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THE LAW OF KARMA: by H. Travers, m. .

NE of the chief Theosophical teachings is that of the
law of Karma, the law in accordance with which every
man reaps that which he has sown. Every experience
which we meet is a consequence of causes which we

, SN ourselves set in motion at some time in the past; and
our present acts and thoughts will give rise to other consequences in
the future. This law thus secures perfect equity of fortune for every
man, and no circumstance is cither casual or arbitrarily inflicted. The
doctrine, however, cannot be understood without a knowledge of Re-
incarnation; for the period of a single life on earth does not comprise
cnough time to manifest all the workings of Karma. It is obvious
that many of the experiences we are now meeting were not caused by
anything we did in this life; and in such cases the causes were set
in motion in a previous life or lives.

b

In the expression, “law of Karma,” the word “law ” is used to
denote a rule of nature; in the same sense, in fact, as that in which
the word is used in science. Thus the law of Karma is as much a
natural fact as the law of gravitation. 'The existence of this law
is demonstrated to our mind by means of study and observation.
But our neglect of the fact of Reincarnation has naturally blinded
our eyes. '

It will be observed that this law 1s quite similar to certain scien-
tific generalizations such as the “ conservation of energy,” but that
it 1s on a far larger scale than these scientific generalizations. Sci-
ence, with its love of truth and method, its readiness to generalize
and bring things under a uniform rule, should welcome the doctrine
of Karma. And it has already made considerable steps in that direc-
tion; for it is owing to science that we nowadays recognize the causes
of so many things that once were attributed to the “ will of God”
or to mere “ fate.” We know now that epidemics are due to care-
lessness and dirt, and that no God will save us from the natural con-
sequences of our own negligence in such concerns. May it not be the
same with many other of our experiences — perhaps even all our
experiences? Theosophy answers: Yes.

In some cases the workings of Karma can readily be traced;
for instance, when a decrepit old age succeeds an intemperate youth.
In that case we can trace the connexion between cause and effect, link
by link. Likewise, if a man incurs enmity by his own ill-nature, we
can trace the injuries he incurs at the hands of other people to the
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injurious character of his own past actions. And many other such
cases can be easily imagined. But in other cases the connexion be-
tween cause and effect is not so apparent. Yet all that is needed, in
order that we may trace out the connexion, even in these cases, is more
study and more knowledge.

Accidents are not always easy to trace to their cause; yet we
may go a little way in the direction of a solution without much trouble.
We are normally protected from accidents by the alert instinctive
senses of our organism; but sometimes we get up in the morning
with our nerves so out of tune that these instincts do not play their
due part, and we consequently cut ourselves with our razor, take the
skin off our knuckles against the door, and bring various other parts
of our anatomy into conflicting juxtaposition with sundry portions
of inert matter. The matter might even go to the length of throwing
us under a street-car; and in these cases we have traced accident
to carelessness, or rather to a certain disordered condition set up in
ourself by our own negligence. This may supply a hint as to the
workings of Karma. May it not be that the seeds which generate
events are lurking somewhere in our own being, ready to sprout into
manifestation when occasion offers suitable conditions?

A new-born child is like a seed, fraught with latent germs that
will unfold into character, and these seeds are the fruitage of prior
experience. But it is not only character that is thus carried over from
life to life, but also destiny. This much an astrologer might willingly
admit, claiming, as he does, to be able to read in the planetary con-
figurations at birth, not the character alone but the destiny as well.
But it is evident that, when we begin talking about such a thing as
the seed of an event, we are entering a domain where our knowledge
is defined mostly by its gaps. Nevertheless this is not superstition or
guess-work, but something that can be known and worked out.

If any critic should say that the Theosophical explanation is
speculative, we might at least answer that so are all other explana-
tions, and that Theosophy, with its law of Karma, is but offering
an explanation where none other exists to dispute the field. But we
do not have to stop short at mere speculation.

Let us take some simple case and examine the ordinary theories
about it. Supposing a man has a railroad accident; how would cur-
rent theories set about cxplaining that? We might imagine a few
devout people satisfving themselves with the reflection that such was
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the will of Deity, and seeking no further. We might imagine a very
large number of people simply accepting the fact without the slight-
est attempt at explanation. And we might imagine that a scientist
or philosopher, if questioned, would put us off with the remark that
the occurrence was ““ purely fortuitous.” In the last case we have
gotten a fine phrase indeed but nothing more. So the situation can be
summed up by saying that ordinary knowledge provides us with no
explanation whatever, leaving the field open to anyone who may
have an explanation to offer.

