
Great Esotericists of the Past 

Max Heindel (1865-1919) 

arl Louis von Grasshoff, better known as 
Max Heindel, was born in Aarhus, Den-

mark on July 23, 1865, into a family with aris-
tocratic roots. His father had emigrated from 
Prussia, where he served at the court of Prince 
Otto von Bismark, and married the daughter of 
a Danish craftsman. The father’s death in a 
workplace explosion, when Carl was six years 
old, left the family in reduced circumstances. 
But his widow managed to employ private tu-
tors for Carl and his two younger siblings to 
ensure that they received a good education and 
could take their rightful places in society. 

Carl von Grasshoff left home at sixteen years 
of age to seek work in Glasgow, Scotland. He 
married at age twenty, and through his wife’s 
connections gained employment in a steamship 
company. In due course, he was hired by the 
Cunard Line as an engineer to work on the 
ocean liners crossing the Atlantic. By the time 
he was thirty von Grasshoff was a consulting 
engineer in New York City. To help him blend 
into his new cultural environment he changed 
his name to Max Heindel.1 

In 1903 Max Heindel found himself in Los 
Angeles, where he heard lectures by Theoso-
phist Charles W. Leadbeater. He joined the 
Theosophical Society and soon was elected 
vice-president of the Los Angeles lodge. He 
studied astrology, became a vegetarian, and 
found that a chronic injury sustained in child-
hood finally healed. At about the same time, 
his wife, who had given him two children, died 
and he met Augusta Foss who would become 
his second wife.   

Overwork resulted, in 1905, in a serious heart 
condition that left Heindel close to death for 
several months. During that time he had out-
of-body experiences in which he awakened to 
higher states of consciousness and gained eso-
teric knowledge. Upon recovery he embarked 
on a lecture tour to share what he had learned.  

In 1907, encouraged and accompanied by his 
friend Alma von Brandis, Max Heindel trav-
eled to Berlin, where he met Rudolf Steiner 
and attended several of the latter’s lectures. 
Steiner, four years his senior, had already 
achieved fame as an esoteric writer and lectur-
er. He was chairman of the German section of 
the Theosophical Society, though he would 
leave five years later to found the Anthropo-
sophical Society. Heindel was impressed by 
what he heard but felt that Steiner’s work was 
unsuited to the American mindset—and per-
haps his own—and it was in America where he 
believed his life’s mission lay. Esoteric teach-
ings, he thought, should be presented in practi-
cal terms, accessible to the general public, not 
just to a small elite.  

The nature of Heindel’s mission became clear 
when he was visited in Berlin by an Adept who 
identified himself as an “Elder Brother of the 
Rose Cross.” The Adept instructed him to 
travel to a house on the German−Bohemian 
border where a Rosicrucian Temple was locat-
ed. Heindel stayed there for six months and 
received more advanced esoteric teachings. 
Finally, he was told to return to America, 
translate the teachings into English, and to es-
tablish an organization for their dissemination.  

Max Heindel duly established the Rosicrucian 
Fellowship, with headquarters at Mount Eccle-
sia, Oceanside, California, to teach “the true 
Rosicrucian Philosophy.” Its charter described 
the Fellowship as “An International Associa-
tion of Christian Mystics,” though “mysticism” 
hardly represented the range of its activities. 
Soon the Fellowship enrolled students 
throughout the United States and many other 
countries. In 1913 he established Rays from the 
Rose Cross, a Christian esoteric magazine that 
ran for ninety years.  

Max Heindel’s magnum opus, The Rosicrucian 
Cosmo-Conception or Occult Science, was 
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published in 1909/10. It was conceived as a 
reference work presenting the fundamentals of 
esotericism from a Rosicrucian perspective. 
Expanded over the course of several editions, 
Cosmo-Conception remains the basic textbook 
of the Rosicrucian Fellowship. The first edition 
was dedicated to “my valued friend, DR. RU-
DOLPH [sic] STEINER, in grateful recogni-
tion of much valuable information received” 
and to “my friend, DR. ALMA VON BRAN-
DIS, in heartfelt appreciation of the inestima-
ble influence for soul-growth she has exercised 
in my life” [capitalization in original].  

