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I.

FATHER BEDE GRIFFITHS 
IN DIALOGUE WITH INDIA

Antonia Tronti1

«When I wrote The Golden String2, telling the story of my 
search for God, which led me to the Catholic Church and to a 
Benedictine monastery, I thought that I had reached the end 
of my journey, at least as far as this world was concerned. 
But in fact, even while I was writing The Golden String,                 
a new era was about to begin in my life, which was to bring 
about changes, as profound as any that had gone before 
(…) It was as though I had been climbing a mountain, and 
having reached the peak, discovered further ranges beyond 
with new peaks, opening up a new horizon».3

Research seems to be the dominant element in the life of 
Father Bede, a tireless and unbroken research, able to 
take unexpected forms. After the troubled itinerary that had 
accompanied him until his conversion to Catholicism and his 
entrance into the Benedictine Monastery of Prinknash, he 
could find peace and rest. 

1  She was born in 1971. In her biographical journey she encountered a significant 
intertwining of paths: from art, to oriental spirituality and to the Christian 
tradition. She is an expert in inter-religious dialogue and she has been teaching 
yoga for more than 20 years. She is particularly linked to the Shantivanam 
ashram, a place where Christian spirituality met with Indian spirituality, where 
she found a great evolutionary and pacifying energy.
2 Bede Griffiths, The Golden String (Glasgow: Collins, 1979).
3 Bede Griffiths, The Marriage of East and West [hereafter MEW] (London: 
Collins, 1982), 7.
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The monastery could rightly be considered a landing place. And 
instead Father Bede starts again. At almost fifty years of age he 
decides to leave again and go to another land.

John Martin Kuvarapu compared Bede Griffiths, Henri Le Saux 
and Jules Monchanin (the three founders of the Saccidananda 
ashram) to the three Magi of the Gospel. The Magi left their 
homes to go from East to West, toward Bethlehem, in search 
of the new Wisdom, of a new-born baby who promised to be a 
manifestation and revelation of the Eternal Wisdom they had 
always been looking for. In the same way Father Bede and the 
two founders of Shantivanam set off on a journey, leaving their 
safety and their communities, to go and look for a declination of 
the same Wisdom, «other» than that they had known until then, 
making a reverse journey, from West to East.4

So Father Bede is one of those people who let themselves be 
called and moved by a star. And this I believe is an important 
feature in the spiritual journey: following the intuition that 
suggests you that the situation in which you live does not 
completely quench that thirst for Truth and knowledge of the 
Truth you were created for.

This feature is a very Indian trait. The impulse to look for 
something that you feel you have not yet fully realized and 
that you feel necessary is an element that you find in all Indian 
tradition. In it there is a lot of insistence on the search for 
completeness, the totality of experience, full realization. You are 
always exhorted not to stop in partiality, not to be aground in 
what is only a part, a possible manifestation of the Truth, which 
alone does not exhaust the Truth. 

4 John Martin Kuvarapu, Tre saggi venuti dall’Occidente (in «Appunti di Viaggio. 
Note di ricerca spirituale»), nn. 48-49 (maggio-giugno e luglio-agosto 2000).
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In the Upanishads there are beautiful stories about people who 
are taking a spiritual path and are looking for a total knowledge 
of the truth, and for this reason they turn to a teacher. Most of the 
times this teacher proves to be extremely wise in the modality of 
his teaching.

He starts by telling them only a part of the truth, to test their real 
thirst for knowledge. For example, the master says: «The divine 
is the Sun». And there are some disciples who go away, happy 
to have understood that the divine is the Sun. 

But at this point the master says to those left: «The disciples 
who went away satisfied did not fully understand, because in 
reality the divine is the Moon». And there is another series of 
disciples who say: «We have understood. We have been better 
than the other ones. We stayed, and now we know that the 
divine is the Moon». And they leave satisfied. But the master 
says about them the same as he said of the first ones, and 
proposes yet another identification of the divine. By saying the 
Truth every time, but without exhausting it: the divine is the 
Sun, is the Moon, is the Wind, is consciousness… and so on.                    
The disciples, who sooner or later, all slowly go away, identifying 
one of the identifications of the Truth proposed by the master 
as the definitive one. But in the end there is always a disciple 
who remains, who is not satisfied and who understands that 
the teacher guides not so much through the content of what he 
says, but through his modality of teaching, telling the Truth and 
at the same time letting out that Truth is always beyond what 
you think you have reached and touched.

Father Bede seems to have done the same. At some point he 
discovered Catholicism and the Benedictine monastic reality, 
and embraced them. But then again he found himself saying: 
Yet there is something I still miss in order to embrace the whole 
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truth. I have to move again, I have to leave again, I have to 
respond to a new call. And this time the call came from India.      
It vis as if at some point he recognized that there was something 
«missing», something that asked to be met. Everything was 
there and at the same time something was missing. 

This is very Indian too: every manifestation of Truth is the 
Whole, but it does not coincide with the Whole. That is, it is the 
Whole in the sense that every manifestation of Reality, as a 
manifestation of divine Reality, is this reality. However, it is not 
the Whole, in the sense that the Whole cannot be identified with 
and restricted within a single manifestation. Otherwise there is 
the risk of falling into the deception of confining Reality within a 
fragment, «sanctifying» this single fragment and losing sight the 
whole of Reality. In this way you stop, you close yourselves in 
the partial, you build a beautiful reassuring little house in which 
you lock up and protect what you believe to be your definitive 
and comprehensive understanding of Truth and attaching 
yourselves to the formula of this understanding.

Father Bede was not «satisfied» with the reached knowledge 
and lived experiences. On the contrary, he recognized their 
limits: he understood that something was missing. And that he 
had to go look for it elsewhere, in a new experience, in a distant 
land and in another culture. Getting totally back into the game. 
Still in The Marriage of East and West, Father Bede writes:       
«It was not the simple desire for new ideas that attracted me 
to India, but the desire for a new way of life. I remember at that 
time I wrote to a friend: “I want to discover the other half of my 
soul”, and then adds: “I had begun to discover that something 
was missing”. And not just from him. «Something was missing 
from the Western world and the Western church».5 The research 

5 MEW, 
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of Father Bede is not a research only for himself. It is a real 
mission. But even before being a mission for India, it is a mission 
for the West, to which he belongs and from which he comes. He 
goes to East with the intention to look for something rather than 
bring something. He is looking for what he feels not present, or 
forgotten, in his West.

But what is this half, this part that he feels missing? What can 
India add to the journey made so far (by him, by the Church 
and by the West)? The expressions used by him to describe 
it are different, but all conjugated to each other: the feminine 
of the soul, the contemplative dimension, the intuitive faculty, 
the strength of the unconscious. In Indian symbolism all these 
things are related. The female is linked to the energy of the 
unconscious, to the night, to contemplation. 

Yogic physiology describes two fundamental energy channels 
present within the human being, the male channel and the 
female channel. The masculine one is the sun (surya), light, 
active energy, rational, red, strength, heat, fire; the feminine 
one is the moon (chandra), darkness, passivity, intuition, blue, 
contemplation. The feminine is the nocturnal, the unconscious. 
While the male is the rational and therefore that part of you that 
processes, orders and build, the female is a magma of nocturnal 
matter that you are unable to order, control and manage.                                                                                                        
The female is a world with its own rules that the mind cannot 
govern. And it is the prevalence of this second aspect that 
immediately strikes Father Bede at the time of his first impact 
with India. He sees it in people, in their way of living, dressing, 
speaking, moving and behaving. He sees in them a great 
spontaneity not held back by rationality. His first sensation, upon 
his arrival in India, is that of being in front of people that move 
mainly with their unconscious part. Father Bede writes that it is 
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as if the vitality and energy of India come from other sources 
than those that move Western men. 

Struck by the colours, the scents, the liveliness of the 
Indian streets, he has the impression of being in front of a 
«flower-garden», where all the flowers are born and ordered 
spontaneously, without a gardener who is there to plan 
everything.6

This vitality appears to him as the expression of a widespread 
sacredness, of a sense of the sacred that seems to pervade 
things and people in a much stronger way than he has ever seen 
in the West, where instead the sense of the sacred seems to be 
increasingly set aside. Perhaps because in the West everything 
is more controlled by the rational aspect, which here instead he 
sees overshadowed. This sacredness of the Whole and of every 
fragment of the Whole, is one of the things that «the West needs 
to learn from the East». It is a phrase that we often read in his 
texts: «The West needs to learn from the East…»7. And each 
time he adds a different way of declining and calling what is 
that «missing» thing. There are things that the West absolutely 
needs to learn from the East, and sacredness is one of them. 
In one passage he writes: «There is a profound awareness [in 
India] of a power beyond man and nature, which penetrates 
everything and is the real source of the beauty and vitality of 
Indian life».8 «It is this vision of a cosmic unity, in which man 
and nature are sustained by an all-pervading spirit, which the 
West needs to learn from the East. It is this that explains the 
extraordinary sacredness which attaches to every created thing 
in India». 

6 MEW, 16.
7 MEW, 15.
8 MEW, 10.
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And after saying this, he makes a list that is a sort of wonderful 
Canticle of creatures: “The earth is sacred (…) Water is sacred 
(…) Air is sacred”», etc.9

Another way of indicating the difference between East and West is 
to think in terms of «immanence» and «transcendence». Griffiths 
writes that the spiritual paths proposed by the Eastern tradition 
and the Western tradition contain opposite and complementary 
directions. Each of the two has what the other is missing. The 
Indian journey is a journey that starts from the perception of 
the immanence of divine energy, deriving from the idea that the 
world is a manifestation of the divine, not his creation. Starting 
from reality, from nature, from the human being, and from their 
sacredness, you get to perceive the Beyond that lives and 
pervades them. The West, represented here by the Jewish-
Christian tradition, takes the opposite path: it starts from the idea 
of the transcendent God, who is first of all «creator of heaven 
and earth», then Father who sends his Son to earth and finally 
the giver of his Spirit, which has been «poured into our hearts». 
The directions are opposite and complement each other. «In the 
depth of the Spirit we discover the depths of our own spirit and it 
is where immanence and transcendence come together».10

Also at the level of yogic symbolism we find the categories 
identified by Father Bede. In Yoga the energy path of the human 
being focuses on an ascending vertical direction: the energy 
that resides at the base of the spine must be awakened and 
must ascend within the fundamental energy channel of the 
human being, which is a vertical central channel. The energy is 
conveyed through this channel towards the spiritual and divine.

9 MEW, 15.
10 Bede Griffiths, The New Creation in Christ: Christian Meditation and Community 
[hereafter NCC] (Illinois: Templegate Publishers Springfield, 1994), 70.
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Father Bede often analyses this energy path in his texts. It is 
an ascending path, which would be interesting to integrate with 
the descending path proposed by the Christian tradition. Yoga 
teaches us to bring up energy and the Christian God teaches us 
to welcome His descent. 

«You can let the energy level flow by visualizing it in your mind.    
I like to see it flowing from above, with the Holy Spirit descending 
through all the faculties, right down through the whole of the 
body and then rising up again and returning to God».11

The fact that India starts from the immanent dimension brought 
the Indian seekers to focus more than Westerners on the 
idea of the «divine inside». And therefore they underlined the 
dimension of interiority. Their spiritual research is born from the 
simple act of «sitting», «stopping» and looking inside to discover 
their divine nature and the mystery of Reality. In this way they 
discovered that this mysterious essence of Life is in the most 
abyssal depths of yourself. Your duty and your task is to contact 
it and bring it to light. When the small and illusory form of your 
ego becomes silent and your limited self moves aside, the «real 
form» of the Self, present in every human being, can re-emerge.

Going to India, Father Bede sought this side of introversion, 
of going inside, of turning towards the depths of being. The 
confrontation with this reality also led him to modify his monastic 
life and his prayer. The transition from an English Benedictine 
monastery to an Indian ashram was not, in this sense, without 
consequences. The change in style was radical. The cited text 
The New Creation in Christ: Christian Meditation and Community 
collects some lectures that Father Bede gave on the occasion of 
a seminar on Christian meditation, especially on the figure of 
John Main. 
11 NCC, 43.
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It is here that Father Bede tells us how his prayer has changed 
in India. And how the idea of «monastic prayer« has changed 
with it. For example, the need for personal prayer and silent 
prayer has greatly increased. Before arriving in India, in the 
monastery of Prinknash nobody had taught him the methods 
of contemplative prayer and he had not really understood what 
meditation was and how important it was for the spiritual life 
of the individual monk and the community. The prayer was 
essentially a community liturgical prayer, nourished by lectio 
divina. At Prinknash he had experienced the beauty and depth of 
Gregorian chant, but had not learned any kind of contemplative 
prayer. In India Father Bede understood how important is to put 
personal prayer first and to gravitate the other moments of prayer, 
more typical of the Benedictine tradition, around this. Obviously 
silent meditation must not replace liturgical prayer and lectio 
divina, which must be maintained as fundamental moments of 
monastic life. But it must integrate and nourish them. The need 
for a prayer that goes beyond words and thoughts, and that 
leads to a condition of silence, perfectly reconciles the need for 
other moments in which prayer draws inspiration from the words 
of the Gospel. And the community liturgical prayer is much more 
intense if it is preceded by meditation; this allows you to bring in 
the community moment what you lived in silence.

The meditation to which he refers is very simple. Based on a 
mantra, a word or a short phrase repeated internally, according 
to a tradition familiar to India, but also to ancient monasticism, to 
Desert Fathers, to John Cassian, to Philokalia, to The Way of a 
Pilgrim, to The Cloud of Unknowing, etc. «Contemplative prayer 
begins when all discursive thought ceases, and when the mind 
rests in silence in the presence of God. Contemplation is the 
practice of the presence of God, and the mantra, the repetition 



10

of a sacred word, takes us into the silence of that presence».12      
He says that in the Office, in the community liturgical prayer, 
there are too many Psalms and too many words, and this 
distracts, prevents them from being prayed in all their depths. 

For this reason it would be good to pray the Psalms «after» 
silent prayer, that is, after silent prayer has introduced you to 
contact with Reality and with God: then you’ll be able to make 
words become prayer. In the same manner it would be good to 
do lectio divina after silent meditation, after silence has opened 
you to listening. 

He tells that in Shantivanam they chose to place the two hours 
of meditation, morning and evening, in the center of the life of 
the ashram. The same practice is usually done in India, where 
the sunrise and sunset hours, as the moments of the encounter 
of light and darkness, are considered the most suitable 
for meditative recollection. «That is the focus of the day».                  
Then we go to church and share the community prayer, which 
thus become «a kind of overflowing from meditation».13

But why is silent meditation so important in the Indian path? 
Because it is important to silence the mind. It is important to 
overcome words and go beyond the mechanical sequence of 
thoughts. Yoga in the classical tradition is «suspension of the 
movements of the mind». Patanjali in the Yoga Sutra writes that 
only when you enter the suspension of the movements of the 
mind you’ll have the opportunity to experience the silence of the 
ego.14 The chatter of the mind disappears and what/who you 
really are comes to light.

12 NCC, 21.
13 NCC, 31.
14 Patanjali, Yoga Sutra I [hereafter YS], 2-4.
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Yoga, that is the unification of being, can only occur when the 
mind, which is the most active constructor of small selves and 
small separate identities, is silent. Patanjali says: «Then the 
seer [that is, the one who has clean gaze to observe] is firmly 
founded in his true form».15 

Because all the illusory forms created by the mind have 
vanished. It is a process of opening the self. When the mind 
becomes silent, consciousness widens. Going deep is at the 
same time meeting the breadth, the space that is within you, 
climbing over the shapes to find you more and more in contact 
with the Hereafter-of-the-forms. It is at this point that a-vidya, 
ignorance, the «inability to see», the inability to penetrate 
beyond appearances and discover the Beyond that is the 
foundation of Reality, disappears.16 Yoga tells you that you can 
enter into a more spacious and more authentic form of yourself 
and contact who you really are. This is the primary concern of 
all Upanishads.

All this is fundamental in the Indian journey, and Father Bede 
feels it. At a certain point he says: «Prayer, meditation, is the 
way to get beyond the appearances» (the self is a false self, 
an apparent self) «and to touch the reality».17 We find the 
term «Reality» continuously in his texts. «The reality is God 
who is always revealing himself behind all appearances».18                      
«In meditation, we try to go beyond the limitation of words 
and thoughts to open our hearts to the hidden mystery of the 
Spirit and to be really in the presence of Christ and the Father,                                                                                               
to enter into the mystery of the Trinity».19 

15 YS, I,3.
16 YS, II, 3-11.
17 NCC, 18.
18 NCC, 18.
19 NCC, 69.



12

With meditation «we are trying to break through to the ultimate 
truth of reality».20

One of the first things that Father Bede surely read in the 
sacred scriptures of India is the question that founds them and 
crosses them: «Who is my real Self?» From which another 
derives: «What is Real?» To answer the Upanishads use two 
neutral terms (beyond masculine and feminine): Atman and 
Brahman. Atman is the true «Self», and therefore is generally 
identified with the foundation of the human being, the reality that 
lies at the bottom of being. Brahman comes from a root which 
means «to expand«, «to swell», and it is the Reality which is 
at the root of all things, which pervades all of them and which 
is their foundation. The divine, we could say. The Upanishads 
say: «In the beginning there was Atman…», «In the beginning 
there was Brahman…». Or even: «In the beginning there was 
Ekam, the One», or: «In the beginning the Reality was One, 
non-dual, Ekam evadvityam» («One-without-second»). Then, 
through the process of manifestation (Indian culture talks 
about manifestation, not about creation), the Ekam, the One, 
became the multiplicity of all things, expressed itself in them. By 
staying in them, but not confining itself into a single reality. The 
Upanishads urge you to go back from the multiplicity of manifest 
reality to the purity of the original One. This is the path: the One 
has manifested itself in the manifold, and we must/can go back 
to the One from the manifold. Going back to this original One 
means finding the true reality of things and the true reality of 
being, that is meeting Brahman and Atman. And discover them 
coincident. That is discovering that Atman is Brahman, and 
Brahman is Atman, and Atman and Brahman are the One.

