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CHAPTER 1
That Art Thou

IN sTupyING the Perennial Philosophy we can begin either at
the bottom, with practice and morality; or at the top, with
a consideration of metaphysical truths; or, finally, in the
middle, at the focal point where mind and matter, action and
thought have their meeting place in human psychology.

The lower gate is that preferred by strictly practical teachers
—men who, like Gautama Buddha, have no use for specula-
tion and whose primary concern is to put out in men’s hearts
the hideous fires of greed, resentment and infatuation.
Through the upper gate go those whose vocation it is to think
and speculate—the born philosophers and theologians. The
middle gate gives entrance to the exponents of what has been
called “spiritual religion”—the devout contemplatives of
India, the Sufis of Islam, the Catholic mystics of the later
Middle Ages, and, in the Protestant tradition, such men as
Denk and Franck and Castellio, as Everard and John Smith
and the first Quakers and William Law.

It is through this central door, and just because it is cen-
tral, that we shall make our entry into the subject matter of
this book. The psychology of the Perennial Philosophy has
its source in metaphysics and issues logically in a character-
istic way of life and system of ethics. Starting from this mid-
point of doctrine, it is easy for the mind to move in either di-
rection.

In the present section we shall confine our attention to but
a single feature of this traditional psychology—the most im-
portant, the most emphatically insisted upon by all exponents
of the Perennial Philosophy and, we may add, the least psy-
chological. For the doctrine that is to be illustrated in this
section belongs to autology rather than psychology—to the
science, not of the personal ego, but of that eternal Self in the
depth of particular, individualized selves, and identical with,
or at least akin to, the divine Ground. Based upon the direct
experience of those who have fulfilled the necessary conditions

1



2 THE PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY

of such knowledge, this teaching is expressed most succinctly
in the Sanskrit formula, tat tvam asi (“That art thou”); the
Atman, or immanent eternal Self, is one with Brahman, the
Absolute Principle of all existence; and the last end of every
human being is to discover the fact for himself, to find out
Who he really is.

The more God is in all things, the more He is outside
them. The more He is within, the more without.
Eckhart

Only the transcendent, the completely other, can be imma-
nent without being modified by the becoming of that in which
it dwells. The Perennial Philosophy teaches that it is desirable
and indeed necessary to know the spiritual Ground of things,
not only within the soul, but also outside in the world and,
beyond world and soul, in its transcendent otherness—"in
heaven.”

Though GOD is everywhere present, yet He is only
present to thee in the deepest and most central part of
thy soul. The natural senses cannot possess God or unite
thee to Him; nay, thy inward faculties of understanding,
will and memory can only reach after God, but cannot
be the place of his habitation in thee. But there is a root
or depth of thee from whence all these faculties come
forth, as lines from a centre, or as branches from the body
of the tree. This depth is called the centre, the fund or
bottom of the soul. This depth is the unity, the eternity
—I had almost said the infinity—of thy soul; for it is so
infinite that nothing can satisfy it or give it rest but the
infinity of God.
William Law

This extract seems to contradict what was said above; but the
contradiction is not a real one. God within and God without
—these are two abstract notions, which can be entertained by
the understanding and expressed in words. But the facts to
which these notions refer cannot be realized and experienced
except in “the deepest and most central part of the soul.”
And this is true no less of God without than of God within.
But though the two abstract notions have to be realized (to
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use a spatial metaphor) in the same place, the intrinsic nature
of the realization of God within is qualitatively different from
that of the realization of God without, and each in turn is
different from that of the realization of the Ground as simul-
taneously within and without—as the Self of the perceiver
and at the same time (in the words of the Bhagavad-Gita) as
“That by which all this world is pervaded.”

When Svetaketu was twelve years old he was sent to
a teacher, with whom he studied until he was twenty-
four. After learning all the Vedas, he returned home full
of conceit in the belief that he was consummately well
educated, and very censorious.

His father said to him, “Svetaketu, my child, you who
are so full of your learning and so censorious, have you
asked for that knowledge by which we hear the unhear-
able, by which we perceive what cannot be perceived and
know what cannot be known?”

“What is that knowledge, sir?” asked Svetaketu.

His father replied, “As by knowing one lump of clay
all that is made of clay is known, the difference being only
in name, but the truth being that all is clay—so, my child,
is that knowledge, knowing which we know all.”

“But surely these venerable teachers of mine are ig-
norant of this knowledge; for if they possessed it they
would have imparted it to me. Do you, sir, therefore give
me that knowledge.”

“So be it,” said the father. . .. And he said, “Bring me
a fruit of the nyagrodha tree.”

“Here is one, sir.”

“Break it.”

“It is broken, sir.”

