
THE CHURCH OF SCIENTOLOGY: 
AN ESOTERIC MOVEMENT? 
Note: This entry does not present a detailed account of either the history or the beliefs and practices of Scientology; that has been done, with varying degrees of
objectivity and subjectivity, by a large number of scholars, journalists, former members and the Church itself, over the years. 1 This entry is also not suggesting that
the Church of Scientology is in any way an occult religion. What it is doing is drawing a number of comparisons and indicating a number of resemblances between
some aspects of Scientology and some of the other religious movements in this book: a short exercise in comparative religion. 
A collection of twenty-two academic essays about Scientology published in 2009 includes one by Andreas Grünschloß entitled ‘Scientology: A “New Age” Religion?’ 2

This mentions that founder L. Ron Hubbard (1911–86) himself wrote a short article entitled ‘Scientology: The Philosophy of a New Age’. 3 In this Hubbard says ‘We are
the heralds of a New Age’ and ‘We are the prime movers in this, the new age.’ In his 1955 poem ‘Hymn of Asia’ Hubbard also referred to himself as the ‘Metteyya’ or
Maitreya (see p. 38 and p. 41–3). 4 

This is, of course, not the same as saying that Scientology is a New Age movement in the sense of Part One of this book. It is easy to see that it is not a Neo-
Pagan movement (Part Three). However, it may be instructive to consider very briefly the Church of Scientology in the context of some aspects of both New Age
movements (Part One) and Hermetic movements (Part Two). 

An essay by sociologist Bryan R. Wilson, in a book published by the Church of Scientology, discusses the ‘exoteric and esoteric elements of Scientology’: ‘The
restricted corpus of esoteric literature, which is made available only to advanced students of Scientology, presents both a fuller account of the metaphysics of the
religion and more advanced techniques of auditing.’ 5 Roy Wallis, who made one of the first major scholarly studies of Scientology, wrote: 

The theory itself became differentiated into what we may refer to as an esoteric and an exoteric ideology. The exoteric ideology is presented in most of the
movement’s publications, the works for publication by Scientologists other than Hubbard, and sympathisers of the movement … 

The esoteric ideology develops a cosmological doctrine of the origin and development (or degeneration) of the thetan [see below], and manifests far greater
concern with past lives, and the supernatural abilities that the individual can acquire through the practice of Scientology. 6 

Wallis explains the esoteric nature of the religion in terms redolent of Hermetic movements: 

The belief system of the movement became increasingly esoteric, and a ‘hierarchy of sanctification’ emerged. Members could locate themselves on levels of initiation
into the movement’s mysteries through ‘the grades’, ‘clear’ and the ‘OT levels’. 

The charismatic nature of the revelation, the gnosis, is evident in the power which it is conceived to have. Viewing the materials of a higher level than one has yet
achieved, even by accident, is held to be dangerous. Hence the ‘advanced materials’ are kept secret from the uninitiated. 7 

Scientology is certainly esoteric (or Hermetic) in the specific sense that most of its teachings are not freely available to non-members, as they would be in an
exoteric religion such as Christianity. (In reality most of the teachings are now widely available, just as the details of masonic rituals and recognition signs, Golden
Dawn teachings and the Wiccan Book of Shadows are available both in books and on the internet.) Neither are they freely available to most members, but only to
those who have worked their way up the ‘spiritual career path’ represented by the ‘Bridge to Total Freedom’, the ‘Scientology Classification Gradation and Awareness
Chart of Levels and Certificates’. 8 In that sense it is an initiatory religion, with different levels of knowledge at different levels of membership. 

Scientology has also been classified as a Gnostic religion, partly because of the secret knowledge at its heart, known only to initiates, and partly because it teaches
that humans are immortal beings (Thetans) within mortal human bodies. Bryan R. Wilson wrote of religious movements like the Church of Scientology ‘emphasising
their monopoly of special, and sometimes secret knowledge as the way of salvation’; their members ‘are seeking a short-cut to knowledge of greater power than is
available in secular systems’. 9 In a later work he called it ‘a privatised religion which relies hardly at all on communal expression or community activity.’ 10 All of
these descriptions apply equally to many of the Hermetic movements in Part Two of this book. 