20 NCC, 69.
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There is a single Reality, which is called in different ways. «For 
the Hindu today, the aim is still to see behind the surface of 
life (…) to the hidden mystery at the heart of every person and 
thing. The ancient Hindus looked within and saw the Atman, 
the Spirit, as the source of consciousness, the ground of being. 
They looked outside of themselves and saw the hidden mystery 
of the universe, the Brahman. ‘The Self is Brahman’. The root 
and ground of consciousness, of being, is one with the root 
and ground of the whole creation. We are one with the whole 
creation at the depths of our being». And Griffiths concludes by 
exclaiming: «It is such a wonderful intuition!»21

Therefore you understand the non-dual reality.Here is a very 
important term for India: a-dvaita, non-duality. And here is 
another of those elements that Father Bede says that the West 
needs to learn from the East: the non-dual vision. 

There is in the human being a strong «thirst for unity», a great 
need to go beyond dualism, to go beyond the functioning of the 
mind. The mind, in fact, is «the great divider»,22 which gives rise 
to all kinds of conflict causing conditions of splitting, both within 
us and externally. There are several separation and divisions 
that he identifies:

-   The division within the human being, who is separated internally, 
because the mind divides the various parts of his being;

- The division between the human being and the rest of the 
manifestation, the other beings, the other elements of reality;

- The division between the human being and God, the most 
serious division, from which the others derive.

21 NCC, 61.
22 MEW, 64.  
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When «the great separator» is silent, there is unity: the unity 
of the human being in himself/herself, the unity of the human 
being with the rest of the manifestation and the unity of the 
human being with the divine Reality. Unity is the nature of 
Reality. Separation is illusory and is the result of sin. Father 
Bede reads the original sin of the Christian tradition basically 
as a sin of separation. There are many passages in which he 
talks about it. The fall of the human being is actually simply 
«a fall from a  state of undivided consciousness into a state of 
divided consciousness».23 The tree of good and evil is the tree 
of separation. The great sin made by the human being consists 
in separating, dividing, losing the unitary vision. 

This is why you forget the unity of everything and stop in the 
fragments. Separating is a sin also because it stops within a 
smaller reality than what you can actually embrace, perceive 
and feel. 

Instead the unified divine Reality, which is at the bottom of all 
things and is always beyond what you can think of circumscribing, 
introduces you in a breadth that widens: it widens the heart, 
the conscience and the mind. India is a teacher in telling you 
that there is always a beyond to the borders that you have 
established in your mind. Names and forms are always just 
a passage, which must enter you into the Without-name and 
Without-form. And what India calls a-nama and a-rupa, Without-
name and Without-form, is the mystery that Jesus calls Father.

Here Father Bede takes a step beyond India. He does not 
passively accept advaita. He is fascinated by advaita, but he 
also recognizes its limits. First of all, he doesn’t share the idea 
that all sorts of distinctions disappear in the One. 

23 MEW, 30.
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That in the One, each separate identity proves to be illusory and 
therefore annulled. The unity that Griffiths thinks to be the nature 
of Reality is a «differentiated unity». It is not an indistinct One, 
but a unity where the distinctions remain. In his opinion, what 
corrects the error of separation is the relationship, not the identity.

Griffiths is not willing to give up the relationship between God and 
the human being, and the distinction between the divine person 
and the human person. For this reason he prefers the texts of 
the Indian tradition in which the presence of a personal God 
with whom the human being is invited to enter into a relationship 
appears more explicitly, compared to the more radical advaita of 
Shankara. He prefers the later Upanishads and, above all, the 
Bhagavad Gita, to which he dedicates an entire cycle of talks, 
that later will become an admirable commentary text, River of 
Compassion.24 Father Bede is fascinated by the relationship 
between Arjuna and Krishna, between a man and the God who 
guides him.

There is, in fact, within this relationship a «dynamism of love», 
which goes in two directions: from man to divinity and from 
divinity to man. And this means that the distinction between the 
two is maintained, without ever becoming a separation. Krishna 
says to Arjuna: «You are dear to me». There is an impulse of 
love by divinity towards man and there is an impulse of love by 
man towards divinity (bhakti). So that, even without merging, 
they are never two detached entities, but always intimately and 
inextricably related.

In Bede’s reflection there is the attempt to replace duality and 
non-duality with the relationship. In fact, in the relationship, 
duality is only apparent, because the relationship is a source 

24 Bede Griffiths, River of Compassion: A Christian Commentary on the Bhagavad 
Gita. (Warwick, N.Y: Amity House, 1987).
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of «communion». Thanks to it you can get to say, like Jesus:           
«I and the Father are one», «one only in the relationship». 
There is a flow of a dynamic current that keeps in continuous 
communion and therefore bypasses dualism. There in no 
separation, but «communion»: this is the word that Father Bede 
uses to replace «non-duality». Instead of «identity of being»,    
he prefers to talks about «communion of being», «communion 
of love». Jesus and the Father had this total communion in love, 
and Jesus asks us to become one with him as he is one with 
the Father: total oneness in the non-dual being of Godhead. 
To recover this unity is the Christian calling. A unity that the 
Christian can always recover thanks to meditation, in which the 
dualistic mind is transcended and you find yourself immersed in 
the loving current of the divine.

And this allows you to overcome the separation even between 
the single human being and the others. When you speak of                                                                                                
a communion of love and of being between the human person 
and the divine person, you are speaking also of a communion 
of love and of being of the human person with other people and 
with all the other elements of creation. «Ultimate Reality is the 
fullness of the interpersonal being, which is also interpersonal 
consciousness. In our ordinary consciousness we are all 
separated, in time and space, but when we overcome these 
limitations we experience out unity with others. We do not lose 
ourselves, but our sense of separation and division, and we 
discover our integral unity in the only reality. It is essentially                                        
a mystery of love… The final goal of humanity is a communion 
of people in love».25 And here Father Bede reports the phrase 
pronounced by Jesus in the Gospel of John: «Let them be one.

25 My translation from Bede Griffiths, Una nuova Visione della Realtà (Roma: 
Edizioni Appunti di Viaggio, 2005).
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Like you, Father, you are in me and  I in you, may they also 
be one in us» (John 17:21). Sentence that Father Bede quotes 
several times.

Obviously the model of this relationship is the Trinity, «communion 
of people in love». Father Bede and also Monchanin and Le Saux 
insist very much on Trinity, reinterpreting in the light of the Trinity 
even the Saccidananda, expression used by the Indian sacred 
scriptures to designate Reality in its three aspects of pure Being 
(Sat), pure Consciousness (Cit) and pure Bliss (Ananda). They 
dedicated the Shantivanam ashram to Saccidananda, referring 
it to the Trinity: Sat is the Father, He who alone has and gives 
the being; Cit is the Christ, the Mediator, the point through which 
creation and the human being have the possibility to enter into 
consciousness; and Ananda is the Holy Spirit, to fully enjoy the 
relationship with the divine Reality in bliss.
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II.

BEDE GRIFFITHS’ NEW VISION OF REALITY:
TOWARD AN INTEGRAL CHRISTIAN 

SpIRITUALITY
       Cyprian Consiglio, OSB Cam.1

«The Vedic seers had reached an understanding of  the threefold 
nature of  the world, at once physical, psychological and spiritual. 
These three worlds were seen to be interdependent, every physical 
reality having a psychological aspect, and both aspects, physical 
and psychological, being integrated in a spiritual vision.»   

                                                                       Bede Griffiths2

For me, one of the most significant contributions that Bede 
Griffiths left us was a new understanding of spiritual anthropology -                                                                                                                         
an understanding of the human person wrapped inside an 

1 He is a Camaldolese monk, musician and teacher. He is the prior of the New 
Camaldoli Hermitage. After his initial 10 years of formation with his community 
in Big Sur, he lived near Santa Cruz, California for another ten years. During that 
period he traveled extensively internationally, performing concerts, teaching and 
leading retreats. Musically he is a singer, a guitarist, a composer, recording artist 
and producer. Most of his music and his teaching revolve around the Universal Call 
to Contemplation and Universal Wisdom as taugh by Bede Griffits. Just as Father 
Bede and his predecessors sought to be bridges between the world’s great religious 
traditions, Cyprian, though his retreat and teaching work and through his music hopes 
to foster contemplative experiences through the music, meditation, and the study of 
sacred texts from many different traditions. See his site: www.cyprianconsiglio.com
2 Bede Griffiths, Marriage of East and West [hereafter MEW] (Springfield: 
Templegate, 1982), 51.
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ancient cosmology. As evidenced by the quote above, however, 
it was actually the recovery of an ancient understanding of 
reality: the recognition of the spiritual, psychological and physical 
aspects of all created reality and, following on that, a realization 
that the human person is at once spirit, soul and body. So in 
a sense to speak of a New Vision of Reality (the title of his 
last major publication) is ironic. Father Bede was convinced 
that as we entered this new age Western science was slowly 
recovering, re-discovering, the perennial philosophy, the wisdom 
that had prevailed throughout the world from about 500 BCE 
through 1500 CE. It’s almost as if Western science is slowly 
catching up with mysticism and «discovering» what especially 
the Asian spiritualities and philosophies had never doubted: that 
the material universe is pervaded by and finds its explanation in 
a transcendent reality. That discovery was precisely what had 
already taken place in India in the fifth century before Christ, 
during what is known as the 1st Axial Period when, as Bede 
put it, there was a breakthrough beyond mental consciousness 
to the discovery of the Ultimate Reality sustaining the whole 
universe. For years I assumed that Bede himself had discovered 
this perennial philosophy through the Vedanta after his move to 
India, but he had already mentioned in letters to friends as early 
as 1941, long before his full immersion in the Hindu world. But 
he then saw it latent everywhere, not least in his own Christian 
faith at its best.

Let’s start with Aldous Huxley’s articulation of the Perennial 
Philosophy, given that his book of the same title resurrected the 
notion for so many in the 20th century, and which Bede knew 
well. This is from his introduction to Christopher Isherwood’s 
translation of the Bhagavad Gita, where he insists that the focus 
of Indian religion is «one of the clearest and most comprehensive 
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summaries of the Perennial Philosophy ever to have been 
made.»3 He states it in four points.  

•   First, that the phenomenal world of matter and of individualized 
consciousness - the world of things and animals and human 
beings and even «gods» - is actually a manifestation of a Divine 
Ground «within which all partial realities have their being...».      
As many Christian mystical writers loved to quote, so Saint Paul 
in the Acts of the Apostles tells the Athenians that God is the 
one in whom we live and move and have our being.4

•   Second, the perennial philosophy teaches that human beings 
are capable of realizing the existence of this Divine Ground 
by a direct intuition, and that this direct intuition is superior to 
discursive reasoning and the rational mind. Again, as Christian 
mystical writers would surely also concur, particularly the author 
of The Cloud of Unknowing, there is, and this is, a knowledge 
that unites the knower with that which is known, a «unitive» 
knowledge. 

•   Third, human beings possess a double nature, a phenomenal 
ego and, beyond that phenomenal ego, what Huxley refers to 
as «an eternal Self, which is the inner person, the spirit, the 
spark of divinity within the soul.» The two Christian scriptural 
images that immediately come to mind are Saint Paul’s writing 
about our life hidden with Christ in God5 and, perhaps better, St. 
Peter’s reference to the inner self with the lasting beauty of a 
gentle and quiet spirit.6

3 Aldous Huxley, introduction to Bhagavad Gita: the Song of God, trans. Swami 
Prahavananda and Christopher Isherwood (Hollywood: Vedanta Press, 1987), 6-7.
4  Acts 17:28. (All biblical citations from the New Revised Standard Version.)
5 Col 3:3.
6 1 Pt 3:4.
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•   And finally, the perennial philosophy states that the end and 
purpose of human life-the telos-is to identify oneself with this 
eternal Self and «so to come to unitive knowledge of the Divine 
Ground».7

1. The threefold nature of reality

Similarly, Father Bede taught that the great insight the Vedic 
philosophers had come to was an understanding of the threefold 
nature of reality, that the world is at once physical, psychological, 
and spiritual. In the so-called primitive mind, which Bede thought 
was probably a lot closer to being the natural mind, there is no 
such thing as a merely physical object.

The world is at once physical, psychological, and spiritual, and 
these three realms of reality are always interdependent and 
interwoven. «Every material thing has a psychological aspect, 
a relation to human consciousness, and this in turn is related to 
the supreme spirit which pervades both the physical world and 
human consciousness».8 In other words, all of physical reality 
has a psychological aspect, and both the psychological and 
physical realms have an underlying reality that is the source of 
both other realms-spiritual reality. And these three levels of reality 
should never be separated. Bede wrote that this cosmology was 
«typical of the whole ancient world which had emerged out of 
the mythological world of more ancient times», and «the Oriental 
view of the universe, which is in fact, the view of the ‘perennial 
philosophy’, the cosmic vision which is common to all religious 
tradition from the most primitive tribal religions to the great world 
religions, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity».9

7 Huxley, 7.
8 MEW, 51.
9 MEW, 51.
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One could validly divide reality into countless other strata 
or realms, and name them many different ways, as many 
have done. There is, for instance, the beautiful teaching of 
Hinduism about the koshas, the five coverings of the atman or 
Brahman, especially as articulated in the Taittiriya Upanishad.10              
Buddhism has the teaching of the five skandhas, the five 
aggregates that compose human appearance.11 The late 
scholar of comparative religion Huston Smith, among other 
perennialists, revived the ancient notion of the Great Chain 
of Being, body-mind-soul spirit, which Smith associated with 
respective realms: the terrestrial realm, the intermediate realm, 
celestial and infinite realms. Ken Wilber expands that «chain» 
to include matter as well, and called it instead «the Great Nest 
of being», adding the great stress that this is both hierarchy and    
a holarchy (hence the word «nest» rather than «chain»).12

As beautiful and comprehensive as these other articulations are, 
I have stayed with and continue to be satisfied by this tripartite 
understanding for its simplicity and its resonance with so many 
traditions. But I think that Wilber’s vocabulary about the nest 
and the holarchy is especially helpful in stressing that these are 
interpenetrating realms of reality. 

10 The five koshas are the annamaya-kosha-the material covering of food, the physical 
body and the material world, non-living matter and energy; the Pranamaya-kosa 
- the vital covering manifest as breath; the Manomaya-kosa-the mental covering, 
the rational mind, the Vijnana-maya-kosa-intelligence covering, the higher form of 
mind, what we often refer to as the subtle realm and the Ananda-maya-kosa-the bliss 
covering, the causal realm, the formless, beyond.
12 The five skandhas are rupa-material composition, vedana-sensing (including the 
sixth sense of mental perception), samjna-perception, samskara-mental formations, 
and vijnana-consciousness. 
13 Ken Wilber, The Eye of the Spirit: An Integral Vision for a World Gone Slightly 
Mad (Boston: Shambala, 1998), 42-42. See also «Completing the Great Chain», from 
One Taste quoted in The Essential Ken Wilber: an Introductory Reader (Boston: 
Shambala, 1998), 108.
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Even if we present reality as a hierarchy, such as in the scale 
of evolutionary theory, we are actually regarding each element 
according to its holistic capacity, its ability to integrate what has 
gone before: what is whole at one stage becomes part of a larger 
whole at the next stage. Hence the notion of interpenetrating or, 
even better, enveloping levels of reality. 

This is very much in keeping with the thought of Teilhard de 
Chardin as well.13 We might have a tendency to see spiritual 
reality - or the soul or consciousness - as something distinct or 
apart from material reality, either intervening in material reality 
or trapped in corporeality like some forms of Gnosticism or the 
Greek notion of the soul that escapes the body at death, or even 
Descartes’ idea of the mind as an alternate substance operating 
completely independently of the physical universe. This ancient 
view would have us understand instead that these three realms 
of reality - the physical, the psychological and the spiritual - are 
always interdependent and interwoven. The hierarchy is also            
a holarchy; the chain is actually a nest.

