has been able to get 
no farther oneself than mere aspiration is an unworthy attitude and the passivity it expresses is 
in itself a sign of disqualification. The initiatic path is active by definition and therefore an active 
attitude, in the face of difficulties that might even outlast a lifetime, is the proper prelude to 
entering that path—herein is to be seen the difference between hope, in the theological sense, 
and mere desire. The true seeker does not only wait for Grace to descend upon him but he 
also goes out to meet it, he knocks continually at the door, while at the same time he accepts 
delays not of his own making in a spirit of submissiveness towards the Divine Will, whether 
this shows itself in bestowing or withholding. 

It is in this situation that a man’s traditional connections will count more than ever: for then 
he can reason to himself thus and say: “Though at present the mysterious gate appears closed, 
I can at least use the resources of the existing exoterism, not in a perfunctory way nor for the 
sake of a minimum of conformity, but generously, by pushing out as far as its very farthest fron-
tier, to the point where the realm of my hope begins. Let me then take advantage of every rite 
and every traditional rule, and at the same time let me do all I can to fit myself for the recep-
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tion of the initiatic grace, if ever it comes, both by study of Scriptures and of the more rigorous 
commentaries (‘browsing’ is to be avoided, even among traditional things) and also by the daily 
practice of the virtues and above all by assiduous attention to the smallest details—and who 
shall say what is small and what great under such circumstances?” An attitude of this kind (the 
writer had an actual example in mind) is well calculated, if one may so express it, “to attract 
the grace of the guru” when the moment is ripe for such a thing: besides which, twin terms 
like “exoteric” and “esoteric,” convenient though they may be, are meaningless apart from one 
another, and likewise the supposed line of demarcation between their respective realms is but 
a point of reference, so that one who has realized the full possibilities of the one realm will, as 
it were, already have got one foot across the barrier into the other; also that barrier will grow 
more tenuous and transparent in proportion as the heart of the aspirant, pursuing this form 
of self-discipline, unhardens itself until one day (God willing) the barrier will simply cease to 
be—and on that day the Guru also surely will appear. 

* * * 

A friend to whom the above notes were shown made this comment: 

. . . after all, persons who approach us supposedly do so because they have under-
stood the doctrine expressed in the books (of Guénon and Schuon); that is to say, 
essentially, they have understood pure metaphysic, which is supra-dogmatic and 
universal, and likewise the validity of orthodox traditional forms which, for their 
part, vehicle that metaphysic while adding to it secondary perspectives and spiri-
tual means of varying importance. Even if one does not feel a particularly marked 
affinity for such and such a religious form, one must know that it is valid, and this 
by reason of its own criteria, intrinsic on the one hand and extrinsic on the other; 
the intrinsic criteria derive in fact from metaphysic, while the extrinsic criteria are 
of the phenomenal order: for example, there are all kinds of historical, psychologi-
cal, and other criteria of this kind which prove in their own way that Islam cannot 
but be an orthodox tradition and the same would apply in all comparable cases. 

. . . Prejudices cannot stand in the face of those ideas which are supposed to 
be at the very basis of the search; at most there may be question of a “climatic” 
preference, such as is legitimate wherever choice is possible, and on condition that 
the elements governing choice are sufficiently known . . . if such difficulties were 
to arise in the mind even of a comparatively informed inquirer, in dealing with 
him there would be no reason to embarrass oneself with too much psychology; it 
is enough that the inquirer should be “recalled to order” by referring him to the 
Doctrine. 
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