Although its members are not sworn to secrecy about the doctrines, as they might be in an occult group, they are strongly discouraged from telling others,
including new recruits, about them; using Scientology’s own terminology Roy Wallis writes: ‘Talking whole track to raw meat is frowned upon.’ 11 Not only former
members but scholars and journalists frequently find themselves put under pressure, sometimes with threats of legal action, not to reveal details about the religion. 

The teachings of the Church of Scientology come from its founder, L. Ron Hubbard, and the Church itself is clear that the teachings must be followed precisely.
Wallis writes: 

Hubbard is accepted as possessing privileged access to the truth with regard to matters of doctrine and administration. His revelations are final and complete. Hence
there can be no ground upon which they could be challenged or criticised … 

The ‘hierarchy of sanctification’ that has been erected within the movement is a further institutional barrier to criticism. The member is made to realise that there
is a graded progression of enlightenment and insight into the gnosis. Those on the lower rungs of this hierarchy therefore shortly realise that much information is not
yet available to them and come to believe that as more is revealed in the progression upwards, so any lingering queries, doubts and criticisms will be dealt with. 12 

Like several other movements in this book Scientology has a number of science fictional elements to it (see p. 117). Founder L. Ron Hubbard was best known as an
SF writer before creating the therapeutic system of Dianetics, the first major article about which was published in the magazine Astounding Science Fiction (April
1950). Fellow American SF writer A. E. Van Vogt initially ran the Los Angeles Dianetic Research Foundation, but split away early on to run his own version, firmly
based on Dianetic principles but without Hubbard’s later religious ideas, with which he openly disagreed. British SF writer and editor George Hay, as secretary of the
British Dianetics Association in the early 1950s, was the first to invite Hubbard to Britain, and spoke of ‘Hubbard’s extraordinary powers (I can vouch for it that he
could read minds as a matter of routine)’. 13 Like Van Vogt, Hay was no longer interested ‘when Dianetics was being transmogrified into Scientology’. 

As for the beliefs of Scientology, the first major goal is to go Clear: ‘Clearing represents the attainment of Man’s dreams through the ages of attaining a new and
higher state of existence and freedom from the endless cycle of birth, death, birth … Clear is the total erasure of the Reactive Mind from which stems all the
anxieties and problems the individual has.’ 14 

Hubbard’s book Dianetics: the Modern Science of Mental Health (first published in 1950) claims that someone who has reached Clear will have better health, better
eyesight and hearing, will be able to deal with any psychosomatic illness, and will have greatly increased intelligence. He (or she) will have become the optimum man
(or woman) – a superman: ‘A clear, for instance, has complete recall of everything which has ever happened to him or anything he has ever studied. He does mental
computations, such as those of chess, for example, which a normal [sic] would do in half an hour, in ten or fifteen seconds’. 15 The description is not dissimilar to
that of the possible benefits of membership of the Builders of the Adytum (see p. 224). 

Hubbard’s early science fiction, say SF authorities John Clute and Peter Nicholls, ‘often came to haunt his readership, and its canny utilisation of superman
protagonists came to tantalise them with visions of transcendental power.’ They continue: 

The vulnerability of the SF community … to this lure of transcendence may help account for the otherwise puzzling success first of Dianetics, then of Scientology
itself, which gained many early recruits from SF; for, both as technique and as religion, these very US bodies of doctrine centrally posited a technology of self-
improvement, a set of instructions to follow in order to liberate the transcendent power within one. 16 

Deeper into the religion comes a text that could also be seen as science fictional, but is presented as a factual account of extraterrestrial beings (see p. 117). It is an
open secret that at one of the higher levels, the Operating Thetan III course, is a short story involving the evil dictator of a Galactic Federation; this could be seen as
the central myth at the heart of the religion. 17 This account is also the religion’s version of theodicy, i.e. an explanation of why there is evil in the world. 

