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One sometimes hears it said that the religions of the world are like different paths up the 
same mountain or different colors of the spectrum, or like the various dialects of a single 
language. 

  
At first glance this claim appears to be contradicted by the often widely divergent 
formulations of doctrine that are to be found in the different traditions. What could be 
further apart, for example, than Hinduism, which includes many Gods; Islam, which insists 
on one God; and Theravada Buddhism, which considers the question of God to be moot? 
There are nonetheless those who contend that behind such outward differences there exists 
an inward or esoteric core of common spiritual Truth, unanimously attested to by the sages 
and mystics of the several religions. This truth has been called the sophia perennis or 
“perennial wisdom”, and those who espouse and defend it are often referred to as 
perennialists or perennial philosophers. 
  
The purpose of this seminar is to introduce students to the perennialist school of 
comparative religious thought. Readings have been chosen from perennialist authors 
representing a variety of religious traditions, and the aim is to exhibit their characteristic 
approach both to specific religions and to various methodological, philosophical, historical, 
and aesthetic issues important to the contemporary study of religion. The work of Frithjof 
Schuon, widely regarded as the leading exponent of the school, has been highlighted 
throughout the course. 
  

Text 
  
A single text is required: “The Perennial Philosophy: An Introduction to the Perennialist 
School of Comparative Religious Thought”. This is a collection of articles and chapters 
selected and edited by the instructor and available on the course Blackboard site. 
  

Method 
  
The seminar will be conducted as a Socratic discussion. Each class begins with a question 
about the assigned reading for the day, and students are expected to join with the instructor 
and each other in a shared conversational inquiry. While it is sometimes thought that 
Socratic conversation is less rigorous than a more didactic and professorial style, its rigor is 
simply of another kind. In the serious cross-examination of ideas, the course of conversation 
is often unpredictable; it is certainly less linear than in the “traditional” classroom. But the 
intellectual commitment required—the daily vigilance—demands a preparation and yields a 
mental fitness not promoted by other forms of learning. These advantages will be pressed to 
the full in this seminar. 
 



Requirements 

1. Reading. The readings for this seminar are exceptionally dense and demanding. For this 
reason the instructor has kept them relatively short (about 40 pages a week). In the time they 
might have spent preparing much longer assignments or doing extensive secondary research, 
students are expected to read the selections closely and carefully; underlining key words and 
passages and maintaining a dialogue with the authors through copious marginal comments 
are essential preparations for class discussion. 
  
2. Attendance, both prompt and regular. One unexcused absence is permitted, in keeping with 
the university’s “10% rule”; a penalty of one letter grade will be imposed for each additional 
unexcused absence. And attendance means punctuality; tardy arrivals and seminars are a 
disastrous mix. 
  
3. Constructive participation. For obvious reasons, this course is not for students who prefer an 
education they can simply ingest as the passive takers of notes. It is for those who enjoy the 
acts of thinking, reflection, and argument. Frequent contributions to class discussion are not 
merely desirable. They are essential. One-third of the final course grade will be based on 
class participation. 
  
4. Essays. Students will write three essays of 5-6 pages each. Neither book-reports nor 
research-papers, these essays should be viewed instead as continuing conversations about the 
ideas presented in the readings and discussed in class. The first of these essays is due no later 
than Monday, September 24; the second no later than Monday, October 29; and the third no 
later than Monday, December 10. (Early submissions will be very gratefully received.) 
Professor Cutsinger’s Breviary of English Usage, which can be found on his website under 
“Teaching”, will be used in his grading and commentary. Grades received on the two best 
essays will be used in calculating the final course grade (one-third each). 
  

Schedule 

August 29  I. Introduction 

Huston Smith “Is There a Perennial Philosophy?”          
James S. Cutsinger, “Introduction to The Splendor of the True”           
Frithjof Schuon, “Axioms of the Sophia Perennis”            

  
September 5  II. Hinduism 

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “The Vedânta and Western Tradition” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Vedânta” 
  
September 12  III. Orthodoxy and Tradition 

Whitall N. Perry, “Revelation-Authority-Infallibility” 
James S. Cutsinger, “An Open Letter on Tradition” 
Frithjof Schuon, “Religio Perennis” 
  
September 19  IV. Metaphysics and Epistemology 



René Guénon, “Oriental Metaphysics” 
Frithjof Schuon, “Rationalism Real and Apparent”, “To Be Man Is to Know” 

  
September 26  V. Buddhism 

Marco Pallis, “Is There Room for Grace in Buddhism?” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Mystery of the Bodhisattva” 