Soon, however, a dispute arose in which Stei-
ner accused Heindel of plagiarism. Steiner al-
leged that Cosmo-Conception contained mate-
rial similar to what he, Steiner, had discussed 
in books and printed lectures dating back to 
1902. Steiner published his own book Occult 
Science in 1910. In subsequent editions Hein-
del changed the title of Cosmo-Conception to 
The Rosicrucian Cosmo-Conception or Mystic 
Christianity. Also, both dedications were re-
moved; Heindel no longer felt indebted to 
Steiner, and the friendship with von Brandis 
soured when she sided with Steiner in the dis-
pute. 

Heindel’s response to the plagiarism charge 
was that his work and Steiner’s came from the 
same source. The material he had published 
was given to him by the Elder Brothers, and 
any parallelism with Steiner’s work pointed to 
the latter’s contact with the same group of 
Adepts. Moreover, material contained in later 
editions was not found in Steiner’s teachings. 
Steiner rejected Heindel’s assertion and con-
tinued to press the plagiarism charge. The re-
sult was bad blood between the Rosicrucian 
Fellowship and the Anthroposophical Society. 
We are sadly reminded of the charges of pla-
giarism traded back and forth between Alice 
A. Bailey and Leadbeater, and their respective 
followers, and the tension that still exists be-
tween the Arcane School and the Theosophical 
Society.  

Where Steiner received his esoteric knowledge 
is unclear. He claimed the ability to read and 
understand the Akashic Records—an ability 
conventionally associated with the grade of 
“Initiate,” the second of the three grades of 

initiation in the western esoteric tradition: 
“Clairvoyant,” “Initiate,” and “Adept.”2 In his 
discussions of the authenticity of the Theo-
sophical Society, Steiner acknowledged that: 
“When it concerns the propagation of occult 
life, it is the Masters [i.e., Adepts] who 
speak.”3 But he never attributed any of his 
teachings to an individual Adept or group of 
Adepts; nor did Steiner ever claim to be an 
Adept himself. Despite his associations with 
the Theosophical Society Steiner distanced 
himself from what he regarded as its flawed 
presentation of eastern mysticism.4 He re-
mained firmly in the western esoteric tradition, 
but not as overtly Rosicrucian as Heindel was. 

Cosmo-Conception is laid out as a textbook, 
with concise narrative, tables, and carefully 
prepared diagrams, a far cry from the mystical, 
stream-of-consciousness style and rough 
sketches in Steiner’s work. It is divided into 
three parts: “Man’s Present Constitution and 
Method of Development,” “Cosmogenesis and 
Anthropogenesis,” and “Man’s Future Devel-
opment and Initiation.”5

Heindel’s description of the human constitu-
tion was probably inspired by the trans-
Himalayan teachings (Table 1). Note that he 
carefully avoids the term “astral body,” which 
is defined differently in western and eastern 
esoteric teachings and, in consequence, has 
been the subject of endless confusion.  

Like the trans-Himalayan teachers, Heindel 
speaks of seven periods—what Theosophists 
and others call “chains”—through which the 
Earth is passing, but he adopts the same con-
vention as does Steiner in naming the first two 
periods. They are termed the Saturn and Sun 
periods, whereas trans-Himalayan teachings 
refer to an unnamed Chain 1 and the Venus 
Chain. Heindel and Steiner both reserve “Ve-
nus” period or evolution for Chain 6.6 All 
agree that the period immediately preceding 
our current Earth phase is the Moon peri-
od/evolution/chain. 

