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The Thilosophia Terenms
GERALD HEARD

THOSE WHO ARE INTERESTED in Vedanta and the West are

naturally always on the lookout for the rising of one more
of those bridges which must, in this generation of birth-and-

death, make possible a new understanding between men of

good will in East and West. For, speaking as a Westerner

and it is a judgment with which an Oriental would doubtless

agree the state of our Occidental culture today much re-

sembles that critical path into which the older West found
itself precipitated in the second century of the Christian era.

Then, an Oriental religion, the last of many Oriental com-

petitors for the prize of the Roman Empire, had begun to

win converts in a surprising way. The Imperial Court was

interested, a possible heir to the throne was found to be in-

volved: neither patrician nor slave was safe from the con-

tagion of the new faith. But faith without a frame of

reference is always a wine without a bottle. As we know, the

frame of reference for Christianity, the form in which that

faith became the philosophy and culture known as Christen-

dom, was found in Greek thought. With that amalgam the

world in the West remains content until today. Now in our

generation that system has reached exhaustion, no longer

answering the intellectual questions of men nor giving a

sanction to their propriety. Hence our crisis. And, once again,
at the moment of crisis, out of the East has come a light and
a faith or perhaps we should say that, though the light is

one, it has come and is coming to us like a rainbow, a thing
not only of hope but of many colors.

This brief note is to draw the attention of others similarly
interested, who may not have come across this particular
thinker, to the work of Dr. Coomaraswamy. For some time,

thoughtful people have been gathering the articles of this
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writer. They reveal an immense scholarship which is not only

thoroughly at home in our Western religious ana philosoph-
ical thought but which shows its relevance and illumination

through the Light from Asia. Dr. Coomaraswamy is the curator

of Oriental art at the Boston Museum of Fine Art. He has,

therefore, the entree to minds which would not otherwise

listen to his words about religion for culture can still com-

mand respect in our decadent West where cultus is despised.
Dr. Coomaraswamy has used this approach to show us of the

West that we cannot really understand art, still less hope to

produce it, until we understand that it can only spring from
a profoundly religious point of view. In his searching essay,

"Am I My Brother's Keeper?" which appeared in the maga-
zine Asia, he points out that when we collect works of art we
kill what we would preserve, like uneducated children tear-

ing up wild flowers. And he points out that we ourselves

really know this, for, until the smash came, the demand of

the tourist was to find a place which he called
"
unspoilt"

viz., a place where his own "culture" had not yet penetrated.
He adds that the words "to spoil" mean not only to ruin

but also to loot.

But it is to an essay which has lately appeared in book
form that the rest of these remarks must be devoted. This

small booklet is called "Hinduism and Buddhism." x The

point of view is that of the Hinayana school of philosophy.
But the author, by taking that position, does not wish to op-

pose it to the Mahayana form.

The greater and the lesser vehicle can both travel along
the noble eightfold path. What he is concerned to show is

that Buddhism and Hinduism are not in conflict: the one

is a development out of the massive foundation of the other.

Still further, Dr. Coomaraswamy wishes to showand cer-

tainly his scholarship would seem to sustain it that the es-

sentials of Christianity, of Buddhism in its two forms, and

of Hinduism are one. Here is the Philosophia Perennis, here

the Eternal Gospel.

History does not repeat itself but it does recapitulate, and

the themes sounded earlier are found in the vast orchestra-

i "Hinduism and Buddhism," Dr. A. Coomaraswamy. The Library of Philos-

ophy. 15 East 40th St. New York City.
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tion of life coming back time and again with new and fuller

harmonization. So is it with East and West in this matter of

religion. Today we shall not repeat in any detail the great

syncretistic effort of the Second Century. But, on a larger

scale, we shall see another blending of East and West. The

original element in this new blending will be, as Dr. Cooma-

raswamy has pointed out, not a borrowing, indeed not a real

syncretism,, but a recognition of a common thought mani-

festing its power under different forms. As he says, the great

religions do not so much borrow from each other as all draw
from a basic philosophy, a way of life, an apprehension of

reality which has been there all the while but which we have

forgotten. This realization that ignorance is our greatest mis-

take and fault is of course a thought which the East has

stressed more than the West, but, if it is true, then what the

East can do for the West is not so much to convert it, still

less to make it adopt its forms, as to remind it of the truth

which it knows but has forgotten and let drop to the back

of its mind.

It is here that we return to the thought of such perennial

teaching that it is in the life lived, in the fruit of the tree

of religion that its power of propaganda resides. Religions

may appeal because they are strange and subtle in their phi-

losophy or rich and colorful in their rituals. They will only
last if they can alter the quality of character. The practical

man makes that his test. It is also the test given by Christ

and by Buddha. Dr. Coomaraswamy points out how this

Eternal Gospel has a stark simplicity and a total demand.

He quotes repeatedly that telling statement of Eckhart, as

summing up all the truth: "The Kingdom of God belongs

only to the thoroughly dead." The doctrine of being born

again by dying to the self the teaching of the story of the

pearl of great price: that everything must be given for it

this to him is the perennial philosophy. It is always being
overlaid and mistaken. So, when we have let it be lost, the

East comes to us again to remind us that there is a command-
ment greater even than the commandment to love your
neighbor which we have thought to be the last word of

morality. The first commandment comes first not only be-

cause it is first by its very nature but because, unless it is
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practiced first, the second can never be fulfilled. Otherwise,

our love for our neighbor will remain only a slogan and
when we try to put it into practice we shall in fact start

liquidating him because, in the form in which he actually

appears, we really detest him. The first commandment is,

then, the guarantee, the only possible sanction for the sec-

ond, the only possible power which can give "The Social

Gospel" any virtue to redeem mankind. Some may say: "Why
do we need yet another voice to tell us that, why do we re-

quire the same light thrown from another angle?'
* The fact

remains that a new voice often awakes us when we are drows-

ing under the repetition of the truth spoken to us in familiar

terms. Further, Hinduism is also teaching the West that,

since "All roads lead to God" men have to find that road

which suits best their nature, Catholicism helps some, hin-

ders others: Vedanta likewise. Here in Dr. Coomaraswamy's

rendering of Hinayana is still another way of reaching the

same goal.