«Every material thing has a psychological aspect», Bede writes, 
«a relation to human consciousness, and this in turn is related 
to the supreme spirit which pervades both the physical world 
and human consciousness».14 The word «psychological» may 
strike us as strange and clinical, but it helps to recall that it 
comes from the word psyche, whose translation is really more 
accurately «soul». The psychological realm is the realm of the 
soul, and «soul» as Bede understands it is spectrum of subtle 
dimensions. He himself was quite taken with Ken Wilber’s first 

13 Note, for instance, his theory of cosmic embryogenesis in Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (New York: Harper & Row, 1959), especially 
Book Two, «Life»; and The Divine Milieu (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), 
especially Part Three 1, «The Attributes of the Divine Milieu». 111ff.
14 MEW, 51.
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publication, The Spectrum of Consciousness, and often used 
it in relation to the spectrum of consciousness laid out, for 
instance, in the Katha Upanishad.15 But just as every physical 
reality has a psychological aspect, it is important to note that 
what is equally important is that both the psychological and 
physical realms have an underlying reality, one that is beyond 
the realm of soul, that is the source and summit of both other 
realms-spiritual reality. The Vedic philosophers never separated 
these aspects.16

Perhaps rather idealistically, Father Bede thought that up until 
the Middle Ages, in China, India, and the Islamic world, as well 
as in Europe, a creative synthesis had been achieved and was 
maintained in which the physical, psychic and spiritual worlds 
were integrated. Economic, social, political and cultural orders 
were all conceived as a harmonious unity in which each human 
being was related to nature, to one’s fellows and to the Divine.                                                                                                         
But then, as he often lamented, Bede thought that the Western 
mind gradually came to be dominated by a philosophy of 
materialism, whether implicit or explicit. And thus the unitive 
vision began to be lost, and after the Middle Ages this 
creative synthesis began to disintegrate.  He thought that the 
Reformation and the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the 
French Revolution, the Russian and Chinese Revolutions, were 
all stages in this process of its disintegration.17

15 «The sensory objects are subtler than the senses, and subtler than the sensory 
objects is mind. But intellect is subtler than mind and subtler than intellect is 
Mahat (the Hiranyagarbha). The unmanifested (avyakta) is subtler than Mahat 
(Hiranyagarbha) and subtler than the unmanifested is Purusha. There is nothing 
subtler than Purusha. That is the end, that is the supreme goal.» (1:III, 10-11)
16 Bede Griffiths, New Vision of Reality  [hereafter NVR] (Springfield: Templegate, 
1989), 58.
17 Bede Griffiths, Return to the Center [hereafter RTC] (Springfield: Templegate, 
1976), 96.
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In New Vision of Reality, beginning with Descartes’ separation 
of mind and matter, through Francis Bacon, Galileo and Isaac 
Newton, Bede shows how by the eighteenth century all aspects 
of a divine reality governing the Universe had been gradually 
eliminated, and a mechanistic system alone remained. He goes 
on to accuse rationalism of setting the human mind free from 
the divine, and Communism of depriving human beings of their 
basic liberty and enslaving them to the material world, all as        
a result, he says, of this mechanistic, materialistic philosophy.18 
Consequently, in modern times we have inherited a mind-set 
that separates matter from mind, and separates matter and mind 
from the Supreme Reality, from God.19 Especially in the West we 
suffer from the disease of the merely rational mind that causes 
us to see matter, mind and spirit «as separate from one another, 
to imagine a world extended outside of us in space and time, and 
the mind as something separate from the external world».20 This 
eventually has an effect on all aspects of science from social 
theory like Marxist dialectical materialism all the way through 
Freudian psychology.  Just as the existence of a divine Ultimate 
(spiritual) Reality was no longer needed in cosmology and the 
natural sciences, so in Freud’s initial mechanistic model, which 
Bede thought Freud never fully transcended, the existence of a 
soul was gradually deemed unnecessary in psychology.

New Vision of Reality was written in the last years of Bede’s 
life. He had had such a mistrust of modern science and the 
technological age from his young adult years on, but here at 
the end of his life, due partially to friendship and conversation 
with wonderful modern thinkers such as Rupert Sheldrake, he 
immersed himself in the works of modern science, and began 

18 RTC, 96.
19 NVR, 59.
20 NVR, 57.
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to rejoice that «the elements of the more universal and profound 
vision« were being recovered in the context of modern scientific 
thought.21 He saw far-reaching consequences for the West 
slowly regaining this original and ancient vision, this perennial 
philosophy, not just through modern physics but through depth 
psychology as well. He then explains in his own language, 
drawn from his contemplative and mystical experience,                                      
the work of «the new physics» of Frijof Capra, David Bohm, 
Rupert Sheldrake, and Ilya Prigogine, as well as the new 
psychology, first of all that of Carl Jung, and then more recent 
work of Karl Pribram and Ken Wilbur, and the emergence of 
transpersonal and depth psychology.

2. Spirit, soul and body

What I find especially helpful and practical about Father Bede’s 
teaching is that it starts out with a broad cosmological view and 
then resolves in a fresh view of the human person in all our 
glorious transcendent capacity. From this perennial philosophy 
he comes to understand that just as all created reality has a 
spiritual, psychological, and material dimension, so each 
human being is not just body and soul, but spirit, soul, and 
body, three interpenetrating realms of our being human. It is 
this anthropology - spirit, soul and body - that became the core 
of Bede’s teaching and writings. As a matter of fact, once, in a 
presentation shortly before his death, he said, «The body, mind, 
and spirit are the main focus of all my thinking presently; we 
have to integrate these three levels of reality that exist at every 
moment».22

21 NVR, 11.
22 Bede Griffiths, «Integration of Mind, Body, and Spirit», An Occasional Paper of 
the Fetzer Institute (Kalamazoo: 1994), 1.
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Huxley agreed that this also is actually a return to and                            
a rediscovery of an ancient way of thinking. In The Perennial 
Philosophy, he laments that twentieth-century psychologists 
had chosen to ignore that which the Buddha, Saint Augustine, 
and Pascal were all aware of: «the fact that human nature is 
tripartite, consisting of a spirit as well as of a mind and body; 
the fact that we live on the border-line between two worlds, 
the temporal and the eternal, the physical-vital-human and the 
divine…».23

Father Bede claimed that this view of the human person as 
body, soul and spirit was fundamental in the Bible and very clear 
in Saint Paul.24 The tripartite anthropology is certainly often very 
clearly taught in the Christian Orthodox tradition until modern 
times.

(You will perhaps have noticed that sometimes the word «mind» 
is used for this middle realm instead of «soul», as in Huxley 
quote above and a times by Father Bede as well, though he 
normally uses the word «soul». I always prefer the word «soul» 
over «mind», as will be explained below.)

As body we are part of the earth and, just like all of reality, the 
physical organism of our body is a structure of energies through 
which we are part of the physical universe, connected to every 
element of creation from the beginning of time. As body, human 
nature is part of the whole physical universe; it evolves out of 
the physical universe, from matter and life. Recall the vision of 
Teilhard here, how the geosphere evolves into the biosphere.25

23 Aldous Huxley, Perennial Philosophy, (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1945), 115.
24 NVR, 97. See for instance 1 Thes 5:23: May the God of peace sanctify you entirely; 
and may your spirit, soul and body be kept sound and blameless…
25 See especially Teilhard de Chardin, Phenomenon, Chapter One, «The Advent of 
Life».
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In his later years using the language of the Tantra tradition of 
Yoga, Bede wrote and taught about a very practical spiritual life 
based partly on embracing our physicality, fully incorporating 
the body, including one’s sexuality. Though he himself had                  
a great love for nature, which was in fact a large part of his own 
conversion experience, what Bede didn’t speak or write about 
was how an embracing of the body can and should also lead to 
a greater appreciation for the Earth and all of creation, as well. 
Let’s us stress now that the idea of the human person as a part 
of the physical universe, not being simply its intervening and 
impermeable head, is an important neglected emphasis.

Our soul then is the whole inner realm-matter coming into 
consciousness, and then coming into self-consciousness and 
learning to harness the powers of the mind. Perhaps the rational 
mind is at the center, but it is surrounded by all the strata of 
the soul, the psyche-the sub-conscious, higher states of 
consciousness, the collective unconscious, and psychic powers 
and phenomena of all sorts.  As soul (again, we can also use the 
Greek word psyche), humanity is the head of the universe. I am 
being unashamedly anthropocentric here, because I do believe, 
as the Christian tradition teaches, that the human person has 
been given a unique role in this economy of evolution, unlike and 
in many ways more advanced than other creatures, though this 
again needs to be attenuated and contextualized. The hierarchy 
is also a holarchy; but the holarchy is also a hierarchy. We are, 
in a sense, matter coming into consciousness and forming an 
individual soul. Our psychological organism consists of our 
appetites, our senses, our feelings and imagination, our reasoning 
capabilities. I like to stress, as Bede did, that the rational mind 
forms only one part of this spectrum of consciousness. This is 
why I do not care for the popular phrase «body, mind and soul» 
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(or spirit) and why I always prefer the word «soul» over «mind», 
because otherwise it seems to abstract the rational mind from 
the other layers of the soul, especially from the emotive and 
intuitive realms/functions, as well as the from higher forms of 
consciousness that surround it and to which it should give way. 
This psyche-soul forms our personality and is integrated with 
the physical organism. 
In this realm we are also a part of the psychic universe, the 
collective unconscious and the anima mundi, the soul of the 
world. The ancients, including Saint Thomas Aquinas, thought 
that plants and animals have some share in this psychic realm, 
some kind of soul, though of a different quality than ours.                             
So there are theories of plants responding to music, for instance, 
which suddenly don’t seem so far-fetched. This is also similar 
to Teilhard de Chardin’s notion of the noosphere. As a matter 
of fact, Teilhard takes that idea farther in his theory of cosmic 
embryogenesis, when he insists that whatever manifests                
at a more advanced degree of evolution has actually been there 
all along in some way, perhaps in seed form or at a lower hum of 
energy.26 Applying this to consciousness or soul, we can agree 
with what Bede says is the Oriental view of created reality and 
state that there is a psychic dimension to all created things.

But then, like matter itself, that soul has the potential to open to 
something more, which is the pneuma, the spirit, the point where 
the human spirit opens on to the Spirit of God, the Universal 
Spirit.27 Beyond both body and soul - I like to say, deeper than 
the body and soul - and the source and summit of both body and 
soul, yet still integrated with them, is the spirit, what Saint Paul 
calls, using the Greek word, the pneuma. 
26 Teilhard de Chardin, Phenomenon, 78 for cosmic embryogenesis, and 180-4 for 
noosphere.
27 NVR, 97.
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This spirit in us is the point of our communion with the universal 
Spirit which rules and permeates the whole universe. 

Our spirit is the point of human self-transcendence, the point at 
which the finite and the infinite, the temporal and the eternal, the 
many and the One, meet and touch.

The realm of spirit is also beyond all phenomena, beyond all 
thoughts and words, as the Hindu tradition would say, a-nama-
rupa-beyond name and form; and our spirit is that point where 
we are one with the Divine Spirit who is beyond all phenomena. 
Bede pointed out, through his exploration of Universal Wisdom, 
meditating the sacred texts of the world’s authentic spiritual 
traditions, that the sense of Ultimate Reality being beyond all 
name and form is beautifully articulated by the Chinese notion of 
the Tao, for example, as it is by the Brahman/Atman of Hinduism, 
the sunyata of the Buddha, and the al Haqq of Islam, as well 
as by the abyss of the Godhead of the Christian mystic. And in 
some way our deepest selves too are beyond all name and form.

The human person first understands himself or herself as                                                                                                    
a physical entity saturated with soul; and then goes beyond 
mental consciousness to experience the transpersonal, 
transmental or, as the great Indian philosopher Sri Aurobindo 
calls it, the «supramental» consciousness. And then we 
discover within ourselves that our ultimate «I» is one with the 
ground of the universe, God who is Being-Itself and the ground 
of human consciousness. Just as physical reality is pervaded 
by consciousness, by soul or psyche, so all reality, material and 
psychic, is further pervaded by the Divine, the Spirit. And so I, 
too, possess a double nature; I am not only my phenomenal 
ego, but I am an eternal self, which is my inner person,                                                                                                            
the spirit, the spark of divinity within my soul. And, more 
importantly, the end and purpose of life - in some way perhaps 
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better to say that the real beginning of a life in the Spirit - is to 
identify with this eternal self so as to come to unitive knowledge 
of the Divine and let that unitive knowledge be the source of my 
strength and action in the world.

This is not the typical Western way of understanding the human 
person. We do not normally distinguish spirit from soul, but 
speak of the human person as either body and soul, or body 
and spirit, though we do sometimes speak of the «spiritual 
soul». As a matter of fact, Huxley specifically laments this, that 
even though Saint Paul had drawn the «useful and illuminating 
distinction between the psyche and the pneuma», the word 
pneuma «never achieved any degree of popularity», and that 
the «hopelessly ambiguous term, psyche», (hence also for most 
of us the English word «soul») came to be used «indifferently for 
either the personal consciousness or the spirit.»28                                                                                                   

English word «soul» usually indicates some non-tangible, ethereal 
part of a person that may even live on after the death of the body. 

What we find in biblical anthropology however is that words 
such as nephesh in Hebrew and psyche in Greek, which are 
usually translated as «soul», often refer to the physical body 
itself or at least to some tangible aspects of human existence 
such as the flesh, the blood, the throat or the breath as well. 
So the English translation «soul» has actually come to mean 
something different from what the original words meant. The 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, on the other hand, admits 
that the soul is sometimes distinguished from the spirit, 

28 Perennial Philosophy, 165-166. Huxley raises an interesting point that devotional 
writers in the Western church chose to speak of the anima, the feminine noun that 
for Romans meant the lower, animal soul, instead of animus, the masculine noun 
that was normally used for the rational soul, because «the human soul is normally 
regarded as feminine in expositions of the Perennial Philosophy».
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but insists that even this «does not introduce a duality into the 
soul». Spirit, according to the Catechism, signifies that from 
creation human beings are ordered to a supernatural end and 
that one’s soul «can be gratuitously raised ... to communion with 
God».29 As beautiful as this is, Father Bede, among others, found 
this anthropology lacking in clarity. He saw the need always to 
distinguish between the spirit and the soul, between the spiritual 
and the psychic; and he noted the importance of understanding 
and accentuating the spiritual realm, which brings the other two 
realms to their fruition. 

Now, the Christian tradition tends to refer to our human 
condition as a «fallen state», and perhaps this is what our fallen 
state is: the state of our spirit, soul, and body being out of right 
relationship. Our normal way of being human in the world is 
psychic consciousness dominated by the rational mind, or else 
the mind run riot by the appetites of the body. Whereas the goal 
(the scopos) of the spiritual life is to discover, to realize, this 
spirit within us, this deepest aspect of our being, the place of our 
meeting with the Divine, and find a way to let that be what is the 
master of our lives, and then to bring the body and soul (with its 
mind) into right relationship with the inner spirit that is guided by 
the Spirit of God.

3. The new consciousness of a new humanity

Now let’s use these terms to look at Jesus. The birth of Jesus 
from a Virgin was a sign of the birth of a new humanity, born 
not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of [human] will, but of 
God.30 Could we say, born not simply of the body, nor of the

29 Catechism of the Catholic Church, (United States Catholic Conference: 1994),  
#367, 93–94.
30 Jn 1:13.
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soul, but born of spirit, of the Spirit? Jesus’ miracles were signs 
of a new creation, a sign of matter being transformed by being 
penetrated by consciousness, signs of the mastery of the Spirit 
over matter, signs of matter being brought into right relationship 
with Spirit. The stories about Jesus’ death and resurrection, his 
descent into hell and his ascension are signs of the passage 
through death that every person has to undergo in order to 
realize God, and signs of the penetration of the Spirit into the 
depths of the unconscious and all the realms of consciousness. 
But an even more profound truth is that at the resurrection 
the body and soul of Jesus were transformed by the Spirit; 
humanity and nature were revealed in an indivisible unity, 
a unity that was at once physical, psychological, and spiritual, 
that is, body, soul and spirit. Even Jesus’ Second Coming 
that we long for can be seen as the final manifestation when 
all of creation and all of humanity passes out of its present 
state of being and consciousness into total consciousness of 
Reality, when all of creation, that is groaning in labour pains 
until now… while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our 
bodies,31 will be brought into right relationship with the Spirit 
who is its source and its summit. This is not only the soul going 
to heaven; this is a new heaven and a new earth32 - the proper 
end of the spiritual life according to the Christian mystical vision.

And so for the individual, as Abhishiktananda wrote, «The 
outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost is the symbol, the 
sign, the sacrament, the ‘cosmic origin’ of the penetration,                                     
the impregnation of all our faculties by the ‘mystery of the 
depth’», the Spirit.33 This following paragraph was one of the 
most important things I ever read in Father Bede’s writings:

31 Rom 8:22-23.
32 Rev 21:1.
33 Abhishiktananda, Ascent to the Depth of the Heart (Delhi: ISPCK, 1986), 216.



34

When the Holy Spirit descended on the disciples at Pentecost, 
the power of the Spirit [that] had transformed the body and soul 
of Christ at the resurrection was communicated to his disciples.

A new consciousness dawned, a consciousness beyond the 
ordinary rational consciousness, which set the apostles free 
from the limitations of our present mode of existence and 
consciousness and opened them to the new world of the 
Resurrection.34

This is a fresh approach and new language to express the 
transformational character of Christianity and Christian 
mysticism. This is the consciousness that is meant to dawn 
on us and the transformation that is meant to happen in us 
through our Baptism, and specifically through the sacrament of 
Confirmation, when the Pentecostal Spirit of the Risen Jesus 
allows us to open our eyes and understand the meaning of the 
Resurrection, to see the world once again in right relationship, 
brought about by Jesus re-establishing the right relationship for 
flesh and all of creation. And, as Saint Paul tells us, if the Spirit 
of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who 
raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies 
also35 - and not just at death, but even now. That same spirit,                              
if invoked, will bring us into right relationship, spirit, soul and 
body. «Pentecost is the openness of the mind»,36 the mind 
becoming open to this, the deepest reality, the reality of the 
Spirit who is our source and our summit.

34 MEW, 36.
35 Rom 8:11.
36 Abhishiktananda, Ascent, 274.
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4. Nothing gets left behind

Why is this important? This is where I find that Ken Wilber’s 
language, which is very popular with a certain segment of 
contemporary spiritual seekers, fleshes out Father Bede’s 
admonition that we need to integrate these three levels of reality 
that exist, the body, the soul and the spirit, at every moment.