Max Heindel spoke of successive lifewaves 
passing from one period to the next as they 
evolve. For example, ordinary humanity of the 
Sun period are now the archangels, and ordi-
nary humanity of the Moon period are now 
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angels. Most interesting is his depiction of the 
evolution of the Trinity: “‘The Father’ is the 
highest Initiate among the humanity of the 
Saturn Period. . . .  ‘The Son’ (Christ) is the 
highest Initiate of the Sun Period. . . . ‘The Ho-
ly Spirit’ (Jehovah) is the highest Initiate of the 
Moon Period.”7   

Heindel took aim at a theory offered by The-
osophist George R. S. Mead that Jesus was 
born a century earlier than historians generally 
believed—a theory unfortunately embraced by 
Charles Leadbeater. In Heindel’s words:   

Jesus of Nazareth was born at about the 
time stated in the historic records, and not 
105 B.C., as stated in some occult works. 
The name Jesus is common in the East, and 
an Initiate named Jesus did live 105 B.C., 
but he took the Egyptian Initiation, and was 
not Jesus of Nazareth, with whom we are 
concerned.8  

He also mentioned the origin of Roscrucian-
ism’s founder: “The Individual who was later 
born under the name of Christian Rosenkreuz, 
who is in the body today, was a highly evolved 
being when Jesus of Nazareth was born.”9 The 
Rosicrucian Order is composed of twelve El-
der Brothers, gathered around a thirteenth who 
is the invisible Head. These adepts are mem-
bers of the human lifewave, but they have ad-
vanced far beyond the need to incarnate in 
physical bodies. They are said to belong to the 
group of exalted Beings who guide mankind's 
evolution, known as “the Compassionate 
Ones.”10 Importantly, Heindel insisted that his 
Rosicrucian Fellowship, and similar organiza-
tions, serve the Elder Brothers and may be in-
spired by them; but in themselves the organiza-
tions are purely human creations.  

In a later work Heindel explained the three 
initiatory grades recognized in Rosicrucianism: 
“[T]he Clairvoyant is one who sees the invisi-
ble world; the Initiate both sees the invisible 
world and understands what he sees, while the 
Adept sees, knows and has power over things 
and forces there.”11 He never commented on 
his own status on the initiatory path. 

In addition to his work on esoteric philosophy, 
Heindel established an ongoing program of 
esoteric healing. The mechanism of healing 
was described thus: 

All Healing Force comes from God, our 
heavenly Father, the Great Physician of the 
Universe; it is latent everywhere; by prayer 
and concentration it is liberated and di-
rected to the sufferer; it manifested through 
the Master, Christ Jesus; it goes forth from 
the daily and weekly healing meetings held 
at the Rosicrucian Fellowship Headquar-
ters. . . . Through the workings of this su-
preme Force, the Invisible Helpers raise the 
vibrations of the patient to a higher rate, 
thus enabling him, first, to eliminate the 
disease poison from the system, and sec-
ond, to rebuild every blood corpuscle, fiber, 
tissue, and organ until the whole body is 
made new. This is done, not in a miraculous 
manner, but in accordance with Nature’s 
Laws.12  

Max Heindel, or to return to his birth name, 
Carl von Grasshoff, died peacefully on January 
6, 1919, at Oceanside, California, near the Ro-
sicrucian Fellowship’s headquarters. The Fel-
lowship continues to operate as an esoteric 
school offering correspondence courses, regu-
lar meetings, and the active healing ministry. 
Reportedly, it plans to restart publication of 
Rays from the Rose Cross.  

Another organization serving the Rosicrucian 
community is the Ancient and Mystical Order 
Rosae Crucis, founded by Harvey Spencer 
Lewis in 1915. And in 1935 two of Heindel’s 
Dutch students, the brothers Jan and Wim 
Leene, founded the Rozekruisers Genootschap 
(“Rosicrucian Society”), later known as Lecto-
rium Rosicrucianum. None of the modern Ro-
sicrucian organizations can claim exoteric lin-
eage from Christian Rosenkreuz, but they ex-
press principles contained in the Rosicrucian 
Manifestoes of the early 17th century and, al-
legedly, are inspired by a group of western 
Adepts.       

 Contributed by John F. Nash 
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7  Ibid., ch. 15, §2.  
8  Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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