  
October 3  VI. Religion and Science 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “The Cosmos as Theophany” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Veil of Isis” 

  
October 10  VII. The Exoteric and the Esoteric 

Kenneth Oldmeadow, “The Transcendent Unity of Religions” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Ambiguity of Exoterism”, “Two Esoterisms” 

  
October 17  Fall Break (No Class) 
  
October 24  VIII. Christianity 

Philip Sherrard, “Christianity and Other Sacred Traditions” 
Frithjof Schuon, “Some Observations on Christianity”, “The Cross” 

  
October 31  IX. Art and Symbolism 

Titus Burckhardt, “Traditional Art and Symbolism” 
Frithjof Schuon, “Concerning Forms in Art” 
 
November 7  X. Eschatology 

Gai Eaton, “What We Are and Where We Are” 
Frithjof Schuon, “Universal Eschatology” 
 
November 14  XI. Islam 

Martin Lings, “Sufi Doctrine and Method” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Koran” 
 
November 21  Thanksgiving (No Class) 
  
November 28  XII. Spirituality 

Marco Pallis, “On Soliciting and Imparting Spiritual Counsel” 
Frithjof Schuon, “The Nature and Function of the Spiritual Master”, “The Stations of Wisdom” 

  
December 5  Open Discussion and Conclusion 
  

   
  



Office Hours  

Monday and Wednesday, 1:00 – 2:00 p.m., or by appointment. 
 
  
Grading Scheme 

  
I. Class-Discussion (One-third of final course grade) 
  
One-third of the student’s final grade will be based on contributions to class-discussion. 
Constructive participation is not something easily quantified, but the following scale 
provides some basic guidelines:  
  
 A = Excellent. One of the top contributors in the class. 

 B = Above Average. Generally a strong contributor. 

 C = Average. Someone who is occasionally “on”, but not dependable. 

 D = Below Average. A student who hardly ever contributes. 

 F = Unacceptable. A student who never contributes. 

It should be understood that the highest grades do not necessarily go to those who are the 
most long-winded or who merely speak with the greatest frequency. What Professor 
Cutsinger looks for—and endeavors to model—are contributions, however lengthy or 
numerous, which reflect a careful, thoughtful reading of the assigned materials and which 
help the whole class better understand the meaning and implications of those readings. 

  
II. Essays (Two-thirds of final course grade) 

  
Each student will be asked to write three essays; the two best essays are used in determining 
a final grade at the end of the term. Professor Cutsinger has very high standards when it 
comes to writing. Here is how he converts these standards into grades: 
  
A. This is an essay that demonstrates a real mastery of both readings and discussions; the 
author’s claims are well-grounded in quotations from the readings, and connections are 
made where appropriate to points considered in class-discussion; the paper is imaginative 
and provocative in its approach and thorough in its presentation; it is focused throughout on 
a single idea, clearly introduced and faithfully pursued, and it contains very few, if any, 
grammatical, logical, or mechanical errors. It is a pleasure to read. 
  
B. This is an essay that is more or less logically and grammatically sound, with fewer than ten 
stylistic errors or infelicities; it is enriched by quotations from the readings and by allusions 
to class-discussion, though these are not as well integrated into the argument as in an “A” 
paper; the author says nothing that is really wrong, but the approach is pedestrian and the 
interpretation is lacking in genuine insight. This is a solid piece of work, but it takes no risks 
and is rather boring.   
  



C. This is an essay that has possibilities, but it fails to bring those possibilities to fruition; the 
reader has a vague sense of where it is heading, or at least wants to head, but it is “out of 
control”: the syntax breaks down with disappointing regularity, there are conceptual 
inconsistencies (“x” is said on p. 1, but then the very opposite, “not-x”, is affirmed on p. 3), 
and the mechanics tend to be sloppy, with frequent formatting, typographical, and spelling 
errors. The “underbrush” of mistakes is so thick that reading is laborious. 
  
D. This is an essay that shows every sign of having been thrown together at the last minute; 
foolish mistakes make it clear that the author has not read the books carefully; the writing is 
“all over the map”, and one searches in vain to find a single line of thought or thread of 
argument; the presentation is disfigured throughout by mechanical errors, to say nothing of 
syntactical and interpretive problems. The paper, in short, is slipshod, unintelligent, and 
unimaginative, and it is truly painful to read.  
  
F. This grade is ordinarily reserved for an essay that fails to appear by the deadline 
announced in the syllabus, though on very rare occasions it is affixed to a piece of writing 
that is so abysmally bad as to have been better had it never been composed. 
  

  
  
  

  
 