This holistic understanding of the human person is a call to an 
integral spiritual life - a word that Wilber inherits from the Integral 
Yoga of Aurobindo, with whom Bede was very familiar. In other 
words we are speaking about a spirituality that recognizes that 
the development of each of these aspects of our being human 
- spirit, soul and body - is important for real spiritual growth 
and maturity. Otherwise so-called spiritual enlightenment 
could actually make the rest of one’s life a disaster! If it is true,                 
as Saint Thomas Aquinas taught, that grace builds on, and does 
not destroy, nature, then no aspect of our being human is not 
meant to be transformed by the spiritual life.

As Wilber explains it, there are many different areas of 
development that the human person needs to go through.            
He calls those areas «lines».37 They are various intelligences, 
you might say. One could list dozens but the most widely 
cited are cognitive development, for instance, and then the 
interpersonal intelligences such as psychosexual emotional 
development. Then there is moral and ethical development, and 
one wonders how much authority someone has about moral 
and ethical issues if one doesn’t have psychosexual emotional 
development. There is also bodily or kinesthetic development, 
verbal and linguistic, logical and mathematical development, 
and the more creative artistic intelligences such as musical, 
37 Wilber reiterates this teaching in numerous places. See, for instance, Ken Wilber, 
The Integral Vision (Boston: Shambala, 2007), 37-44.
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rhythmic, visual, spatial and naturalistic development. And there 
is also so-called spiritual development. It is interesting to see 
spiritual development as only one of those areas, one of those 
lines of development, only one form of intelligence. And I say 
«so-called spiritual» not to be cynical, but because from this way 
of thinking, not everything we call «spiritual» actually is spiritual. 

It might be religious; it might also be merely a psychic 
phenomenon that could be good, neutral or even evil.

That being said, the main point is this: someone who has had 
a profound spiritual experience such as a religious conversion 
might still be at a fairly low level of development in one or 
several other areas. Wilber points out that this also applies even 
to a lot of spiritual teachers and religious leaders. They perhaps 
have a real gift for the vocabulary and skills of the spiritual life 
and a knack for the whole ambience of religiosity, but other 
developmental lines have been neglected or could actually be 
pathological. For example, there might have been emphasis on 
personal interior development or intellectual development, as is 
often accentuated in religious life, but no time was ever taken 
for interpersonal, sexual, or emotional intelligence.

The problem is that states of consciousness such as spiritual   
or religious experiences can seem so all inclusive that we could 
be led to think we are developed in other areas as well, simply 
because spiritual experience or religious training has a kind of 
veneer of wisdom that seems to hover over everything. That’s 
why so-called spiritual enlightenment could actually make the 
rest of one’s life a disaster! If teachers don’t have some kind 
of integrally informed awareness, it will be difficult for them to 
make decisions in areas in which they are not competent. After 
the sexual scandals that have come out in the Roman Catholic 
Church in the early part of the 21st century, one could rightly 
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wonder if the whole body of Catholicism or Catholic religious life 
is pathologically un-integrated, for example.

The other extreme might be a tendency into a kind of what 
Catholics used to call «angelism», thinking we have left all those 
other things behind now that we are «spiritual», a phenomenon 
that some contemporary spiritual thinkers call «spiritual 
bypassing». But we find out soon enough that nothing gets left 
behind, and that’s the point of this integral spirit, soul and body 
teaching. We need to develop our whole persons at some point, 
to the glory of God, even - maybe especially - spiritual seekers. 
Instead of the spirit making us skip over those seemingly lower 
lines of development, what if the spiritual life led us to approach 
those more fundamental aspects of our being with reverence 
and wisdom?

Outside of sexuality, we have recognized a need for growth 
within modern Christian spirituality in many other areas as well, 
such as our understanding of our place in the ecosystem of the 
planet, for example, often areas where other traditions and even 
so-called «pagans» have actually continued the incarnational 
trajectory of Christianity in history without us. If it is true, as 
the famous aphorism of Saint Irenaeus sings, that the glory 
of God is the human person fully alive; if it is true that Jesus 
came that they might have life and have it to the full,38 then 
we might dream of a practical integral Christian spirituality, one 
which reverences and develops the whole person, spirit, soul 
and body. To be what Wilber calls «integrally informed» means 
being aware of where we need help, where we are lacking, as 
well as recognizing what our gifts are. 

38 Jn 10:10.
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Bede Griffiths’ exploration into this area in both his study and 
his lived spirituality in the latter part of the 20th century in India 
provided a bridge from traditional Christian spirituality and its 
lexicon to the sensibility and vocabulary of informed spiritual 
seekers of the early 21st century, hungry for and informed by 
contemporary incarnations of integral spirituality. Especially 
under his guidance and re-articulation of ancient truths, 
Christianity has as much to offer to the discussion as to learn, 
but also as much to learn as to offer.
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III.

THE SpIRIT HAS LEFT THE SIGNS 
OF ITS pRESENCE ALL OVER THE WORLD

The theological and spiritual path of Father Bede Griffiths

Vincenzo Bonato, OSB Cam.1

1. The figure and the life

1.1. The religion of nature

Bede Griffiths was born in Walton on Thames (England) in 1906, 
and educated in the Christian faith according to the Anglican 
confession. 

Here is how he remembers one detail of his childhood: «My 
mother rarely spoke of her religion but it was the mainstay of her 
life. When I think of her now it is as I used to see her often when 
I came into her room, kneeling by her bed, as she had done 
regularly night and morning throughout her life»2.

As a teenager he abandoned the practice of the faith, even 
though he continued to have a certain reverence for Jesus, as 
he considered him a perfect human being, like Socrates3. 

1 He was born in Verona in 1952 and is a Camaldolese monk of the community of 
Camaldoli (Italy). He graduated in philosophy at the University of Padua, and then 
studied theology at the Pontifical Athenaeum Saint Anselmo and at the Pontifical 
Gregorian University (Rome). He has a doctorate in spiritual theology. Scholar of 
patrology, he has especially studied the work of Gregorio di Nissa.
2 Bede Griffiths, The Golden String [hereafter GS] (Glasgow: Collins, 1979), 39.
3 See GS, 25.
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Fascinated by the beauty of Nature, his religiousness was 
directed towards the divine both hidden and revealed in it, to 
the point of experiencing real ecstasies when encountering its 
most moving manifestations. Experiencing the overwhelming 
force of contemplative experiences resulted in him privileging 
intuition over the other human faculties throughout his life.                                                                                                              
In order to impress itself up on him, every truth had to be fulfilling, 
fascinating, and perceived as Beautiful. 

He felt very uneasy in the social context, which had for a long 
time been devastated by massive industrialization. «It was not 
so much the poverty of the industrial workers which troubled 
me now, as the sense that human life was being impoverished 
and degraded by being deprived of that beauty which belonged 
to it by right… Our first reaction to this situation was that of 
light»4. He also suffered because of Victorian Puritanism, which, 
in his opinion, caused «the divorce of the moral reason and 
conscience from instinct and passion»5.  

He enrolled in the university of Oxford. He didn’t like living in 
the city and therefore often sought refuge in the countryside, in 
contact with nature. He looked for solitary places, together with 
other friends who shared his feeling of discomfort6. In his words: 
«I went out once alone among the hills, when a mist began to 
gather, and I felt myself alone in that mysterious solitude…and 
once again the sense of that Presence…took possession of me»7.  

Father Bede occasionally collaborated with pacifist initiatives 
supported by the Socialist Party, yet avoided being absorbed in 
political commitments.

4 GS, 37-38.
5 GS, 42.
6 GS, 40.
7 GS, 40.
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At Oxford he met C. S. Lewis, the future author of The 
Chronicles of Narnia and of The Letters of Berlicche, 
who advised him to study philosophy. At that time Lewis 
was approaching Christianity in the Anglican confession. 

«While I was reading philosophy I kept up a constant 
correspondence with him, and it was through him that my mind 
was gradually brought back to Christianity»8. 

Reading authors steeped in religious inspiration, such as Marcus 
Aurelius and Spinoza, Father Bede gradually started to conceive 
of the possibility that the idea of God could have a rational 
basis. On the other hand S. T. Coleridge, the inspirer of English 
romanticism, helped him to reconcile philosophy with poetry, 
feeling with reason. In this thinker the supernatural becomes 
a metaphor that reveals profound human experiences, which 
cannot be depicted by the material world but can nonetheless 
be expressed through the language of images. This led to his 
preference for using symbolic images and myth. According to 
Father Bede, experience always had to prevail: «An idea of 
God which had no relation to my own experience would have 
had no interest for me»9. Meanwhile he started to overcome the 
uneasiness that he felt towards moral norms, which up until then 
were perceived as oppressive because of the Puritan mentality 
that made them unbearable: «I began to see moral virtue as the 
flowering of one’s whole nature»10.

Lewis suggested the reading of the Confessions of Augustine 
and Dante in the original language11. Both works had a deep 
impact on him. Regarding Augustine, he writes: «... the sense

8 GS, 48.
9 GS, 56.
10 GS, 56.
11 GS, 57.
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of contact with a mind, which was consumed with an ardour of 
truth and for that life of virtue which I desired, penetrated into 
the depths of my soul»12. From Dante, he grasped in particular 
ethical passion: «The Purgatorio stamped in my mind the 
fact that the moral virtue is the transformation of passion and 
not its suppression, and so freed me for ever from the fear of 
Puritanism»13.  

At the same time, Father Bede encounters other books that 
will play a crucial role in his life: «I should be giving a false 
impression of the direction in which my mind was moving if I 
were not to mention three other books of a totally different order 
which entered into the current of my thought at this time. These 
were the Bhagavad Gita, the Buddha’s Way of Virtue (a version 
of the Dhammapada), and the Sayings of Lao Tzu…I was 
introduced to these, as far as I can remember, by a friend of my 
mother, who was a theosophist. She was a remarkable woman 
who had been a suffragette and surprised us all as children by 
smoking cigarettes, a thing which was then unknown to us in a 
woman. The influence of these books upon my life was later to 
be immense, and I still look on them as the three greatest books 
of spiritual wisdom outside the New Testament. I still possess 
the three little books with the markings in them which I made 
when I first read them. They were to act as a secret ferment in 
my soul»14.  

12 GS, 57.
12 GS, 61.
13 GS, 64.
14 GS, 71.
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1.2. First retreat in solitude

In April 1930, as the political situation in Europe crumbled more 
and more, and the radicalism that opposed the right and the left 
surged, Father Bede together with some other friends decided 
to undertake a communitarian experience in a primitive way 
of life, in the Costwolds, a chain of hills located in the central 
part of England. They bought a cottage, as simple as possible,               
in the village of Eastington. 

They didn’t have any running water and had to go to a source 
nearby to get it with buckets (during the winter having to heat up 
the frozen tap). They got up very early to go and milk the cows 
in the farms near them. They had a vegetable garden. The food 
was frugal. They did not use newspapers, the gramophone or 
the radio. 

They went around by bike (refusing the train as they considered it 
to be a symbol of modern development). In this way they relived 
the culture of ancient times. «The new world of the industrial 
towns was steadily destroying it, but at least we were able to 
learn some of the secrets of that way of life, which had sustained 
its existence for so many centuries»15. They rejected the pursuit 
of material luxury, which was often damaging to health and true 
happiness, and they sought instead an organic environment in 
which human beings and nature could live together harmoniously. 

During this period, together with many other readings (such 
as Aristotle), Father Bede began to read the Bible. The fifth 
chapter of the autobiography is entirely dedicated to describing 
his first contacts with the Old and New Testaments. He was 
particularly impressed by the Gospel of John. «It was clear that 
this was one of the most significant works of human genius. 

15 GS, 71.



44

Whatever its precise import might be, it was a record of an 
experience of unfathomable depth. Both the person and the 
doctrine portrayed were of a beauty beyond all human imagination; 
there was nothing in Plato which could be compared with them»16.

He started reading the Letter to the Romans. It is worth quoting 
an entire passage of The Golden String because it gives the 
idea of the existential passage lived by Father Bede very well, 
who, at this point, brings into question the whole worldly culture 
and not only the culture of industrialization and the myths of 
politics: «By now I was prepared to face Saint Paul’s doctrine 
of Original Sin. I no longer had any illusions about the nature of 
man. I could see that not only our own civilisations of the past 
revealed the same tendency towards corruption… 

The history of our own civilisation, its rejection of God, its 
development of a false science, its materialism, its immorality, 
was simply the history of all human civilisation. The ‘world’ as 
such was evil; it was in a state of ‘sin’. Against this Saint Paul set 
a new hope; there was a possibility of another kind of life than 
that of the world… I remember writing a long letter to Lewis at 
this time on the text: As in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all 
be made alive. I don’t know exactly what I said, but I think I saw 
clearly now that as we all inherit a nature which has the tendency 
to evil in it, so we may all receive a new nature in Christ… It was 
then that for the first time the real meaning of the Church dawned 
on my mind… Now I realised that the Church was nothing less 
than this new humanity. It was a social order indeed, but it was 
an order that transcended this world, that is to say, all human 
civilisation. It was a social organism of which Christ was the 
‘head’ and all men were potentially its members»17. 

16 GS, 86-87.
17 GS, 89.
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Father Bede decided to move to London and to return to the 
Anglican Church. He found it very difficult to fit into normal life 
again. In this period, he was overwhelmed by an intense need 
for fasting and expressing deep contrition. 

He experienced a harsh conflict between his reason and his will. 
We can understand this inner conflict better reading his own 
words: «...what really terrified me was the conflict with my own 
reason. Until this time my reason and instinct had always gone 
hand in hand. My first experience of the beauty and mystery 
of nature had been confirmed by my reading of the poets and 
then of the philosophers. My discovery of Christianity had also 
gone on rational lines; at each stage I had seemed to find the 
book which I needed to satisfy both my reason and my instinct 
for beauty and holiness… but now something irrational seemed 
to be coming into my life. There had been the desire for fasting 
which, though I might justify it by reason to some extent, came 
upon me as an irrational impulse; and now this call to repentance 
had come as an apparently irrational urge, and my reason rose 
up against it. Which was I to obey, this obscure instinct, this 
apparently irrational urge, or my reason and common sense?»18.

Besides the conflict with his reason, he also endures the 
conflict with his will: «I had lived up till now by my own will. 
I had worked out my own philosophy and religion for myself 
and without knowing it I had made a God of my own reason.                                  
I had made myself the judge of everything in heaven and earth, 
and I acknowledged no power or authority over me. Even if 
theoretically I now acknowledged the authority of God and the 
Church, in practice I was still the ruler and the judge. I was the 
centre of my own existence, and my isolation from the rest of 
the world was due to the fact that I had deliberately shut myself

18 GS, 103.
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up within the barriers of my own will and reason. Now I was 
being summoned to surrender this independence… I was being 
called to surrender the very citadel of myself. My reason was 
the serpent which was threatening to devour my life»19.  

How did he escape this conflict? During a prolonged period of 
prayer, he felt that he had to take part in a retreat. Thus he had 
the opportunity to listen to the preaching of a Capuchin friar 
who illustrated the mysteries of the faith and induced a profound 
rethinking in him: «My whole life seemed to have been one 
gigantic mistake»20. He therefore decided to go to confession:      
«I went to confession for the first time in my life and tears poured 
from my eyes, tears of a kind which I had never known before. 
My whole being seemed to be renewed»21.

Father Bede understood that during all this time it had not been 
he who was seeking God, but God who had been seeking him22.    
He received another inspiration: «That night before I went to 
bed I opened a book by Saint John of the Cross and read in 
it the words: I will lead thee by a way thou knowest not to the 
secret chamber of love. The words struck home to me as though 
they had been spoken to me. Though I had never been without 
affection for my family and had had many friends, yet I had 
never till this moment really known the meaning of love…now 
I felt that love take possession of my soul. It was as though a 
wave of love flowed over me, a love as real and personal as any 
human love could be, and yet infinitely transcending all human 
limitations. It invaded my being and seemed to fill not only my 
soul but also my body. My body seemed to dissolve, as things 
about me had done, and felt light and buoyant. When I lay down 
19 GS, 104.
20 GS, 106.
21 GS, 106.
22 GS, 108.
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I felt as though I might float on the bed, and I experienced such 
rupture that I could imagine no ecstasy of love beyond it»23. 

Despite these consoling experiences, tormenting questions 
arose in him regarding the presence of Christ in the Eucharist 
(Anglican theology provided differing opinions) and how to 
conceive God (either as a personal God according to the 
Christian tradition, or as an impersonal God as some Hindus 
believed). His mind was reduced to a chaos. So he decided to 
lead a life of isolation for a while, returning once again to the 
cottage in the Cotswold.

1.3. Father Bede retreats again to solitude

During this second retreat Father Bede went back to the strict 
way of life he had led before with his friends, but he was not able 
to find peace. Once while he was at prayer, he felt inspired by God 
to complete his hermitical life, and go to work on neighbouring 
farms24. This inspiration occurred during deep prayer, which 
he had never experienced before. Shortly thereafter he made 
a definitive resolution that completed his spiritual rebirth: to 
entrust himself completely to God, to abandon himself to Him.

He now was able to look back, to examine his life and 
understand the path of divine grace he had experienced: «At 
Eastington [during his first experience in Cotswold] I had been 
led through the asceticism, which our way of life forced on us, to 
break with the material world and to control my natural feelings 
and appetites. Then in the painful struggle in prayer I had 
been brought to renounce my own reason. Now I was made to 
renounce my own will…  I had wanted to keep my own will and 
to direct my own life; but now I had been forced to surrender.      
23 GS, 108.
24 See GS, 115-116.
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I had placed my life in the hands of a power which was infinitely 
beyond me and I knew from this time that the sole purpose of 
my life must be to leave myself in those hands and to allow my 
soul to be governed by that will»25.  