“What do you see therer”

“Some seeds, sir, exceedingly small.”

“Break one of these.”

“It is broken, sir.”

“What do you see there?”

“Nothing at all.”

The father said, “My son, that subtle essence which you
do not perceive there—in that very essence stands the
being of the huge nyagrodha tree. In that which is the
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subtle essence all that exists has its self. That is the True,
that is the Self, and thou, Svetaketu, art That.”

“Pray, sir,” said the son, “tell me more.”

“Be it so, my child,” the father replied; and he said,
“Place this salt in water, and come to me tomorrow morn-
ing.”

The son did as he was told.

Next morning the father said, “Bring me the salt which
you put in the water.”

The son looked for it, but could not find it; for the salt,
of course, had dissolved.

The father said, “Taste some of the water from the sur-
face of the vessel. How is it?”

“Salty.”

“Taste some from the middle. How is it?”

“Salty.”

“Taste some from the bottom. How is it?”

“Salty.”

The father said, “Throw the water away and then come
back to me again.”

The son did so; but the salt was not lost, for salt exists
for ever.

Then the father said, “Here likewise in this body of
yours, my son, you do not perceive the True; but there in
fact it is. In that which is the subtle essence, all that exists
has its self. That is the True, that is the Self, and thou,
Svetaketu, art That.”

From the Chandogya Upanishad

The man who wishes to know the “That” which is “thou”
may set to work in any one of three ways. He may begin by
looking inwards into his own particular thou and, by a process
of “dying to self’—self in reasoning, self in willing, self in
feeling—come at last to a knowledge of the Self, the Kingdom
of God that is within. Or else he may begin with the thous
existing outside himself, and may try to realize their essential
unity with God and, through God, with one another and with
his own being. Or, finally (and this is doubtless the best way),
he may seek to approach the ultimate That both from within
and from without, so that he comes to realize God experi-
mentally as at once the principle of his own thou and of all
other thous, animate and inanimate. The completely illu-
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minated human being knows, with Law, that God “is present
in the deepest and most central part of his own soul”; but he
is also and at the same time one of those who, in the words of
Plotinus,

see all things, not in process of becoming, but in Being,
and see themselves in the other. Each being contains in
itself the whole intelligible world. Therefore All is every-
where. Each is there All, and All is each. Man as he now
is has ceased to be the All. But when he ceases to be an
individual, he raises himself again and penetrates the
whole world.

It is from the more or less obscure intuition of the oneness
that is the ground and principle of all multiplicity that
philosophy takes its source. And not alone philosophy, but
natural science as well. All science, in Meyerson’s phrase, is
the reduction of multiplicities to identities. Divining the One
within and beyond the many, we find an intrinsic plausibility
in any explanation of the diverse in terms of a single principle.

The philosophy of the Upanishads reappears, developed and
enriched, in the Bhagavad-Gita and was finally systematized,
in the ninth century of our era, by Shankara. Shankara’s
teaching (simultaneously theoretical and practical, as is that of
all true exponents of the Perennial Philosophy) is summarized
in his versified treatise, Viveka-Chudamani (“The Crest-Jewel
of Wisdom”). All the following passages are taken from this
conveniently brief and untechnical work.

The Atman is that by which the universe is pervaded, but
which nothing pervades; which causes all things to shine,
but which all things cannot make to shine. . . .

The nature of the one Reality must be known by one’s
own clear spiritual perception; it cannot be known through
a pandit (learned man). Similarly the form of the moon
can only be known through one’s own eyes. How can it
be known through others?

Who but the Atman is capable of removing the bonds of
ignorance, passion and self-interested action? . ..
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Liberation cannot be achieve of
the identity of the individu sal
Spirit. It can be achieved nei n-

ing), nor by Sankhya (specul: he
practice of religious ceremoni N

Disease is not cured by pronouncing the name of medicine,
but by taking medicine. Deliverance is not achieved by re-
peating the word “Brahman,” but by directly experiencing
Brahman....

The Atman is the Witness of the individual mind and its
operations. It is absolute knowledge. . . .

The wise man is one who understands that the essence
of Brahman and of Atman is Pure Consciousness, and
who realizes their absolute identity. The identity of
Brahman and Atman is affirmed in hundreds of sacred
texts. ...

Caste, creed, family and lineage do not exist in Brahman.
Brahman has neither name nor form, transcends merit
and demerit, is beyond time, space and the objects of
sense-experience. Such is Brahman, and “thou art That.”
Meditate upon this truth within your consciousness.

Supreme, beyond the power of speech to express, Brahman
may yet be apprehended by the eye of pure illumination.
Pure, absolute and eternal Reality—such is Brahman,
and “thou art That.” Meditate upon this truth within
your consciousness. . . .