And here it must be admitted that even many Theosophists leave
us nearly as badly off as before when they tell us that the accident
was “our Karma ”— an explanation which will strike many as being
merely a substitution of the word “ Karma” for the word * God.”
One would like to go a little deeper than this if possible. But first
let us pause to consider some other things which we do not know.
Take that familiar illustration of “chance,” the tossing of a coin.
What is the cause that determines whether it shall fall heads or tails?
Or, if you choose, take the cards and tell me what determines the
order of their dealing. It cannot be that here we have effects without
causes; and yet, if these arc effects, and if all effects have causes, .
these effects must have causes. Then what are those causes? This
1s the field we have to explore.

Perhaps the ancient art of divination, in its numerous forms,
some of them now being revived, might help us a little. Those who
tell fortunes by the fall of the cards, or by marks made “ casually
in the sand, or the grounds in a teacup, or the movements of birds,
must evidenily think that these apparently casual happenings are in
some way connected with future events. Perhaps there have been
ancient magicians who did not merely think this but knrew it.

So-called casual events, then, such as those consulted in the vari-
ous kinds of divination and in observing and interpreting omens, are
mysteriously connected with other events; and by interpreting the
one, we may be able to forecast the other. This conclusion may
be arrived at either inductively by actual observation and experience,
or deductively — by applying certain known principles. The first is a
question of experience, the second a question of philosophy or science.

The conclusion that all events are interwoven with each other
seems inevitable to a scientific mind, and the contrary conclusion is
rejected as something offensive to our ideas of the orderliness of the
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universe. ‘The fact that we do not happen to discern the connexion
between one set of events and another should not militate against the
above foregone conclusion. TFor one thing, such ignorance is only
to be expected; for, unless our knowledge is complete, there must be
gaps in it. And here are some of the gaps; but the prospect of filling
them up is by no means hopeless; indeed it is certain that we can
fill some of them up, and there is no ground for setting any limit to
the extent of possible knowledge in that direction. It is useful to
point out how far we have already advanced in the casual interpre-
tation of events through our later discoveries in science. Science has
connected together a vast mass of phenomena, dependent on each
other through the working of sundry laws of nature that have been
studied. Such events, at one time called fortuitous, for want of a
better explanation, are now assigned to their proper causcs. In other
cases, where we know that there is a causal relation, but cannot per-
ceive its mechanism, we postulate some “ medium,” such as the * eth-
er,” to supply this place. The appecarance of disturbances in the
luminous atmosphere of the sun is found to coincide with magnetic
stormis on this earth; and to explain this we devise a theory of the
ether, electrons, and what not. Astrologers are fond of pointing
out that it 1s but a step further to suppose a connexion between the
movements of the planets and the happenings on earth; that mag-
netic storms are probably but a particular effect of an alteration in
some subtler atmosphere of the earth, which alteration likewise af-
fects men’s minds, thus causing waves of emotion and states of mind
in the human family.

To connect with each other events that seem widely dissimilar in
character and unrelated, we need a whole universe of new mediums
like the ether, unseen beings, unknown forces, and so forth; and
if we had this completer knowledge of the contents of the universe,
it might be quite easy to trace the connexion between, say, a malicious
thought and a broken leg, or to find out just what change in a man’s
internal economy is necessary in order to make him lose all his money
or go down in a sea-disaster.

Another intercsting question is, What is the form in which the
seeds of destiny are brought over from a past incarnation, attach
themselves to the growing child, and afterwards unfold into charac-
ter and events? DBut this is clearly a large and complex question and
one that we can hardly expect to answer except on the basis of a
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greatly improved knowledge of nature’s laws. It would be possible
here to throw out many suggestive hints, the fruit of long reflection
and study, but there is more than one reason for refraining. For one
thing, space lacks for giving the information which a student ordin-
arily gleans for himself from a study of Theosophical books and re-
flecting thereon. For another thing, a logical pursuance of the trains
of thought suggested would lead one to the discussion of invisible
beings, such as Iflementaries and Nature-Spirits, higher forms of
matter, latent powers in man, and various other things which have to
be dealt with in a gnarded manner, This of course explains why
H. P. Blavatsky leaves so many chains of thought uncompleted and
confines herself so often to suggestive hints and partial information.
Hers was the delicate task of saying cnough to show people the reali-
ty of the supreme Science, and yet not saying cnough to disclose
things better not known to the world at large. However, cnough has
probably been said to show that this doctrine of Karma is not mere
speculation, nor matter for unquestioning belief, but a thing that can
be studicd and understood; and that there 15 a profound scientific
background to it.