He then began to read, at first only out of curiosity, Development 
of Christian Doctrine by J. H. Newman, the elegant Anglican 
preacher who had become a Catholic (who later became 
a bishop and cardinal). Thanks to this reading he came to 
understand that the Catholic Church, which he had until then 
considered a reality extraneous to the nation of England 
and a medieval vestige, was the natural development of the 
primitive apostolic community, and that the papacy was really 
in continuity with the ministry of the apostle Peter. Convinced of 
the validity of the Catholic vision, all the remained for him was 
to make contact with it. A priest suggested to him to spend a 
period of time in a nearby Catholic monastery, Prinknash Priory. 

The monastery had all the characteristics that Father Bede liked.      
It was located in a lovely landscape and it offered a very simple 
and regular life. «I discovered what had been the inner life of 
the cathedrals and monasteries which I had visited in the past. 
It was a beauty of a different kind… not of the natural but of the 
supernatural order»26. It is here that he discovers the value of 
public community prayer. He realizes that it is the lack of prayer 
that had made modern life so empty and meaningless27.

Hence the desire to become Catholic emerges: «…here was 
the fullness of truth for which I had been seeking»28. At the same 
time, he felt a growing desire to become a monk in that very 

25 GS, 117.
26 GS, 130.
27 GS, 130.
28 GS, 132.
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place: «It was not only the intellectual certainty which I desired; 
I wanted to find a life which would satisfy my whole being, my 
heart and soul and body as well as my mind. It was some time 
before I felt a complete conviction in regard to this. 

I saw that the life was based not only on prayer but also on work, 
and I got the impression that the work was taken seriously»29.

He was admitted in the Catholic Church on Christmas Eve,         
in 1931, in the small church of Winchombe, located just out of 
the village. «When I read the Office of Matins for Christmas Day 
with its great sermon on the Incarnation by Saint Leo, I knew 
that I had found the authentic voice of Christianity, and that in the 
Mass of that little church I was in communion with the Catholic 
Church throughout the world and throughout the ages»30. 

Father Bede thought initially to enter one of the orders of 
preachers (Franciscans or Dominicans). He felt that, in order 
to follow Christ genuinely, he would have had to commit himself 
to preaching the Gospel. In Prinknash instead he realized that 
Christ hadn’t spent most of his life in preaching, but rather in 
work and silence. Moreover «it was not by his work or by his 
preaching but by the sacrifice of his life on the Cross that Christ 
had saved the world, and the monk was one who was called to 
offer his life in sacrifice day by day in his work and his prayer in 
union with Christ on the Cross»31. 

29 GS, 132.
30 GS, 132-133.
31 GS, 134.
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1.4. Life in the monastery

In the monastery he understood the meaning of Christian life 
and contemplation better. «My conception of contemplation was 
derived from the image of the Buddha seated cross-legged in 
perfect tranquillity»32. In the monastery Father Bede finds another 
kind of contemplation: contemplation is the believer’s way of 
being when one becomes able «to keep in a state of recollection 
in the presence of God whatever may be the work with which we 
are occupied»33. Monastic life is a way of organizing life in order 
to achieve this contemplation. Throughout the day the continual 
alternation between the various prayers, according to canonical 
order, and work is laid out so that the whole day, being imbued 
with prayer, assumes a holy character. «In this vision of life 
there is nothing which is not holy. The simplest actions of eating 
and drinking, of washing and cleaning, of walking and sitting, of 
lying down and rising from rest, have a sacramental character;          
they signify something beyond themselves…»34. 

Monastic life aims at inducing the passage from individualism to 
communion: «The individual person is unique and inviolable… 
But the individual is not sufficient to himself, he needs the 
community in order to realise his personality«35. «Then the 
freedom of the individual is seen to consist in the free offering 
of himself to the community, in the free sacrifice of his life to 
Christ»36. 

Father Bede develops the guiding principle of his life and 
shapes his personal rule based on the choice for chastity: 

32 GS, 148.
33 GS, 148.
34 GS, 152.
35 GS, 137.
36 GS, 138.
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«This transformation of love from sexual into spiritual love, from 
eros into agape, is indeed the very purpose of life. It is a long, 
difficult and painful process; it involves a kind of crucifixion of 
our nature. All our natural passions and affections have to be 
surrendered, not to be destroyed but to be transformed. We 
have to learn to be detached from every form of passion, if we 
are to become free to love without restraint. This means that we 
have to surrender ourselves without reserve to the love of God. 
The smallest degree of selfishness will spoil any love, and the 
love of God demands complete self-surrender. We have to give 
all that we may receive all»37. In this last sentence he echoes the 
message of The Imitation of Christ, Rhineland mysticism, and 
the entire spiritual tradition. This is the reason for all Christian 
asceticism. Father Bede continues: «As long as we remain 
attached to anything, to bodily comfort or to friends, to any skill 
that we may have in art or science, above all, as long as we 
seek our own will in anything, we cannot receive the love of God 
into the depths of our being. But here is the paradox. As soon 
as we have renounced all these things for the love of God, we 
receive them back in a new way»38.  

Now Father Bede fully understands the significance of liturgy: 
«To take part in the liturgy was not merely to be a spectator of 
this drama. It was to share mystically in the life and death and 
resurrection of Christ, to receive the gift of Spirit at Pentecost 
and to participate in the communion of the saints. Here all the 
arts were combined in the exercise of their highest function. 
The architecture of the church, the sculpture and painting on 
the walls, the music of the chant and the colour and shape of the 
vestments and the hangings on the altar, the ceremonies of the

37 GS, 144.
38 GS, 144-145.
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choir and sanctuary, as solemn and rhythmic as a ritual dance, 
were all used to show forth the mystery of the divine Word; to 
manifest it not in abstract terms to the reason only, but in its 
concrete embodiment, appealing to eye and ear, to sense and 
imagination, to heart and soul»39. He feels the call of the divine 
mystery in the liturgy, as he once felt it in the contemplation of 
nature.

The agricultural work done by all the monks tied in with the 
rhythms of the seasons. He realizes that throughout his existence 
one aspiration had remained alive: «I found also that I learned 
to look on nature with new eyes. I was no longer a spectator 
merely, but taking my part in the universal plan»40.

The spiritual paradigm of Father Bede is the patristic one of 
recapitulation: he recovers ambitions, thoughts and actions from 
his past, and redefines them in a new dimension. He reflects on 
works done when he was a young man, on the rejection of the 
most dehumanizing consequences of industrialization and on 
how the struggles of the workers seemed hollow and degrading 
to him. Only when work is done for God and recognized as 
part of human cooperation with the divine plan of salvation can 
hardships, inevitable conflicts and frustrations be borne, so that 
«the workman can feel himself to be sharing in the labour and 
the suffering of Christ»41. At any rate, he prefers craftsmanship 
because it is rare that a machine gives real satisfaction to the 
worker, and he hopes that space will be given in the world to 
craftwork.

39 GS, 159.
40 GS, 153.
41 GS, 154.
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1.5. A gaze to the East

As he led his monastic life in Prinknash, Father Bede felt the 
desire to foster the dialogue between Christianity and the 
religions of India, and therefore began once again to meditate 
on the sacred texts of the East.
In the meantime, Catholicism’s attitude towards other religions 
was changing radically. Father Bede took an active part in this new 
ferment 42. He expresses his beliefs like this: «There is no man 
from the beginning to the end of the world, who does not receive 
grace from Christ and who is not called to eternal life in him»43. 

Here the attention is still mainly focused on the situation of 
individuals. Regarding the other religions, he then says: «All 
religious traditions contain some elements of the truth, but there 
is only one absolutely true religion; all religions have taught 
something of the way of salvation, but there is only one absolute 
Way. Christ is the Way, the Truth and the Life, and without him no 
man comes to the Father»44. Equally convicted was his adherence 
to the Church: «The Church with her hierarchy and sacraments is 
the sole basis of unity of mankind, for it is this visible, hierarchical 
Church which constitutes the mystical Body of Christ on earth»45.

Father Bede stops the autobiographical account during this 
period of his adherence to Catholicism; the last part of GS deals 
with reflections that matured in him while living the monastic 
experience. To see what followed in his life, we must look for 
other bits of information in the first part of his work The Marriage 
of East and West46. 
42 GS, 173-174.
43 GS, 176.
44 GS, 176-177.
45 GS, 177.
46 Bede Griffiths, The Marriage of East and West [hereafter MEW], (London: 
Collins, 1982), 7-45.



54

He himself explains what happened to him: «When I wrote The 
Golden String, telling the story of my search for God, which led 
me to the Catholic Church and to a Benedictine monastery,          
I thought that I had reached the end of my journey, at least as 
far as this world was concerned. But in fact, even when I was 
writing The Golden String, a new era was about to begin in my 
life, which was to bring about changes, as profound as any that 
had gone before… All this came about through my meeting 
with an Indian Benedictine monk, who was planning to make a 
monastic foundation in India. For years I had been studying the 
Vedanta and had begun to realize its significance for the Church 
and the world»47.

After a first attempt in Bangalore (1955), the project starts to be 
concretely actualized in 1958, when he collaborated with another 
monk in founding a monastery at Kurisumala (in Kerala). But 
above all, Father Bede began to undergo deep changes: «I had 
now realized that it was necessary to change our style of life, if 
we were to enter into the authentic tradition of Indian culture, and 
we now adopted the kavi habit of the Hindu sannyasi - one who 
renounces the world in order to seek God - which corresponds 
in India to the vocation of the Christian monk»48.  

Some time later, in 1968, he received the request to move 
to Tamil Nadu, to the hermitage of Shantivanam founded in 
1950 by two French religious, J. Monchanin and Henry Le 
Saux. Monchanin had died shortly after the foundation (1957).             
Le Saux, wishing to go and live as a hermit in the Himalayas, 
asked Father Bede to take care of the new monastic foundation. 
Father Bede accepted the request and remained there faithfully 
until his death in 1993.

47 MEW, 7.
48 MEW, 18.
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Why did Father Bede go to India? To rediscover the ancient 
times, as he did when, as a young man, he had retired to the 
Cotswold. At that time, putting himself in opposition to the 
industrial revolution, he wanted to point to an alternative way 
of life. Together with other friends, he was ahead of his time 
and began a critical re-thinking in which many others joined49.                                            
Now he wants to establish in India a sign that would promote the 
rise of a new orientation, ecumenical in character. In practical 
terms, this means: 

1. «To find this contemplative dimension of human existence… 
The mind of the East is open not only to man and nature in 
an intuitive understanding, but also to that hidden Power which 
pervades both man and nature and reveals to those who are 
attuned to it the real meaning of human existence»50. 

«This is not merely a question of introducing some new concepts 
into western theology, but of introducing a new way of thought 
and a new outlook on life»51. 

2. To promote interreligious dialogue52; to do this we must 
overcome the exclusivist mentality because of which not only 
does everyone think one’s own religion is true, but believes that 
the other is completely false53. Even more, we need to think 
that «Christianity will never realise its full stature as a genuine 
Catholicism, that is, as the universal religion of mankind, until 
it has incorporated into itself all that is valid and true in all the 
different religious traditions»54.  

49 MEW, 40-41.
50 MEW, 10-11.
51 GS, 174.
52 See MEW, 23-24, 31-32.
53 See MEW, 10-11.
54 GS, 174-175.
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2. Return to the Center

Once he arrived in India Father Bede, living as a sannyasin, 
immersed himself in the culture of that region so as to know 
it even more. He studied Sanskrit with R. Pannikar55 and set 
himself the objective of establishing a bridge between Hinduism 
and Christianity. He was aware of the significant differences 
between the two religions but nonetheless tried to identify points 
of convergence. 

The attempt bore fruit in the book Return to the Center56, first 
published in 1976, after having been in India almost twenty 
years.

2.1. The revelation of the Mystery

Father Bede observes how the need for communion with the 
divinity had been noted in all cultures in all times, honored as 
the center of the person and community57. «Whether they like 
it or not, all men are continually attracted by this transcendent 
Truth. The intellect… is in search of the Absolute. The will also 
is always moved by love of the Infinite. In every human love 
there is a reaching out towards the Infinite, a desire to transcend 
itself. This tendency is present in the atheist and the agnostic, in 
the ignorant and foolish as well as the wise. It is what gives an 
infinite value to the human person. Every attempt to deny this 
tendency, to confine human life to the finite and the temporal,                                                                                            
is doomed to failure, because it is fighting against nature»58.

55 See MEW, 13.
56 Bede Griffiths, Return to the Center [hereafter RC] (Illinois: Templegate, 1977).
57 See RC, 17. Father Bede here refers to Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative 
Religion (London: Sheed & Ward, 1971) ch. 10.
58 RC, 74.
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Father Bede thinks that all religions share the same experience 
of the unknowable and inexpressible Sacred Mystery, experienced 
as Luminous Darkness59. Here we face a key point in his theology. 
It would be better to distinguish between the knowability and the 
incomprehensibility of God. God can be known (otherwise no 
religion would speak of him)60, but His essence, being infinite, 
cannot be fully understood by human thought. Therefore, God 
always remains incomprehensible and inexpressible.

According to the Christian faith, the depth of divinity has 
revealed itself as a Father since «Jesus himself knew it as Abba, 
Father»61. Therefore, in Christianity, the incomprehensibility (or 
ineffability) of God is not due to our radical ignorance, but rather 
to the unfathomable depth of what has been revealed. 

Related to the experience of the ineffable mystery is the issue 
of the personality or impersonality of God. For Christianity God 
has a personal character, in Hinduism both characteristics are 
affirmed, but mainly it is thought of as an impersonal reality. 
Nonetheless, Father Bede emphasises those passages and 
those authors of religious literature who uphold a personal 
conception of divinity62.

2.2. Emanation and Creation

Hinduism believes that the whole cosmos is an emanation of the 
divine, impersonal being (Brahman), while Christianity believes 
that the cosmos was created by a personal God. Emanation 
entails an unintentional act, which happens out of necessity, 
while Creation occurs out of a voluntary decision.

59 See RC, 24-25, 119-137.
60 See RC, 25.
61 RC, 27.
62 See RC, 145.
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Since the world is an emanation, it does not have a true being 
and shows itself only as illusory appearance (maya), in a 
fallen condition with respect to unity with the Absolute. Even 
though Father Bede believes that the cosmos is created, he 
tries to partially recover the concept of illusion, because of the 
experience of evil in the world: «Sin is the failure to realize the 
Self. It is to fall into a separate, divided self, a self which is 
essentially illusory since it has lost touch with its real being in 
God»63. Moreover, he states: «The real world is the world as it 
exists eternally in God»64; the real world has been recapitulated 
in Christ: «He passed beyond space and time, beyond the limits 
of our present mode of consciousness. In so doing he ‘realized’ 
this world in its totality, in its being in the Word»65. Father Bede, 
while noting the different visions, is trying to find a point of view 
that can in some way give value to the conviction of the other.

Hinduism had discovered the Self, a concept that Father Bede 
greatly appreciated66. The Self is described more than defined. 
It corresponds to the ability of the ‘I’ «to transcend one’s self by 
surrendering to the higher Self, the Atman, the Spirit within»67.

From the Christian point of view, «Christ is the Self of redeemed 
humanity»68. The Self may be the inner person to which Paul 
refers, or the human spirit who communicates with the Spirit of 
God69. On this point the differences seem easier to reconcile. 
The redeemed, who believe themselves to be a creature and 
not a divine particle, can and indeed must experience the Self.

63 RC, 28.
64 RC, 28.
65 RC, 30.
66 See RC, 16.
67 RC, 15.
68 RC, 31.
69 RC, 133.
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In Hinduism the personal salvific experience is the return to the 
essential origin and this means that each person is a particle 
of the divine being and, as such, finds salvation by letting 
themselves be absorbed by it. 

In the Christian religion only the Word exists without having been 
created, the one who then became Christ in the incarnation. 
Regarding this divine Hypostasis, one does not say that it has 
emanated but generated from eternity. 

Whereas the Hindu faithful longs for immersion into the 
Absolute from which they derive, Christian life is thought of as 
a real participation in the life of the Word of God. In both cases, 
salvation corresponds with conforming to divine life-using               
a daring term, to divinization.

Father Bede would not approve of calling it immersion (as I 
did) because he pointed out that even in some Hindu schools 
of thought in the highest union with the Absolute the individual 
retains identity70. But other scholars give a different interpretation 
and speak of an immersion of the individual soul in divinity.

When speaking about the Christian mystery, Father Bede 
takes up biblical language again, which is more vital than the 
philosophical one used by the Fathers, and closer to the Indian 
culture.

«Jesus experienced himself in relation to God as a son to his 
father, but this sonship was not merely temporal but eternal. He 
knew himself as coming from the Father not only in time but in 
eternity. He knew himself as eternally one with the Father, as 
dwelling in the Father and the Father in him. Again, he knew 
himself as communicating in the Spirit, which comes from God 
and is communicated to the world, and this also not only in 

70 RC, 157.
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time but in eternity. To understand the mystery of the Trinity it is 
necessary to participate in the experience of Jesus. It is necessary 
to receive the Spirit of God, to share in the divine life»71.