Though One, Brahman is the cause of the many. There is
no other cause. And yet Brahman is independent of the
law of causation. Such is Brahman, anu “thou art That.”
Meditate upon this truth within your consciousness. . . .

The truth of Brahman may be understood intellectually.
But (even in those who so understand) the desire for per-
sonal separateness is deep-rooted and powerful, for it
exists from beginningless time. It creates the notion, “I
am the actor, I am he who experiences.” This notion is
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the cause of bondage to conditional existence, birth and
death. It can be removed only by the earnest effort to live
constantly in union with Brahman. By the sages, the
eradication of this notion and the craving for personal
separateness is called Liberation.

It is ignorance that causes us to identify ourselves with the
body, the ego, the senses, or anything that is not the
Atman. He is a wise man who overcomes this ignorance by
devotion to the Atman. ., ..

When a man follows the way of the world, or the way of
the flesh, or the way of tradition (i.e. when he believes in
religious rites and the letter of the scriptures, as though
they were intrinsically sacred), knowledge of Reality can-
not arise in him.

The wise say that this threefold way is like an iron chain,
binding the feet of him who aspires to escape from the
prison-house of this world. He who frees himself from
the chain achieves Deliverance.

Shankara

In the Taoist formulations of the Perennial Philosophy there
is an insistence, no less forcible than in the Upanishads, the
Gita and the writings of Shankara, upon the universal im-
manence of the transcendent spiritual Ground of all existence.
What follows is an extract from one of the great classics of
Taoist literature, the Book of Chuang Tzu, most of which
seems to have been written around the turn of the fourth and
third centuries B. c.

Do not ask whether the Principle is in this or in that;
it is in all beings. It is on this account that we apply to it
the epithets of supreme, universal, total. . . . It has or-
dained that all things should be limited, but is Itself
unlimited, infinite. As to what pertains to manifestation,
the Principle causes the succession of its phases, but is not
this succession. It is the author of causes and effects, but
is not the causes and effects. It is the author of condensa-
tions and dissipations (birth and death, changes of state),
but is not itself condensations and dissipations. All pro-
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ceeds from It and is under its influence. It is in all things,
but is not identical with beings, for it is neither differ-
entiated nor limited.

Chuang Tzu

From Taoism we pass to that Mahayana Buddhism which, in
the Far East, came to be so closely associated with Taoism,
borrowing and bestowing until the two came at last to be
fused in what is known as Zen. The Lankavatara Sutra, from
which the following extract is taken, was the scripture which
the founder of Zen Buddhism expressly recommended to his
first disciples.

Those who vainly reason without understanding the truth
are lost in the jungle of the Vijnanas (the various forms
of relative knowledge), running about here and there and
trying to justify their view of ego-substance.

The self realized in your inmost consciousness appears
in its purity; this is the Tathagata-garbha (literally,
Buddha-womb), which is not the realm of those given
over to mere reasoning. . . .

Pure in its own nature and free from the category of
finite and infinite, Universal Mind is the undefiled
Buddha-womb, which is wrongly apprehended by sentient
beings.

Lankavatara Sutra

One Nature, perfect and pervading, circulates in all
natures,

One Reality, all-comprehensive, contains within itself all
realities.

The one Moon reflects itself wherever there is a sheet of
water,

And all the moons in the waters are embraced within the
one Moon.

The Dharma-body (the Absolute) of all the Buddhas enters
into my own being.

And my own being is found in union with theirs, . ..

The Inner Light is beyond praise and blame;

Like space it knows no boundaries,

Yet it is even here, within us, ever retaining its serenity
and fulness.
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It is only when you hunt for it that you lose it;
You cannot take hold of it, but equally you cannot get
rid of it,
And while you can do neither, it goes on its own way.
You remain silent and it speaks; you speak, and it is dumb;
The great gate of charity is wide open, with no obstacles
before it. '
Yung-chia Ta-shih