The ethical value of the doctrine of Karma is of course strongly
emphasized by Theosophical writers on the subject. To understand
that our destinies are regulated by unerring law, as merciful as it is
just, and not left to capricious fate or arbitrary will, is to become
recconciled to our destiny. It is satisfying to realize that there is an
unerring law that deals to cach man his exact meed of weal or woc.
And a new hope and purpose is given to life when we understand
that, by our present sowing, we arc making our future harvest, and
that not the smallest effort can fail of fruitage.

But 1t may be useful to say a few words about a certain too narrow
and commercial view of Karma that is sometimes taken. It is only
a mind lacking in mmagination and cxpansiveness that can depict to
itself a kind of Recording Angel (only with a Sanskrit name this
time) sitting up aloft, or possibly somewhere inside, with a ledger
wherein are entered the debit and credit accounts of the highly impor-
tant Mr. Me, and doling out from time to time, with apparent arbi-
trariness, drafts of good luck or bad in accordance with the state of
the balance on the books. Such an idea amounts to little more than
exchanging the arbitrary providence for a scrupulously honest fin-
ancial providence with a love of fair-play but devoid of all emotion.
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Whatever truth there may be in such a view, whatever watchful in-
telligences may be concerned in the carrying out of universal law, it
is possible to overdo this aspect of the matter and to belittle and com-
mercialize the idea of Karma. After all, our distinctions between
good and bad luck are very artificial; they are regulated by our
tastes and our wants and our preferences, and such distinctions cannot
be of much account in the eternal scheme of things. T'he welfare of the
Soul surely counts for more than the nature of the cxternal circum-
stances, and we know that a character may be starved amid abundance
and may grow in grace amid adversity — or perchance the other way
round. So it is not well, in speaking of Karma, to lay too much stress
on the difference between weal and woe, or good and bad Karma.
If there is an important difference it lies in the nature of the Karma
as regards the welfare of the Soul, good Karma being that which
assists progress, and bad Karma that which tends to destroy the
Soul-life in a man.

The pattern of an individual life must be very complex, when we
consider the elements that enter into it. An immortal Soul has enter-
ed upon a period of earth-life, bringing with it a store of seeds or
mental deposits, that will afterwards unfold as character and destiny,
or perhaps be carried on to a still later period of earth-life. The
nature of the Soul’s Karma has determined the kind of heredity it
will choose or be attracted towards, and the kind of entourage it will
be born into. But, as it is not within the bounds of probability that
the Soul will find conditions exactly suited in every detail to its re-
quirements — or, in other words, will secure a perfect fit — there
must be a certain amount of ill-adjustment, a certain amount of unde-
served experiences, both good and ill.  So the Karma of the Soul, the
characters of the parents and ancestry, the country, surroundings,
and other circumstances, are all woven together in the formation of a
complex pattern. If we look into our own motives we find that they
too are complex, varying, and inconstant, likely to lead us along a
crooked path, somewhat like that of a cow being driven to market
and stopping by the wayside to investigate the pleasures and pur-
suits offered by the pasturage on the borders. But the real purpose
of the life is known to the liver of the life — that is, to the Soul; and
we shall understand that purpose better the more closely we can iden-
tify ourself with that Soul, or, in other words, realize our true Self.

Besides individual Karma, there are of course various kinds of
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collective Karma, for example national Karma and racial Karma.
Nations as a whole, and races as a whole, can commit actions and thus
set in motion the laws of Karma; and consequently they can ex-
perience the natural results thereof. Of this we have, in the present
Furopean troubles, a striking instance. Individual men and women
are involved in the Karma of their nations and in that of the whole
race, If anyone should be disposed for a moment to reflect on the
equity of this circumstance, let him remember that we must either
cast our lot with our fellows for good and for ill, or else make the
fruitless attempt to live in isolation from all socicty. On the small scale
we all accept such conditions, by the voluntary associations which we
form with each other, accepting, over and ahove our individual deserts,
such fortune as may befall the body to which we belong. Collective
Karma will of course move on a slower and heavier scale. It may be
easier, too, to trace its workings, for humanity as a whole never dies
and so there is no gap of death to be bridged in this case. It is mnter-
esting to trace out the causes of the present trouble in the mistakes
of the past. And among other things is impressed on us the im-
portant lesson that those who merely sin by omission become involved
in the retribution.