There is also a small link between Scientology and flying saucer groups; two of the leaders of the UFO group written up in the classic sociological work When
Prophecy Fails (see p. 114) had previously been involved in Dianetics. 18 

Psychologist Christopher Evans wrote of ‘black box’ technology in certain religions, including the Spiritual Energy Battery of the Aetherius Society (see p. 125) and
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Psychologist Christopher Evans wrote of ‘black box’ technology in certain religions, including the Spiritual Energy Battery of the Aetherius Society (see p. 125) and

the E-Meter, the device used in Scientology ‘which helps the auditor and preclear locate areas of spiritual distress or travail’: ‘The E-Meter measures the spiritual
state or change of state of a person and thus is of enormous benefit to the auditor in helping the preclear locate areas to be handled. The reactive mind’s hidden
nature requires utilisation of a device capable of registering its effects – a function the E-Meter does accurately.’ 19 The E-Meter measures electrical skin conductivity
and resistance in a similar way to a polygraph or lie-detector – though the Church claims it bears no resemblance to this, and that it measures instead ‘the
movement of mental masses’; ‘mental image pictures … have weight and mass’. 20 

According to Evans: 

When a Scientologist, an Aetherian or a radionics expert twiddles knobs on his particular gadget, he is on one plane performing a routine act of diagnosis, psychic
defence or what have you, in yet another plane he is reminding himself and his colleagues of the most important single fact motivating all religious thought – man is
both flesh and soul, the latter as real and measurable as the former. 21 

L. Ron Hubbard apparently had a fascinating, mysterious, adventurous youth. In a number of glossy A4 booklets the Church of Scientology tells us that Hubbard could
ride horses at the age of three-and-a-half; that he was made a blood brother of the Blackfoot Indians at the age of six; that he visited Guam, Hawaii, Japan, Hong
Kong and Shanghai when he was sixteen, and the Great Wall of China, various temples, palaces and the Forbidden City at seventeen; that he ‘studied with the last in
the line of royal magicians from the court of Kublai Khan’; that he gained ‘admittance to the fabled Tibetan lamaseries in the Western Hills of China’; that ‘in addition
to the local Tartar tribes, he spent time with nomadic bandits originally from Mongolia’; and much more. 22 

The point of mentioning this is not to question either Hubbard’s truthfulness or his Church’s public relations on his biography, but to draw a parallel with the
founders of several other religions. Hubbard’s astonishing youth, including his journeys to the mysterious East, has much in common with the early years of Madame
Blavatsky (see p. 23), G. I. Gurdjieff (see p. 44–5), Raymond Armin (‘Leo’, see p. 100) and others. The founders of many religions enjoy such myths – using the word
in its technical sense, which implies no judgement on factual veracity (see p. 13). On the other hand no one reading the lives of early saints believes all the
fantastical stories they contain. For their medieval authors, the factuality of such stories was never the point; these are hagiographies, wonder stories showing great
men in a glorious light. It may be considered that what applies to saints might perhaps also apply to founders of religions. 23 

Details of Hubbard’s early life and naval career have frequently been challenged, and the challenges have been met with forthright rebuttals by the Church of
Scientology. But Hubbard is in good company with George King, founder of the Aetherius Society (see p. 119), and Gerald Gardner, founder of Wicca (see p. 291), in
claiming a fake doctorate; in Hubbard’s case it was ‘awarded’ in 1953 by ‘Sequoia University’, an unaccredited ‘degree mill’ in Los Angeles, which was eventually shut
down by a court order in 1984. 24 

Hubbard’s name has been linked with Aleister Crowley. The two men never met, though in his Philadelphia Doctorate Course lectures in 1952, crucial to the
development of Scientology, Hubbard referred to Crowley as ‘my very good friend’ and said his writing on magic was ‘a trifle wild in spots but is a fascinating work in
itself’. 25 

One of the most controversial and contentious episodes in Hubbard’s life was his involvement in a major magical ritual known as the Babalon Working, in January
and March 1946. Hubbard stayed for some months in 1945–6 at the home of Jack Parsons, a brilliant rocket scientist and the acting head of the Agape lodge of the
Ordo Templi Orientis (see p. 212) in Pasedena, near Los Angeles. In a letter to Crowley at the time Parsons said of Hubbard: 

Although he has no formal training in Magick, he has an extraordinary amount of experience and understanding in the field. From some of his experiences I deduce
that he is in direct contact with some higher intelligence, possibly his Guardian Angel. He is the most Thelemic person I have ever met, and is in complete accord
with our own principles. 26 

Although Hubbard did not join the OTO, Parsons referred to him as his ‘magical partner’. According to Parsons, in January 1946 they performed a series of rituals over
several days to summon a ‘scarlet woman’, the future actress Marjorie Cameron. Then in March 1946 Parsons performed a sex-magic ritual with her, with Hubbard
acting as ‘the clairvoyant seer describing the happenings on the astral plane’, 27 in an attempt to conceive a ‘moonchild’ as described by Crowley in his novel
Moonchild (1929). 