After recalling the pre-existence of the Word and his eternal 
sonship, Father Bede evokes the Spirit that allows us to 
participate in the relationship that Jesus has with God the Father: 
«If we would know the mystery, we must share in the experience 
of Jesus. We must know ourselves as sons of God, eternally 
coming forth from the Father, as words of God expressing his 
mind. We have to know ourselves as God, God by participation 
in the divinity of Christ, as we participate in his humanity»72. 

With these words, he invites us to have an experience: we should 
not merely know that we are children; we should experience and 
recognize that in fact this experience of being children grows in us. 

With regard to deification, he uses daring language inspired by 
Rhenish mysticism, especially Eckhart73.

Having affirmed this, however, Father Bede does not intend to 
blur the (ontological) difference between the Word, which is God, 
and the Christian, who is a human and a creature. «A human 
person is a finite being possessing a finite intellect and a finite 
will»74. However, the end of every person’s journey (not only 
the Christian) foresees a passage of the human into the divine,                                                                                              

71 RC, 113.
72 RC, 114.
73 See RC, 127 where in a footnote Father Bede cites Eckhart: «If we say that all 
things are in God, we understand by this that, just as he is without distinction in his 
nature yet absolutely distinct from all things, so all things are in him in the greatest 
distinction and yet not distinct, and first of all because man is God in God …». (Latin 
Sermon IV.I), and also Ruysbroeck, The Adornment of the Spiritual Marriage, bk. 
III, ch. III: «In eternity all creatures are God in God».
74 RC, 141.
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of the temporal into the eternal, of the finite into the infinite75. 
Undoubtedly Father Bede had the merit of having given value 
the mystical experience in Christian life.

2.3. Cosmology and history

Christianity is a development of Judaism, a religion based on 
the historical actions that God carries out in favour of his people.
Thus the Jewish people were animated by the hope of an 
eschatological intervention by God that would have introduced 
a new creation, a messianic time. This is what Jesus claimed to 
have come to do, therefore inserting himself in this perspective. 

Hinduism is not based on historical events but on the revelation 
of God in the cosmos and in the soul of religious people. «While 
Hinduism belongs to the cosmic revelation (the revelation of 
God through the cosmos and the human soul), Jesus belongs 
to the historical revelation, the revelation of God in the history 
of a particular people. A characteristic of this revelation is that it 
does not happen does not happen in cyclical and mythological 
time but in historical time. The descents of God (Avatar) in 
Hinduism are a recurring event; by principle every age has its 
avatar. In Israel history is seen as something that has an end, 
an eschaton. Jesus has been seen as the one who arrives at 
the end of history»76. 
75 RC, 143.
76 RC, 104 page number of Italian edition: Bede Griffiths, Ritorno al Centro (Brescia: 
Queriniana 1979) [my translation from Italian: «Mentre l’Induismo appartiene alla 
rivelazione cosmica (la rivelazione di Dio attraverso il cosmo e l’anima umana), 
Gesù appartiene alla rivelazione storica, la rivelazione di Dio nella storia di un 
particolare popolo. Una caratteristica di questa rivelazione è che essa non avviene 
nel tempo ciclico e mitologico ma nel tempo storico. Le discese di Dio (Avatara) 
nell’Induismo sono un evento ricorrente; per principio ogni età ha la sua avatara. In 
Israele la storia è vista come qualcosa che ha una fine, un escaton. Gesù è stato visto 
come colui che arriva alla fine della storia»]; see RC 76-82 page number of Italian 
edition.
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Father Bede repeatedly underlines the eschatological character 
of Christ as an event; his coming causes a definitive change in 
humanity: «Jesus was a man in whom body and soul were pure 
instruments of the spirit that in habited them. In him the fulfilment 
of human destiny has been reached. While in the universe there 
is conflict at every level, and the soul and body are in conflict with 
each other, in Jesus this conflict has been overcome. Body and 
soul have been restored in unity with the spirit, and the power of 
unification has been freed and poured into the world».77 On the 
same page Father Bede adds another specification: the death 
of Christ is comparable to one of those cosmic events that set 
off a critical change in the cosmic evolutionary process: «So 
we can look upon the death of Jesus and his free commending 
of his life to the Father on the cross as a cosmic event. Some 
cosmic events, such as the emergence of life on this planet, the 
awakening of consciousness in the human person, mark the 
critical changes in the evolution of the world. The death of Jesus 
was one such event»78. 

The idea that Christ, having overcome the conflict between 
soul and body, made his victory available to all humanity                             
is very powerful. This reflection recalls a Pauline passage: «For 
what the law was powerless to do because it was weakened 

77 Bede Griffiths, Cristo Cosmico (Brescia: Queriniana 1996), 28 [my translation 
from Italian: «Gesù era un uomo in cui il corpo e l’anima erano puri strumenti per 
lo spirito che li inabitava. In lui è giunto a compimento il destino umano. Mentre 
nell’universo c’è conflitto ad ogni livello, e l’anima e il corpo sono in conflitto l’una 
contro l’altro, in Gesù questo conflitto è stato superato. Corpo e anima sono stati 
restaurati in unità con lo spirito, ed il potere di unificazione è stato liberato e immesso 
nel mondo»].
78 Ibid. 28-29 [my translation from Italian: «Così noi possiamo guardare alla morte 
di Gesù e alla libera restituzione della sua vita al Padre sulla croce, come ad un 
evento cosmico. Alcuni eventi cosmici, cioè l’emergere della vita su questo pianeta, 
il destarsi della coscienza nell’uomo, contrassegnano dei mutamenti critici nella 
evoluzione del mondo. La morte di Gesù fu un evento di questo genere»].
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by the flesh, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness 
of sinful flesh to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin 
in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement of the law 
might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh                   
but according to the Spirit» (Rm 8:3-4).

The interesting and suggestive image of critical change 
attenuates the relevance of the eschatological event. Actually 
the cross is understood as one of several qualitative steps,      
and not as the only decisive one that determines the occurrence 
of all the other changes before and after. Probably Father Bede 
would welcome this change.

The redemption wrought by Jesus is the culmination of the 
history of salvation and has a universal value. Father Bede 
speaks of a cosmic Christ who worked and works in all people79.

The Fathers of the Church had already questioned themselves 
about the universality of the salvation brought about by Christ.     
In particular they wondered: what is the fate of those who 
preceded Christ in time? The pagans argued: why did Christ 
come so late, neglecting to care for past generations?

Saint Paul argued that Christ had already begun to make himself 
known in the history of Israel, before incarnation. For example, 
already when he accompanied Israel walking in the desert, as 
a spiritual rock (cf. 1 Co 10:4); it was him who addressed his 
word to Moses and the prophets (cf. Jn 5:46). The law of the 
Old Testament is spiritual (Rm 7:14) and has been a pedagogue 
for us until Christ came (Gal 3:24), thus having a propaedeutic 
function to him. Also the Fathers said that Christ had already 
made himself known in a mysterious way to the people of 
Israel, even before manifesting himself in the flesh.

79 See Ibid. 40-41; GS, 175-176, 228; MEW, 37-39.
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Father Bede completes this reflection: if Christ visited the ancient 
Israelites in an invisible way, in the same way he can also have 
come to rescue all the others: «We can see the Cosmic Christ 
who works in and through the Israelites, who speaks through 
the patriarchs and prophets. In a similar way we can see the 
Cosmic Person who advances in and through the great religions 
of every age… Christ is certainly the Alpha and Omega, the first 
and the last, the one who embraces all of history giving it sense 
and direction»80. 

Therefore, if theologians teach that in every age there have 
been people who have been able to give their ‘yes’ to God, thus 
living a redeemed life, Father Bede adds that salvation has been 
achieved not only at all times but also in every place.

Christ did not give his paschal grace in advance only to Israel 
but to the whole cosmos. Creation is in fact shaped, sustained 
and girded by the grace of God in Jesus Christ: it is created 
in Christ, through Christ and directed towards Christ who is its 
fullness (Ep 1:23). 

And G. Greshake observes that: «God could ‘risk’ creation because 
a priori he could face this risk on the sole condition of involving 
and opening himself in it, taking himself as a starting point, a way 
through an impenetrable tangle. And this happened through the 
passion of his own Son - who suffered evil passing through it. 
In this sense, all creation has always been pre-redeemed even 
before its creation, and therefore also before its possible and real 
fall, as also Hans Urs von Balthasar and Karl Rahner think»81. 
80 Ibid., 40-41 [my translation from Italian: «Possiamo vedere il Cristo Cosmico 
che opera negli e attraverso gli Israeliti, che parla attraverso i patriarchi e i profeti.          
In modo simile possiamo vedere l’Essere Cosmico che avanza nelle e attraverso 
le grandi religioni di ogni età… Cristo è certamente l’Alpha e l’Omega, il primo              
e ultimo, colui che abbraccia tutta la storia dandole senso e direzione»].
81 Gisbert Greshake, L’apriori della grazia in Id, Maria-Ecclesia (Brescia: Queriniana, 
2017) 275 [my translation from Italian: «Dio poteva "rischiare" la creazione poiché 
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However, despite this concomitant action of Christ both in Israel 
and in the peoples, a substantial disparity remains, since the 
history of Israel directly prepares for the coming of Christ82.

2.4. The event of the Cross

The sharper dialectic between Christianity and Hinduism 
occurs when comparing Christ and Krishna, one of the main 
gods of Hinduism; they are both manifestations of the divine 
Mystery in human terms, with the difference being that Krishna 
has prevalently a legendary character. Krishna is a symbol of 
divine love in human semblance, regardless of its historicity; 
through him the Supreme Being reveals himself as love and 
asks for reciprocal love. «The love of Krishna is an ideal love; 
it is manifested in Vrindavan, the heavenly city of a mythical 
world. It is an ecstatic love, a love which draws people out of 
themselves, to give themselves to him in ecstatic self-surrender. 
Above all, it is a joyous love. It is said that Krishna came on 
earth to enjoy himself, he manifests the lila, the play of God,    
the ananda, the bliss, the love»83.  

Despite the similarities between the two figures, Father Bede 
thinks that between the love of Christ and the love of Krishna 
there is «a striking contrast».

egli a priori poteva affrontare tale rischio alla sola condizione di coinvolgere se stesso 
in esso e di aprire, prendendo se stesso come punto di partenza, una via attraverso un 
intrico impenetrabile. E ciò è avvenuto mediante la passione del suo proprio Figlio - che 
ha patito il male attraversandolo. In questo senso, anche per Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
come per Karl Rahner, tutta la creazione è già da sempre pre-redenta, e precisamente 
già prima della sua creazione e quindi anche prima della sua possibile e reale caduta»].
82 See International Theological Commission, Christianity and the world religions 
(Città del Vaticano: Editrice Vaticana, 1997), n. 85.
83 RC, 82-83.
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Jesus lived as a real man, as a servant accepting humiliation 
and suffering: «The love of God was revealed in Christ not in 
poetry but in history. It was shown not in ecstasy but in self-
giving for others, in the surrender of his life on the cross. ‘The 
Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his 
life as a ransom for many’. Finally, it was shown not in play but 
in an agony of blood and sweat, not in joy but in suffering»84.  

Noting this profound difference, Father Bede asks himself the 
following crucial question: «Has Hinduism also a place for a God 
who suffers and dies on the cross, for a God who enters into  
history, for a love which is experienced in the midst of suffering 
and dereliction? That, perhaps, is the crucial question»85.

Father Bede tries to focus on the meaning of the cross of 
Christ. He uses the image of two opposing movements that, 
however, eventually meet: the movement of ascent towards 
God, attempted by man and the movement of descent towards 
the world, realized by God. The meeting point between the 
two movements takes place precisely on the cross of Christ. 
«The movement of God’s self-giving in love to man and the 
movement of man’s self-giving in love to God met in one person 
and the salvation of the world was accomplished. But this was 
accomplished at the extreme limit of human suffering, at the 
point where all the powers of hell were concentrated»86. 

According to Father Bede’s thought, between the two movements 
of ascent and descent, the first prevails: Jesus is the man who 
opens himself totally to God, wholly disowning himself and 
thus revealing what is the task of the human person and its 
highest fulfilment. Humanity ascends to God and doing so fully 

84 RC, 83.
85 RC, 83.
86 RC, 90.
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corresponds to his plan. Humanity’s response to God becomes 
perfect in Jesus Crucified87. 

«Heaven and hell met at this point… This is where the total 
reality of the human situation is revealed, its exposure to the 
ultimate Truth»88. 

Yet Father Bede does not forget the most significant movement, 
that of descent. Actually God, deciding to become flesh of 
the Word, fully reveals himself, showing the most paradoxical 
characteristic of his divine being: the will and capacity to «empty 
himself« in order to save humanity. In this world Jesus has a 
lifestyle of service, which he had planned as God, together with 
the Father. Jesus does not primarily reveal the seriousness of 
the response that man gives to God, but rather indicates the 
seriousness of God’s will to give of himself. Herein lies the 
difference and the radical newness as compared to any other 
religion of the concept of God that Christian proclamation offers.

The supreme Being, the sacred Mystery, Brahman is revealed 
showing its divine qualities in the cosmos (Power, Wisdom, 
Bliss). Hinduism and Christianity easily agree on this aspect. 
However, the sense of the revelation of God in the cross of 
Christ gains strength in a new, unique and paradoxical character, 
inconceivable even by the most penetrating and religious human 
wisdom. As P. Coda, an Italian theologian, writes «the Christian 
novelty is that you can no longer know God without his becoming 
human and without his death on the cross in Jesus Christ ... 
which is the collapse and overcoming of the very idea of God»89. 
87 See Bede Griffiths, Cristo Cosmico (Brescia: Queriniana, 1996), 74.
88 RC, 90.
89 Piero Coda, «Dio» in Id, Teologia (Cinisello Balsamo, Milano: Dizionari San 
Paolo, 2002), 411-412 [my translation from Italian: «La novità cristiana - come 
scrive P. Coda, teologo italiano - è che non si può più conoscere Dio senza il suo 
diventare uomo e senza la sua morte in croce in Gesù Cristo… la quale è il fallimento 
e il superamento dell’idea stessa di Dio»].
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In this respect Paul states:  «But we impart a secret and hidden 
wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our 
glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they 
had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is 
written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of 
man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him’» 
(1 Co 2:7-9).

2.5. Christian new readings of Hinduism

1.  What can the concept of non-duality an attribute that Hinduism 
applies to divine Reality, mean for a Christian? To explain this, 
Father Bede delineates a path of the transfiguration of the world 
and humanity from an evolutionary perspective, thus accepting 
the Hindu belief that only the absolute possesses the fullness of 
being, while humans and things by comparison are non-being. 

How does this evolutionary process take place? The first phase 
involves the transition from matter to consciousness. Inert 
matter organizes itself as a living cell, and later appears as 
human consciousness. They are all forms in which the cosmos 
acquires reality, passing from non-being to an ever-truer life.

In the second phase Father Bede observes three ways of the 
expansion of consciousness: the scientist, the poet and the 
mystic: « …in ordinary human consciousness the world is only 
partially real. The world of science is a world of abstractions, of 
certain aspects of reality, which can be measured in space and 
time, abstracted from the whole. The poet is nearer to a vision 
of the whole, the world begins to be transfigured in him, but it is 
only the mystic who is present at the final transfiguration, who 
catches a glimpse of the world transfigured in the divine light»90.

90 RC, 41.
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The third phase contemplates the final resurrection. When this 
happens «The human consciousness will be transfigured by the 
divine light, no longer conditioned by time or space, and matter 
will be transfigured in us. We shall see the whole creation in its 
eternal Truth, when we ourselves have been so changed, when 
we have become one with the eternal Truth»91.

In this ultimate eschatological state the dimension of time is 
overcome, because eternity becomes tota simul: all time is 
present92. Above all it appears as an experience of profound 
unity: «in eternity the many are contained in the One without 
losing their individuality»93.

Father Bede is especially concerned with clarifying that unity 
or non-duality in no way means being absorbed into divinity in                 
a way that cancels individuality: «Creation loses any meaning 
if there are no distinctions in the ultimate state, if everything 
and everyone is ‘lost’ in God, and even God himself is ‘lost’ in 
the One, the absolute, non-dual Being. God himself remains 
eternally Creator; all created beings come forth eternally in 
his Word. They are known and willed, each in its particularity,           
as finite expressions of his infinite being»94.  

In order to ensure respect for individuality while in complete 
union with divinity, Father Bede recalls the Trinitarian Mystery, 
where the unity of God is experienced as a relationship of distinct 
Hypostases: «… though there is no ‘duality’, there is relationship 
in the Godhead»95. Nonetheless later on Father Bede will admit 
that in the Hindu conception there is the risk of the annihilation in 
the Absolute itself of everything that is not the Absolute96.
91 RC, 41.
92 RC, 41-42.
93 RC, 42.
94 RC, 42.
95 RC, 42.
96 See MEW, 176, 178.
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2. Let us look a second case now. How can we salvage the concept 
of non-being (maya) that Hinduism attributes to the world?

The human person is nothing in himself. He has the desire to 
be but without having being in himself. Because of this lack, the 
human being is merely a creature, distinct from God, who is the 
being in himself. This absence of being is called maya.

The creature «is not absolute not-being, absolute nothing, since 
it is a capacity for being, yet this capacity has no being in itself. 
The being of the creature is wholly from God; but the creature 
is not God because of this lack of being, this limitation of being. 
The creature is a limited, finite being in which the infinite being 
of God is reflected»97.

In these two examples Father Bede revisits Hinduism and adapts 
it to the Christian vision. The notion of non-duality is softened 
thanks to the concept of relationship, which characterizes the 
Hypostases of the Trinity. Moreover, the non-being of creatures 
is re-seen and perceived in the same way in which classical 
(Christian) metaphysics speaks of the finiteness or contingency 
of relative being.