It 1s sometimes considered difficult to reconcile the idea of Karma
with that of free will, but the difficulty is due to confusion of thought.
People may argue that causes and effects will go on generating one
another in an endless chain, leaving the individual no chance of es-
cape. Yet experience shows that people do escape from such chains
of circumstance. The fact that one debauch generates the desire for
another does not mean that we cannot escape from the habit. There
are fortunately always means for escaping from habits. Just as a
man who is caught in a vortex may lift himself out of it, so that its
whirlings no longer affect him, so may a man raise himself out of
these Karmic entanglements. The principle is that he should plant
his fect on higher and firmer ground. We have the power of resist-
ing impulses, thereby tending to exhaust the effect of Karma and re-
fraining from generating more of the same kind. A free will is,
for all practical purposes, a will that is free to choose a higher law
in place of a lower; and to that extent at least the human will is free.
Any further discussion of the question of free will is apt to carry the
philosopher so far ahead of present experience and needs that he
loses himself in the mists of abstract thought.
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Our thoughts and emotions are creative powers that tend to pro-
duce acts and physical results; so that our future destinics are in
our own hands. It is onc of the ironies of life that our desires often
produce their fruits at a time when we have abandoned those desires
and are desiring something elsc; which accounts for many misfits
and much discontent.

It should be remembered that we have to face the facts of life,
whatever our religion or philosophy may be; so that, whether we
believe in Karma or not, we shall incur good and evil fortune and be
obliged to live out our life in the body which we have and with the
various other endowments and circumstances that are ours. But if
the teaching as to Karma helps us to understand lite better and to con-
front our destiny with more confidence and success, then we should
do well to study those teachings. For instance, supposc you are
born with a weak and nervous constitution, which has hampered
you all through life and is likely to continue doing so; it is no use
repining; you can only make the best of the facts. But it helps vou
greatly to know how and why you have that particular kind of a
constitution and how to avoid gencrating any more Karma of the
same sort. A study of your character convinces you that you abused
the laws of health at some time in the past, that your will was weak
and vour proclivities strong; and you see that your present weak
physique has given you the opportunity of learning patience, scli-
control, and sobriety.

Karma explains many things which seem hopeless puzzles without
it. What could seem more iniquitous than the fate of a drug fiend
who has acquired the habit through using narcotics to deaden pain,
and whose fearful fate seems all out of proportion to any guilt he may
have mncurred? Ilow are we to explain why one man has such a fate
and another not? And bear in mind that the facts are so, whether
explained or not. The sufferings are the Karma of past acts, and the
difficulty of seeing this is due to the fact that the consequence is so
far removed from the cause. But, looking at the question from
another side, we see that men are committing acts which do not
produce any consequences at present, and that they die without ever
reaping the consequences of those acts. Put the two cases together
and they explain each other. The man has gradually acquired a
powerful tendency to self-indulgence, and this is its culmination; in
the drug habit we see self-indulgence carried to its bitter end, and all
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its folly revealed. But the Karma of self-indulgence, a fault of long
standing, acquired in past lives, was suspended for a part of the man’s
life; why was this? Because other kinds of Karma were operating,
or because the cyclic moment for the incidence of the self-indulgence
Karma had not arrived. Tor all things work in cycles; there are
definite periods between the sowing of seeds and their fruitage, and
causes are separated from their effects by various intervals, just as a
ball thrown up will return sooncr or later according to the force
with which it was thrown.

In considering Karma we must try and free our minds from the
fashion of regarding ourselves as victims of fate or recipients of
chastisement and favor. We should rather take the position of re-
sponsible beings engaged in the working out of practical problems in
experience. A man who really repents of a wrong he has done to
another, is not only willing but glad to suffer himself, in the hope of
expiating the wrong. A conscientious man is willing and cager to
pay off debts and settle old scores. And so with the Soul in its
wisdom, even though the deluded mind may not understand. A strong
resolve to live aright will very likely bring down some old unsettled
scores for the man to scttle; and thus may be explained the unexpect-
ed obstacles that confront one who has made such a resolve. But if we
invoke the law of justice, we must be willing to abide by its decrees.

The Karma of past acts cannot be avoided, but it can be allowed
to exhaust itself in such a way that no fresh Karma of that kind is
generated. It is the thoughts that start the evil; the body merely
repeats the impressions that have been made upon it by the mind. If
the thoughts are guarded and purified, the ill-consequences will grad-
ually expend themselves. Meanwhile the seeds of better conditions
for the future can be sown.

It is a matter of observation that old people, or people soon to
die, continue to take an interest in life and to start new enterprises;
which would be folly if their actions came to an end at death. The
truth is that their actions are inspired by a knowledge greater than
that of the present life; for the knowledge of Karma and Reincar-
nation is intuitive.

The subject of Karma is practically inexhaustible, and any cur-
sory treatment of it must necessarily be discursive; but a few hints,
though fragmentary, will serve to start many lines of thought in the
intelligent reader; in which case the purpose of these notes is fulfilled.





















































































