The Church of Scientology is very sensitive about this story. It challenges this account, saying in a 1969 statement that ‘Hubbard was working as an undercover
agent for the US Navy to break up black magic in America.’ 28 According to Graeme Wilson, Public Affairs Director of the Church of Scientology in the UK, ‘Mr Hubbard
was indeed involved with Aleister Crowley – in order to break up Crowley’s black magic ring!’ 29 This may be completely genuine, or it may not; even occult writer
Paul Weston, who writes favourably of Hubbard, says the Church’s 1969 statement on this ‘was obviously not true in any literal sense’. 30 There is unlikely ever to be
incontrovertible evidence for or against either Jack Parsons’ or the Church of Scientology’s version of events. Hubbard’s true role in the Second World War, says the
Church, was highly classified because of his intelligence work, and so could never be proved by official documentation. 31 

Although Kenneth Grant, who worked with Crowley in the mid-1940s and later founded the Typhonian OTO (see p. 217), implied that Hubbard had ‘grown wealthy
and famous by a mis-use of the secret knowledge which he had wormed out of Parsons’, 32 it must be emphasised that there are no resemblances between the
teachings of Scientology and those of the OTO and Thelema. 
Some esoteric movements are coy about giving out their membership numbers. As a general rule it seems that when organisations are reluctant to give their
membership figures the actual numbers are far smaller than they wish people to think. Other movements inflate them, sometimes wildly: ‘It is well established in
the social scientific literature that religious movements of all types – both established and new – regularly inflate membership and attendance figures, sometimes by
an order of magnitude or more.’ 33 

The Rosicrucian group AMORC (see p. 186) claimed 250,000 members in 1990, 34 far more than any other Rosicrucian groups. That number pales into insignificance
compared to the Church of Scientology, which for some years claimed 8 million members worldwide. By 2006 it was claiming 10 million, a number that was repeated
unquestioned in newspaper articles and radio and TV news items. In Britain it claimed 120,000 members. 

For the Church, size matters; it is a very public indicator of its power and position. Wallis writes: ‘The social reality of Scientology can also be legitimated by
reference to its powers, its size, its ability to achieve results and its success as a movement in terms of its wealth.’ 35 

Census returns on religious affiliation may not always be reliable, especially when dealing with small numbers (see p. 252). But the 2001 Census returns revealed a
very different picture from the Church’s figures. In England and Wales 1,781 people said they were Scientologists, less than 1.5 per cent of the number the Church
claims. The 2001 Census figures for other English-speaking countries were similarly low: in Australia, 2,032 people said they were Scientologists; in Canada, only
1,525; and in New Zealand, just 282. In the same year the American Religious Identification Survey estimated that there were just 55,000 Scientologists in the United
States, Scientology’s home country, which would suggest a worldwide membership of less than 100,000. 36 

The 100:1 disparity between 10 million and 100,000 may partly be explained by the fact that according to its president, Heber Jentzsch, the Church of Scientology
claims as a member every person who has ever taken even a single introductory Scientology course since the Church was founded in 1954, whether they are now
alive or dead. 37 More recent figures from former senior members suggest that even 100,000 is an overestimate; around 2002 a member of the elite Sea Organisation
at the heart of the Church ‘estimated maybe 40,000 or 50,000 max’. 38 In 2010, now a former member, he put worldwide membership somewhere between 25,000 and
40,000, 39 and falling as increasing numbers of members leave the Church to become ‘Freezone’ Scientologists, still practising the religion but outside the Church of
Scientology. 40 As with Thelemites outside the OTO (see p. 218), it may soon be the case that there are more Scientologists outside the Church of Scientology than
inside it. 
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