3.  In the last chapter of Return to the Center, Father Bede points 
out a profound continuity between the path of union with God 
foreseen by Yoga and the one conceived by Christianity. After 
referring to the usual divergences between the various Hindu 
schools98, Father Bede states that Yoga (a word that means 
‘path, yoke, committed life’) includes the ascent movement of 
the human towards God, but also the movement of descent 
of the Spirit into the depth of matter. From the Christian point 
of view this happens in the Resurrection of Jesus and in the 

97 RC, 43.
98 See RC, 137.
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person of Mary99. Father Bede then recalls the classic scheme 
of Patanjali that foresees eight stages of transformation. After 
asceticism and self-control, other stages are dedicated to the 
practice of body and breath control; finally, meditation allows 
the person to reach the final state (samadhi), which is a perfect 
concentration of the mind.

Father Bede reminds that other forms of Yoga exist: the three 
ways of action, devotion and knowledge. Detachment (or 
gratuity) is the core of the way of action; submission to divine love 
is central in the way of devotion; and welcoming the inspiration 
that comes from Above is crucial in the way of knowledge. In all 
cases the result is to enter the ultimate Mystery, an inexpressible 
experience100. 

These ways are also confirmed by Christianity, and both religions 
foster the possibility of experiencing the Absolute no matter 
how it is conceived. Experience is worth more than opinions. 
Finally, Father Bede brings to mind the possibility of deification, 
announced by the Fathers (Saint Athanasius) and recognized 
by other mystics (Saint Francis de Sales)101.

2.6. A first assessment

«All religions have taught something of the way of salvation, but 
there is only one absolute Way. Christ is the Way, the Truth and 
the Life, and without him no man comes to the Father»102. This 
was Father Bede’s conviction about religions when he became 
a Catholic.

99 See RC, 138-139.
100 See RC, 143.
101 See RC, 145.
102 GS, 177.
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In the meantime, in the context of Catholic theology, the issue 
concerning religions had aroused a greater interest than in 
the past. 

In 1963 the theologian Heinz Robert Schlette103 places other 
religions as the object of theological studies for the first time, 
and moreover states that they have a salvific value. In this 
work Schlette goes even beyond what the Council will say, two 
years later.

The Second Vatican Council (1965) states that other religions 
contain elements of truth, in preparation for the Gospel (Nostra 
Aetate, 2). This declaration, though banishing all forms of 
exclusivism, remained rather restrictive and induced theologians 
to discuss whether religions, in addition to presenting some truth, 
were not to be considered as salvific institutions, with efficacious 
rites, equal to or at least similar to the Christian sacraments. 

This last idea has always been excluded from the official 
statements and the discussion continues even to the present.

In the book Return to the Center Father Bede seems convinced 
that all religions «are different expressions of the one Truth of 
revelation, each with its particular insight»104. He thinks that 
the other religions are not just rays «of the truth that enlightens 
all people», but conversely that they have their own highly 
valuable truth.

Aware of the big differences between Hinduism and Christianity, 
Father Bede continued to deepen his knowledge of the Hindu 
religion, wanting to understand how to combine it with the 
Christian one. Besides, he had written: «The revelations of

103   See Heinz Robert Schlette, Die Religionen als Thema der Theologie Überlegungen 
zu einer Theologie der Religionen (Freiburg: Herder, 1963).
104 RC, 107.
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the Vedas, of the Buddhist Sutras and of the Koran have to 
be evaluated in the light of the biblical revelation and of one 
another»105.

In comparing he does not only use the criteria true or false, but 
there where he encounters a message which, in his opinion, 
is not entirely shareable, he tries to discover the reason why 
a certain opinion has arisen and strives to retain at least the 
partial truth present in every opinion. «We have to learn not 
only to reject the error but to recognise also the truth by which 
it lives»106.  

3. The Marriage of  East and West

The book The Marriage of East and West, published in Glasgow 
in 1982, is the text in which the utopia and the message of Father 
Bede appear with the most clarity: he aims to integrate the East 
and the West, as seen first of all in the symbol of femininity 
(contemplation, intuition), secondly in that of masculinity (action, 
reason). 

To foster this encounter he tries to improve the appearance           
of the bride (Hinduism) to make her more attractive to the 
Western husband, knowing that, among Hindus there are 
different interpretations of their own religion and that some 
Hindu thinkers have also tried to reform it107.

105 RC, 112.
106 GS, 175.
107 See MEW, 16-17.
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3.1. Relevant diversities

Father Bede thus summarizes the differences between 
the biblical and Hindu conceptions. In the Bible «… God is 
represented as the transcendent Lord of creation… separate 
from and above nature, and never to be confused with it. But in 
the Oriental tradition God - or the Absolute, by whatever word it 
may be named - is immanent in all creation. The world does not 
exist apart from God but ‘in’ God. The danger of this position is 
that God is very easily confused with nature; the transcendent 
aspect of Being is lost sight of and the result is pantheism. In 
the same way since God is conceived as present in everything, 
in the evil as well as the good, the distinction between good and 
evil is easily lost.

But perhaps the greatest weakness in the Oriental tradition 
is that the material world tends to be regarded as illusion 
- as maya - the product of ‘ignorance’ (avidya). The world of 
ordinary experience is held to have only an apparent reality and 
in the ultimate state of ‘knowledge’ (paravidya) all differences 
disappear and the one, absolute reality alone remains. 

When I first came to India I encountered this doctrine among 
almost all the educated Hindus with whom I talked, who 
all claimed to follow the teaching of the Upanishads or the 
Bhagavad Gita… »108.

3.2. The value of the myth

In his new research, Father Bede gives up the biblical word 
mystery in favour of the word myth, which he had previously 
used109. Why does he make this choice?

108 MEW, 16-17.
109 See RC, 76-77.
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He wants to recover the best intuitions he had had in his youth, 
when he was deeply touched by the mystery of Nature, and had 
nurtured himself with the Romantic poets (Wordsworth, Shelley, 
Keats)110. In any case a Christian, and Christianity in general, 
must be able to welcome all positive religious and cultural 
offerings that are present in humanity111.

In the myth reason and imagination are combined and primacy is 
given to experience rather than to rational concepts112. «Before 
being revealed as Logos or Reason, truth makes itself known 
through the Mythos, the Image… The Bible habitually uses 
the language of myth and symbol and even when there is a 
historical basis for a story, it is worked over by the imagination…              
It is a mistake to imagine that the language of abstract reason 
takes us nearer to God or reality… The language of myth and 
poetry, of the concrete imagination, engages the senses, the 
feelings, the affections and the will as well as the reason, and so 
leads to the transformation of the whole man»113.

With regard to biblical exegesis, myth helps to go beyond 
the narrowness of the historical-critical method. Father Bede 
appreciates the exegesis of the Fathers (particularly Origen) 
who, while recognizing the existence of a historical sense of 
the text, made the text richer and more complete by taking 
other senses into consideration, such as the allegorical and 
the anagogical sense. «Only now, with a deeper understanding 
of the meaning and value of myth… are we able to recover 
something of this profound understanding of the Bible»114.

110 See MEW, 46.
111 MEW, 200-201; RC, 71-72.
112 MEW, 150-171.
113 MEW, 103-104.
114 MEW, 111.
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Father Bede believes it necessary to compare mythical 
tales and historical events. The myth without history has 
no value because it loses itself in pure imagination, and 
vice versa: history without mythical elaboration vanishes 
in contingency, but «when historical events are seen to 
reveal the ultimate significance of life, then myth and history 
meet»115. In Eastern religions the myth sometimes prevails to 
the point of making it impossible to separate facts from fiction. 

Biblical revelation represents a unique case. Other peoples, like 
the Hindus, developed a rich mythology from which they extract 
a profound philosophy of life, but without giving importance to 
the historicity of the facts. On the other hand the Greeks had the 
sense of history but did not relate it to mythology116. Now «in Jesus 
myth and history meet»117 in a perfect way. The historical events 
of his life had a wide meaning, and overcame the contingency 
of a historical chronicle in as much as they were revelations of 
a divine plan. Had only mythical facts been narrated, lacking 
any historical consistency, they would be only manifestations 
of the psyche. We could perhaps ascribe to them a humanistic 
meaning but one without any redeeming value, and in that case 
Jesus’ incarnation would not have transformed the world.

3.3. The characteristics of the Hindu religion

Mainly Father Bede tries to show that the fundamental insights 
of Hindu religion, as interpreted by some Hindu theologians,          
are compatible with biblical theology.

115 RC, 78.
116 RC, 79.
117 RC, 78.
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Father Bede starts out explaining the cosmic vision of the 
Vedas118, and points out that the importance of this conception 
lies in emphasizing the decisive value that the relationship with 
God has for every person: «… beyond both body and soul, yet 
integrated with them, is the spirit, point of his communion with the 
universal spirit… This is the point of human self-transcendence, 
the point at which the finite and the infinite, the temporal 
and the eternal, the many and the One, meet and touch»119.

In a second moment, dealing with the revelation of the 
Upanishads, he appreciates the discovery of the Self, and he 
notes the same experience in Christian mystics120. He also 
quotes Francis de Sales121.

In the third part of the book he states that in Hinduism there is 
the idea of a personal God, both in the Bhaghavad-Gita and in 
the contemporaneous Svetasvatara Upanishad122. 

The doctrine of non-duality123 could also be better understood. 
On this point Father Bede denies that Hinduism affirms the 
concept of the immersion of the human person into God: «There 
is no doubt that the individual loses all sense of separation 
from the One and experiences a total unity, but that does not 
mean that the individual no longer exists»124. However, he 
admits that in the Hindu religion there is a strong risk of thinking 
that there is an annihilation of everything in the Absolute125.

118 See MEW, 46-58.
119 MEW, 58.
120 See MEW, 59-77.
121 See MEW, 76 and on the idea of the high point of the soul see Mino Bergamo, 
L’autonomia dell’anima. Da François de Sales a Fenelon (Bologna: Il Mulino, 
1991) 63-141.
122 See MEW, 78-87.
123 See MEW, 88-93.
124 See MEW, 93.
125 See MEW, 176, 178.
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Having asserted that Hinduism also conceives a personal 
God, Father Bede wants to show that the Divinity, just like the 
biblical God, loves humankind126. To show this he refers to 
the Bhagavad-Gita. What is the common experience that all 
religions have known, the unique goal to which they all aim, 
thanks to which they could reconcile and consider each other a 
way to reach the same destination? The answer seems simple: 
the union with the Absolute127. Thus had he written in Return 
to the Center: «The goal of each religion is the same. It is the 
absolute, transcendent state, the one Reality, the eternal Truth, 
which cannot be expressed, cannot be conceived»128.

In this passage, the Absolute is identified with an impersonal 
Perfection, that can not be known nor expressed. Rather it is the 
participation in a state of eternal and limitless bliss. 

Therefore, the goal is not union with God (in Christian terms) 
but the achievement of a state of complete fulfilment. Thus in 
this passage one speaks of the Absolute in Hindu terms and this 
experience is not universal at all, as he had assumed.

In the Marriage of East and West Father Bede expresses 
himself with greater precision. Meanwhile, he cautions about 
a difficulty. «There is always a danger that the divine being 
or absolute reality should be conceived in static terms. It is 
infinite, eternal, unchanging, beyond the flux of time and the 
divisions of space, beyond all imagination and all thought…»129.

What is lacking in this form of Absolute so as to become more 
dynamic? «But this divine being, this absolute reality, is also

126 See MEW, 94-98.
127 RC, 74.
128 RC, 74.
129 MEW, 95.
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love; it is a communion, a self-giving in love»130. Finally, Father 
Bede mentions the Trinity: «Love seeks to communicate itself, 
and the purpose of love would not be satisfied if there were no 
one to share that love»131. The existence of the Trinity is the best 
assurance against the risk of immersion in an impersonal God132.

3.4. The myth of Christ

In the book Return to the Center Father Bede fully expresses 
the uniqueness of Jesus as an eschatological event, without 
the previous hesitations. The «revelation» of God for all people 
has always happened by the grace of Christ: «God is revealing 
himself at all times to all men in all circumstances. There is no 
limit to the grace of God revealed in Christ… This gift of eternal 
life is offered in some way to all men without exception»133. 

An incomparable holiness arises in Christ: «Above all, all moral 
ambivalence has been removed. Jesus reveals man in the 
moral perfection for which he was created and at the same time 
he reveals God as the perfection of love, without the lusts of 
Krishna or Shiva…»134. Krisna and Shiva are morally ambivalent; 
they arise from the human unconscious135.

Jesus is, in the true sense, the only revelation of God: «No one 
has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself 
God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him 
known» (Jn 1:18). He is not like a human who ascends towards 
God by divinizing himself (or a human who has been divinized, 

130 MEW, 96.
131 MEW, 98.
132 RC, 38-39.
133 MEW, 38.
134 RC, 77-78.
135 RC, 76-77.
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as said in adoptionism), but he is a being of equal state with 
God, sent into the world to save it.

Usually Father Bede favours the idea of the ascending movement. 
«In Jesus this movement of matter and consciousness towards 
the life of the Spirit reached its culmination… this consummation 
of the union of God with man in Jesus necessarily affects the 
whole creation»136. He also notes God’s descent into humanity: 
«The ‘Word became flesh’, the divine Spirit entered into the 
depths of matter… and raised up this fallen world to new life 
and new consciousness in himself»137. Therefore, the fact that 
Father Bede gives priority to the evolutionary movement of 
progress and the ascent towards God in no way means that he 
supports an adoptionist conception. Following the evolution of 
the disciples, testified in the New Testament, he reminds us how 
the divinity of Jesus is confessed only after his Resurrection138, 
and he reinvokes the reflection made by the Church in the 
Trinitarian debate to explain the presence of two authorities in 
heaven, equal in dignity139.

Though founded on an historical event, with a unique and 
definitive character, Christianity also takes up the cyclical 
movement that is loved by all cultures, discovered in the rhythm 
of nature: «Just as the pagan who contemplated the course of 
nature, the movement of the stars, the dying of the vegetation in 
the winter and its rising in the spring, strove to participate in the 
divine mystery and to share in the divine life; so the Christian 
who contemplates the life of Christ, desires to share in that life, 
to die with him and to rise again to a new and immortal life. This 
is the mystery which underlies the sacred liturgy. 
136 MEW, 194.
137 MEW, 195.
138 See MEW, 182.
139 See MEW, 186-187.



81

It is a means by which the Christian may share in the life and 
death and resurrection of Christ»140.

3.5. The myth of the Church

The myth of the Church is linked to the myth of Christ141.               
Father Bede, therefore, invites us to broaden our gaze beyond 
the visible Church to the cosmic and universal Church. It is 
formed of all righteous people, virtuous Christians and members 
of every religion who operate according to truth142.

Is it really possible to ascribe to the Church such a wide 
embrace? Augustine regarded the Church as existing starting 
with Abel: «All of us together are the members of Christ and his 
body; not only those of us who are in this place, but throughout 
the whole world; and not only those of us who are alive at this 
time, but what shall I say? From Abel the just right to the end of 
the world, as long as people beget and are begotten, any of the 
just who make the passage through this life, all that now - that 
is, not in this place but in this life - all that are going to be born 
after us, all constitute the one body of Christ; while they are 
each individually members of Christ»143.

Christ provides a universal salvific function, addressed to all 
people of all times and places; it is therefore correct to consider 
all the saved as belonging to the one Church. Augustine 
and the Fathers were convinced that righteous people, even 
unbaptized ones, were invisibly associated with the one Body 
of Christ, namely the visible Church founded upon the apostles. 

140 GS, 158.
141 See MEW, 192-204.
142 See Bede Griffiths, Cristo Cosmico (Brescia: Queriniana, 1996) 42-43, 49-50.
143 Augustine, Sermon 341,11 in The Works of Saint Augustine (New York: New City 
Press, 1995), 26.
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They did not speak in terms of a cosmic Body of Christ, so as not 
to dispel the identity of the one Church. If it is used to signify all 
of the non-baptized approved by God because of their justice, 
then the expression ‘cosmic Church’ possesses a validity and 
incisiveness. Father Bede does not intend to dispel the sign of 
the Church, because every person who responds to God’s call 
«is a member of that body of redeemed humanity which is the 
Church»144.

3.6. Final balance

Father Bede lived his mission with great consistency, living in 
India for about forty years in great poverty and holiness of life. 
He sought the dialogue with religions with remarkable continuity, 
especially with Hinduism. Having observed that a multiplicity 
of forms emerge in this religion, that express themselves in 
conflicting ways, he then chose, among the various visions, 
those that were closest to Christian spirituality, trying for mutual 
enrichment.

Above all Father Bede continued to assert that one achieves 
fulfilment as a human being only if one lives in deep communion 
with God «… whether they like it or not, all [people] are continually 
attracted by this transcendent Truth. The intellect is in search of 
the Absolute. It is made for Being itself, for Truth, for Reality, and 
it cannot rest satisfied in any partial truth, in any construction of 
the human mind. It is always being carried beyond itself to the 
ultimate Truth»145.

144 MEW, 38.
145 RC, 74.
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In fact, in the past generations God «In past generations he 
allowed all the nations to follow their own ways; yet he has not 
left himself without a witness in doing good…» (Ac 14:16-17); 
«From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole 
earth, … so that they would search for God and perhaps grope 
for him and find him - though indeed he is not far from each one 
of us» (Ac 17:26-29).