I am not competent, nor is this the place to discuss the doc-
trinal differences between Buddhism and Hinduism. Let it suf-
fice to point out that, when he insisted that human beings are
by nature “non-Atman,” the Buddha was evidently speaking
about the personal self and not the universal Self. The Brah-
man controversialists, who appear in certain of the Pali scrip-
tures, never so much as mention the Vedanta doctrine of the
identity of Atman and Godhead and the non-identity of ego
and Atman. What they maintain and Gautama denies is the
substantial nature and eternal persistence of the individual
psyche. “As an unintelligent man seeks for the abode of music
in the body of the lute, so does he look for a soul within the
skandhas (the material and psychic aggregates, of which the
individual mind-body is composed).” About the existence of
the Atman that is Brahman, as about most other metaphysical
matters, the Buddha declines to speak, on the ground that
such discussions do not tend to edification or spiritual prog-
ress among the members of a monastic order, such as he had
founded. But though it has its dangers, though it may become
the most absorbing, because the most serious and noblest, of
distractions, metaphysical thinking is unavoidable and finally
necessary. Even the Hinayanists found this, and the later
Mahayanists were to develop, in connection with the practice
of their religion, a splendid and imposing system of cosmolog-
ical, ethical and psychological thought. This system was based
upon the postulates of a strict idealism and professed to
dispense with the idea of God. But moral and spiritual ex-
perience was too strong for philosophical theory, and under
the inspiration of direct experience, the writers of the Ma-
hayana sutras found themselves using all their ingenuity to
explain why the Tathagata and the Bodhisattvas display an
infinite charity towards beings that do not really exist. At the
same time they stretched the framework of subjective idealism
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so as to make room for Universal Mind; qualified the idea of
soullessness with the doctrine that, if purified, the individual
mind can identify itself with the Universal Mind or Buddha-
womb; and, while maintaining godlessness, asserted that this
realizable Universal Mind is the inner consciousness of the
eternal Buddha and that the Buddha-mind is associated with
“a great compassionate heart” which desires the liberation of
every sentient being and bestows divine grace on all who
make a serious effort to achieve man’s final end. In a word,
despite their inauspicious vocabulary, the best of the Ma-
hayana sutras contain an authentic formulation of the Peren-
nial Philosophy—a formulation which in some respects (as we
shall see when we come to the section, “God in the World")
is more complete than any other.

In India, as in Persia, Mohammedan thought came to be
enriched by the doctrine that God is immanent as well as
transcendent, while to Mohammedan practice were added the
moral disciplines and “spiritual exercises,” by means of which
the soul is prepared for contemplation or the unitive knowl-
edge of the Godhead. It is a significant historical fact that the
poet-saint Kabir is claimed as a co-religionist both by Moslems
and Hindus. The politics of those whose goal is beyond time
are always pacific; it is the idolaters of past and future, of
reactionary memory and Utopian dream, who do the persecut-
ing and make the wars.

Behold but One in all things; it is the second that leads
you astray.
Kabir

That this insight into the nature of things and the origin of
good and evil is not confined exclusively to the saint, but is
recognized obscurely by every human being, is proved by the
very structure of our language. For language, as Richard
Trench pointed out long ago, is often “wiser, not merely than
the vulgar, but even than the wisest of those who speak it.
Sometimes it locks up truths which were once well known, but
have been forgotten. In other cases it holds the germs of
truths which, though they were never plainly discerned,
the genius of its framers caught a glimpse of in a happy
moment of divination.” For example, how significant it is
that in the Indo-European languages, as Darmsteter has
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pointed out, the root meaning “two” should connote badness.
The Greek prefix dys- (as in dyspepsia) and the Latin dis-
(as in dishonorable) are both derived from “duo.” The cognate
bis- gives a pejorative sense to such modern French words as
bévue (“blunder,” literally “two-sight”). Traces of that “second
which leads you astray” can be found in “dubious,” “doubt”
and Zweifel—for to doubt is to be double-minded. Bunyan
has his Mr. Facing-both-ways, and modern American slang its
“two-timers.” Obscurely and unconsciously wise, our language
confirms the findings of the mystics and proclaims the essential
badness of division—a word, incidentally, in which our old
enemy “two” makes another decisive appearance.

Here it may be remarked that the cult of unity on the
political level is only an idolatrous ersatz for the genuine
religion of unity on the personal and spiritual levels. Totali-
tarian regimes justify their existence by means of a philosophy
of political monism, according to which the state is God on
earth, unification under the heel of the divine state is salva-
tion, and all means to such unification, however intrinsically
wicked, are right and may be used without scruple. This
political monism leads in practice to excessive privilege and
power for the few and oppression for the many, to discontent
at home and war abroad. But excessive privilege and power
are standing temptations to pride, greed, vanity and cruelty;
oppression results in fear and envy; war breeds hatred, misery
and despair. All such negative emotions are fatal to the
spiritual life. Only the pure in heart and poor in spirit can
come to the unitive knowledge of God. Hence, the attempt
to impose more unity upon societies than their individual
members are ready for makes it psychologically almost im-
possible for those individuals to realize their unity with the
divine Ground and with one another.

Among the Christians and the Sufis, to whose writings we
now return, the concern is primarily with the human mind
and its divine essence.

My Me is God, nor do I recognize any other Me except
my God Himself.
St. Catherine of Genoa

In those respects in which the soul is unlike God, it is
also unlike itself.
St. Bernard