Now let’s look at some particular issues:

1. Sometimes Father Bede appears to be thinking that God 
is only the utmost sign of an absolute Reality superior to God 
Himself, but then, in an opportune rethinking, he distances 
himself from this idea: «It would be a mistake to say, as is done in 
some schools of Hindu thought, that this personal creator God is 
inferior to the Supreme. Again and again it is shown that Krishna 
as God is identical with Brahman and Atman»146. Despite this 
correction, in another part of his book Father Bede seems to 
assert the previous thought again: «God himself, in so far as 
he can be named, whether Yahweh or Allah or simply God, is a 
sign, a name for the ultimate Truth, which cannot be named»147. 

In yet another passage he specifies, on the contrary, that the 
unknown God has revealed himself as the Father, known and 
announced by Jesus148.

These uncertainties point back to a problem already seen in 
scholastic theology. The idea that the existence and essence 
of God can be known by philosophical reason even prior to 
revelation, tempted theologians to think that the attributes 
of God could be derived from general philosophical doctrine

146 MEW, 86.
147 MEW, 42; see RC, 24.
148 RC, 27.
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about God and not from the revelation that God made of himself 
throughout the history of salvation. In other words, these 
theologians spoke about God regardless of Sacred Scripture, 
basing themselves only on metaphysical reflection, speaking 
only afterwards about Trinitarian Hypostases, as if they were 
derived from this one God. Instead, «the discussion on the 
divine attributes must start directly from God who, in his action, 
has revealed himself as Father»149. The Father made himself 
fully known when «he so loved the world, that he gave his only 
Son» (Jn 3:16). In this sense to talk about a greater God prior to 
God the Father is like venerating a phantom.

However it remains true that even after his revelation, God 
remains inexpressible, because He is «the blessed and only 
Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has 
immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one 
has ever seen or can see» (1 Tm 6:15-16). The New Testament 
therefore announces that God made himself known in Jesus, 
«the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature» (Heb 1:3), while continuing to dwell in an unapproachable 
light. The divine inaccessibility that persists despite God’s self-
manifestation must not be interpreted as if an aspect of God 
remains unknown. In any case, his very revelation is inaccessible 
because it possesses a depth that always remains inexhaustible 
in its flow, and therefore always surprising for us. Paul verifies 
it when he is surprised by the faithfulness and mercy that God 
pours out on humanity: «O the depth of the riches and wisdom 
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments 
and how inscrutable his ways!» (Rm 8:33). 

149 Gerhard Ludwig Müller, Dogmatica cattolica (Cinisello Balsamo, Milano: San 
Paolo, 1999), 300 [my translation from Italian: «il discorso degli attributi divini deve 
partire direttamente dal Dio che nella sua azione si è rivelato come Padre»].
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The mysteriousness of God relates to the surprising 
unboundedness of his grace. Whereas God has revealed it to 
us, still we must always deepen our understanding of it. 

The first letter to the Corinthians speaks of the revelation: «So also 
no one comprehends what is truly God’s except the Spirit of God. 
Now we have received … the Spirit that is from God, so that we 
may understand the gifts bestowed on us by God» (1 Cor 2:11-12). 

The Letter to the Ephesians tells us about the unboundedness 
of the gift: «that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as 
you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may 
have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the 
breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love 
of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled 
with all the fullness of God» (Eph 3:17-19).

2. With regard to the teaching of Father Bede on the Church, 
we may now ask: Does the action of Christ in the Church as a 
Sacrament have the same value as that which He exercises in 
those who are saved but do not belong to it in a visible way? 

Father Bede never tackles this question directly. It seems as if 
he wants to suggest an equivalency between religions but, on 
the verge of declaring it, he pulls back. He only states openly 
that the religions (and all the Christian denominations) «are all 
different expressions of the one Truth of revelation, each with 
its particular insight»150. Are these different expressions of equal 
value? Father Bede’s main concern is to seek reconciliation 
between them rather than to answer this question; he says we 
need to «…learn to discern among these conflicting and partial 
views the principle which unites them, which transcends their 
differences and reconciles their conflicts»151.  
150 RC, 107.
151 RC, 107.
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Father Bede points out the differences between Hinduism 
and the Christian faith, and also the different visions that 
Hinduism welcomes within itself; he recognized the immorality 
of the behaviour of its divinities. Can Hinduism be considered                       
a revelation on par with the biblical one? From the point of view 
of salvation, if there were no qualitative differences between the 
Church and other religious experiences, why would God have 
wanted to create the sign of the Church, entrusting her with the 
mandate to gather all peoples to herself?

To find a more precise answer, we can get the help from Jacques 
Dupuis, a theologian very attentive to the dialogue with religions.

Are religions saving realities? Dupuis believes that religions 
are salvific because they are expressions of God’s search for 
humanity. They do not primarily express humanity’s attempts 
to ascend to God, but God’s attempts to reach the humanity 
who tries to escape. Nobody would look for God if He hadn’t 
looked for us first. Religion is always a response to a grace that 
precedes us.

Do all religions have the same value? Dupuis clearly rules out 
this hypothesis: «In the Church, the eschatological community, 
[Christ] is present [to humanity] openly and explicitly, in the full 
visibility of his complete mediation, through the proclamation 
of the Word, of the Gospel, and through the economy of the 
sacraments at the center of which is the Eucharist. In other 
religious traditions the same mystery of salvation in Jesus 
Christ is present, but in an implicit, hidden way, by virtue of the 
incomplete way of mediation constituted by these traditions»152.
152 Jacques Dupuis, Alle frontiere del dialogo (Verona: EMI, 2018), 45-46 
[my translation from Italian: «Nella Chiesa, la comunità escatologica, [Cristo]                             
è presente [agli uomini] apertamente ed esplicitamente, nella piena visibilità della 
sua completa mediazione, attraverso la proclamazione della Parola, del Vangelo,                
e attraverso l’economia dei sacramenti al cui centro è l’Eucaristia. In altre tradizioni 
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Dupuis’ answer on this point is analogous to the opinion 
expressed by the International Theological Commission: «In the 
religions, the same Spirit who guides the Church is at work. But 
the universal presence of the Spirit cannot be compared to his 
special presence in the Church of Christ. Although one cannot 
exclude the salvific value of the religions… Only the Church is 
the Body of Christ, and only in it is the presence of the Spirit 
given in its full intensity. Therefore, to no one can belonging to 
the Church of Christ be a matter of indifference nor participation 
in the fullness of the saving gifts which alone are found in it»153.

4. Conclusion of  interreligious theology

Are all religions therefore equivalent? We have seen Dupuis 
view, but what does the New Testament say about this topic?

In the Letter to the Romans, Paul compares Jews with pagans. 
Jews received the Law from God through Moses; while pagans 
have received a law written in their hearts. The gist of the two 
laws is identical or at least very similar. Therefore «For when 
Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law 
requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not 
have the law. They show that the work of the law is written on 
their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their 
conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them» (Rm 2:14-15). 
The apostle, having been nourished by Greek culture as well as 
Jewish, always maintained an attitude of great admiration for 
the ethical recommendations coming from pagan thinkers.

religiose è presente il medesimo mistero di salvezza in Gesù Cristo, ma lo è in 
maniera implicita, nascosta, in virtù di un modo incompleto di mediazione costituito 
da queste tradizioni»].
153 See International Theological Commission, Christianity and the world religions 
(Città del Vaticano: Editrice Vaticana, 1997), n. 85.
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After pointing out this dimension of equality between the two 
religions regarding ethics, Paul adds that Judaism, however, 
enjoys a great advantage over paganism: «Then what advantage 
has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? Much in every 
way. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles 
of God…» (Rm 3:1-2). In another passage he further specifies 
that: «They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the 
glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the 
promises. To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, 
according to the flesh, is the Christ who is God over all, blessed 
forever. Amen» (Cf. Rm 9:4-5).

God revealed himself to all people in creation; nonetheless he 
made himself known more clearly through the great works done 
in favor of the people throughout history.

Paul therefore thinks that God has opened two paths: one is 
more advantageous and preferable (the Mosaic Law and the 
historical experiences lived by the people); the other, though 
being less rich, can still lead to the goal. Decisive for salvation is 
not belonging to a religion, but the uprightness of the individual 
person.

In the New Testament we also find a comparison between 
Judaism and Christianity. Christ represents the new revelation of 
God. He enters into the history of Israel and brings it to fullness: 
«Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways 
by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by 
a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he 
also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and 
the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things 
by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he 
sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high...»(Heb 1:1-4).
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«This inaugural principle - ‘Christ has accomplished something 
better’ - permeates the whole letter: Jesus is worthy of a greater 
glory than Moses (3:3). Christ carries a better hope than the 
one provided by law (7:19). Jesus procures a better covenant 
with better promises (7:22; 8:6). Jesus is minister in a better 
tabernacle than the tent of this world as in the earthly priesthood 
(9:11), and is purified by a better sacrifice (9:13). Believers have 
a better and more lasting possession compared with the things 
of this world that they have lost (10:54), just as they desire a 
better heavenly homeland compared with the land promised to 
them on earth and with the treasures of Egypt. This language of 
being ‘better’ is not to be misunderstood as a claim of the relative 
superiority of the Christian religion in comparison with other 
religions. The difference is not in degree but in nature. The author 
necessarily uses relative terms, but he is aware that the event of 
Christ mediates a reality that belongs to a different and supreme 
order of reality and not simply to a better one on an identical 
ontological level. The author uses the vocabulary and the current 
conceptual framework of middle Platonism, to communicate the 
ultimate nature of the revelation of God in Christ»154.
154 M. Eugene Boring, Introduzione al Nuovo Testamento, Vol. 2 (Brescia: Paideia, 
2016), 667 [my translation from Italian: «Questo principio inaugurale - Cristo 
ha compiuto qualcosa di meglio» - permea tutta la lettera: Gesù è degno di una 
gloria maggiore di Mose (3,3). Cristo è mediatore di una speranza migliore di 
quella procurata dalla legge (7,19). Gesù procura un’alleanza migliore con migliori 
promesse (7,22; 8,6). Gesù è ministro in un tabernacolo migliore della tenda di questo 
mondo del sacerdozio terreno (9,11), ed è purificato da un sacrificio migliore (9,13). 
I credenti hanno un possesso migliore e più durevole delle cose di questo mondo che 
hanno perduto (10,54), così come desiderano una patria celeste, migliore del paese 
loro promesso sulla terra e dei tesori d’Egitto. Questo linguaggio dell’essere meglio 
non è da fraintendere come rivendicazione di una superiorità relativa della religione 
cristiana a confronto con altre religioni. La differenza non è di grado ma di genere. 
L’autore usa necessariamente termini relativi, ma è consapevole che l’evento Cristo 
media una realtà non semplicemente migliore su un identico piano ontologico, ma 
che appartiene a un ordine di realtà altro e supremo. L’autore si servirà del lessico e 
del quadro concettuale del platonismo medio, corrente suo tempo, per comunicare la 
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God offers humanity another way of seeking him, a new, 
living and superior way, that is, the Christ (Cf. Heb 10:9).                                                                                                               
The Jewish experience, though being so rich, is nothing 
compared to the grace showered on the believers in Christ (Cf. 
Ph 3:7-8). Christians who welcome the Christ are in an even 
more advantageous position than the Jews had over the pagans.

God takes care of humankind in three ways: with the law of the 
heart and cosmic revelation; with the Law of Sinai and historical 
revelations; with the revelation of Christ. Christ, being in the 
divine state, became incarnate not in appearance but in reality; 
he is the only founder and shows the face of God efàpax,once 
and for all. A unique holiness appears in him: «… above all, all 
moral ambivalence has been removed. 

Jesus reveals man in the moral perfection for which he was 
created and at the same time he reveals God as the perfection 
of love, without the lusts of Krishna or Shiva…»155. 

The Word enlightened every person; even those who came into 
the world before He became flesh have been enlightened, in 
view of his passion and death. Therefore, there have not been 
two parallel revelations, but every illumination comes from 
Easter. Before Easter people, even if aided by grace, sought 
God «in the hope that they might feel their way toward him and 
find him» (Ac 17:27).

With these suggestions, Scripture foresees diversified paths of 
different value and quality. The comparison does not concern 
people but the value of the different institutions willed by God. 
The achievement of salvation depends on the opening of the 
heart of every individual believer.

definitività dell’azione rivelatrice di Dio in Cristo»].
155 RC, 77-78.



91

3. Why did God want not only the different religions but also        
a disparity in value between them?

The New Testament does not address this question directly.      
We must make use of the implicit hints. Saint Paul teaches 
that God, in communicating salvation to all humanity, chooses 
specific collaborators and entrusts someone with a more relevant 
task than that of another (See Rm 9 and 11). At first he chooses 
Abraham from among the pagans and trains him to become a 
blessing for all people. Between the two sons of the patriarch, 
he chooses Isaac rather than Ishmael; among the sons of Isaac, 
he elects Jacob rather than Esau. The person who is not elected 
is not rejected, humiliated or destined to perdition, despite what 
the Semitic language seems to suggest (See Rm 9:12). 

The one who is not elected will not be invested with a relevant 
task equal to that of the elected. The choice does not depend 
on the merits of the elect but on the grace of God (See Rm 
9:16), who carries out his plan according to mysterious criteria, 
unintelligible for us.

Someone has a greater responsibility with respect to others and 
this places that one at the service of all. The choice of someone 
is always for the sake of others. The particular choice always 
happens for the advantage of others. As we saw from the above 
examples, the method of choice is exercised mostly within 
Israel, for whom some Israelites acquire a greater prominence 
that others. However God also chooses pagans for certain 
duties. The election is therefore not a process used to advance 
nationalistic pride.

Differences and inequality in value also emerge within the 
Church. Paul compares the Church to a body made up of 
many members, which represent the different possible services 
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endowed by the Spirit to the various members of the community. 
Paul describes some of these roles and proceeds in hierarchical 
order: the most important members are the apostles (1 Cor 
12:28), then there are the prophets, teachers, healers, guides, 
etc. The New Testament therefore assumes that a variety of 
functions can be given, some of which are undoubtedly more 
important than others; however, all functions are necessary for 
the proper functioning of the body.

Even the various religions could be thought of as members of 
a cosmic organism, each with a particular task. This cohesive 
alignment in view of a single purpose does not exclude that 
someone has been assigned a more decisive value.

At the end of his journey back to the Christian faith, Father Bede 
wrote: «Christ is the absolute beauty manifested in a human 
form, in a human character»156. 

Christ is like the Light which, even if it appears only as a splendid 
white colour, actually possesses the complete range of colours: 
indeed «if we believe that in Christ is to be found the revelation 
of Truth itself, then we must recognize that all truth wherever it 
is to be found is contained implicitly in Christianity»157.

Sometimes we turn away from him, and we see his light 
reflected on the face of those who are contemplating him 
devoutly, not knowing perhaps that the glow comes from the 
Lord. Sometimes while admiring this or that colour outside the 
Gospel we can better rediscover that which we had rejected 
in it. Observing all religions beyond our cultural boundaries,                                                                          
we must appreciate the wonders performed in them by Christ158, 
but it will never happen that they bring to the Gospel something 
156 GS, 143.
157 GS, 175.
158 MEW, 38-39.



93

that it did not have and that would have been necessary for 
salvation. Nonetheless, «the Church still awaits her accidental 
perfection. She has to be extended to all people in order that 
she may manifest all the riches of Christ»159. The Church will be 
able to manifest all these riches when she will integrate into her 
theology the particular contributions that come from each culture: 
«We have to open ourselves to the revelation of the divine 
mystery, which took place in Asia, in Hinduism and Buddhism, 
in Taoism, Confucianism and Shintoism. Nor can we neglect 
the intuitive wisdom of more primitive people, the Australian 
Aborigines, the Polynesian Islanders, the African Bushmen, the 
American Indians, the Eskimoes. All over the world the supreme 
Spirit has left signs of his presence. The Christian mystery is the 
mystery of God’s presence in Man, and we cannot neglect any 
sign of that presence»160.

159 GS, 176.
160 MEW, 202.



94

BIBLIOGRApHY

Abhishiktananda. Ascent to the Depth of the Heart. Delhi: ISPCK, 1986.

The Bhagavad Gita: the Song of God, trans. Swami Prahavananda and 
Christopher Isherwood Hollywood: Vedanta Press, 1987.

Catechism of the Catholic Church. United States Catholic Conference: 
1994.

Griffiths, Bede. «Integration of Mind, Body, and Spirit», An Occasional 
Paper of the Fetzer Institute, Kalamazoo: 1994.

Griffiths, Bede. «Marriage of East and West: A Sequel to the Golden 
String». Springfield, IL.: Templegate, 1976.

Griffiths, Bede. «New Vision of Reality». Springfield: Templegate, 1989.

Griffiths, Bede. «Return to the Center». Springfield: Templegate, 1976.

Huxley, Aldous. Perennial Philosophy. New York: Harper & Brothers, 
1945.

International Theological Commission, Christianity and the world 
religions (Città del Vaticano 1997).

Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre. The Divine Milieu. New York: Harper & 
Row, 1957.

Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre. The Phenomenon of Man. New York: Harper 
& Row, 1959. 

Wilber, Ken. The Essential Ken Wilber: an Introductory Reader. Boston: 
Shambala, 1998.

Wilber, Ken. The Eye of the Spirit: An Integral Vision for a World Gone 
Slightly Mad. Boston: Shambala, 1998.

Wilber, Ken. The Integral Vision. Boston: Shambala, 2007.




