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It is a commonplace statement that 
the world has got smaller. Many of 
us are comfortable with jetting off 

to other cultures for our holidays as 
though we were doing no more than 
visiting a British seaside town. Our 
schoolchildren are sitting alongside 
second-generation immigrants, or 
first-generation asylum seekers. 
University students often find 
themselves studying alongside those 
from faraway continents. In most 
UK towns and cities there are active 
communities originating from what 
would once have been described as far 
off lands – lands which now feel very 
close indeed.
 As the world has shrunk, 
information about other cultures 
(accurate or otherwise) has increased 
tremendously. Those searching for 
a spiritual perspective on their lives 
have had access to books, courses 
and groups representing a variety 
of religious traditions. Particularly 
amongst a younger generation there 
has been an unwillingness to rule out 
traditions that are not a part of the 
British past. Living alongside people 
who are ordinary British citizens, but 
who are part of a different religious 
tradition, has made it difficult to 
reject different religious traditions out 
of hand.
 At the same time as these 
developments, there has been a 
parallel movement amongst people 
searching for a spiritual dimension 
to life. There has been a growing 
dissatisfaction with dogmatic or 
inflexible formulations of the 
Christian tradition, but at the same 
time a disillusionment with a purely 
secular and materialistic approach 
to the task of living a fulfilling life. 
David Tacey maintains that purely 
secular thought is no longer sufficient 
as a current worldview, but that the 
Western religious tradition is no 
longer wholly acceptable – Western 

culture finds itself marooned between 
the two.1 For several decades now, 
and for many people, the search has 
been on for a spirituality that meets 
the needs of modern life. This is by no 
means to say that Christianity cannot 
provide such a spirituality, only that 
it appears to be finding it difficult to 
communicate it to a wide range of 
people, many of whom are young, and 
who are seeking not so much a creed 
as a way of living.
 My own story includes searches 
outside the Christian tradition. I 
was born into a Christian family 
worshipping in the Anglican Church, 
in an evangelical church of the fifties 
and sixties. My father was ordained 
when I was eleven years old, and we 
moved to a traditional middle-of-the-
road church where the main service 
was often Matins. When I was sixteen 
we moved to my father’s first parish 
in the East End of London, and I 
encountered the Catholic wing of the 
Church of England. 
 After this range of experiences I was 
not at all confused about Christian 
doctrine – there seemed to be very few 
inconsistencies. All three traditions 
had been clear about what I should 
believe. I felt, however, a profound 
lack of depth to my religious life. I 
knew what to believe but not what to 
do about it or how genuinely to live 
out my beliefs. No one, not even my 
father, had ever spoken to me seriously 
about prayer; all I knew about was 
intercession and the liturgy. Though 
I had been told I should see Christ in 
others, I had not been shown how to 
look for him. I thought that loving 
my neighbour was a warm feeling 
– no one had told me that it is an 
exercise of will. I knew I should listen 
to God, but I could only interpret 
the thunderous silence as failure, not 
knowing it was the space in which to 
come close to him. My Christian faith 
was rather like a set of Meccano: all 

the beliefs bolted into the right place 
but with no life in it.
 So, in the early seventies, at a time 
when many religious traditions 
and spiritualities were appearing as 
options for young people, I began to 
look outside the Christian faith. It 
did, indeed, seem like a small world, 
containing many accessible faith 
traditions. There is no doubt that a 
Christian upbringing had set me off 
on the path of seeking for greater 
depth in life – I had constantly been 
told that such depth existed – but my 
experience of Christianity did not lead 
me to it. I am fully prepared to admit 
that this was due to my own make-up, 
and that others do find such depth 
wholly within the Church, but it was 
not so for me.
 I read and studied in Buddhism, 
Sufism, Zen and Taoism, among other 
traditions, always preferring those that 
had strong contemplative emphases. 
Fortunately I had enough wisdom to 
avoid New Age thinking, crystals and 
ley lines, although many with whom 
I shared parts of my journey were 
fascinated by such beliefs. Finally I 
joined a group which was studying 
Vedanta – one of the traditions within 
Hinduism – and there I found a home 
for some ten years. The group studied 
Advaita Vedanta – a system of thought 
based on ancient Hindu scripture 
which believes that at the very deepest 
level of each human being there is 
unity with the Supreme Being. In 
that group I learnt to meditate in 
the Indian tradition using a mantra, 
I learnt a version of mindfulness, 
which is usually associated with 
Buddhism, and for short periods lived 
a communal life with fellow members 
of the group. As a group, it was not 
without its problems, but within it I 
began to find some of the depth of life 
for which I was looking.
 At no point, however, did I reject 
my Christian upbringing or my faith 
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in Christ as Saviour, and in fact I 
returned to the Church in my late 
twenties. Some of the problems in the 
group became pressing, but that was 
not why I left – I found that I deeply 
missed both the Gospel message and 
the worship that I had experienced 
in my youth. In a strange way the 
two traditions I had experienced 
coalesced, but in my original home 
within the Church. The meditation 
I had learnt in the Vedantic group 
became the practice of the Jesus 
prayer, the mindfulness became a new 
awareness of God’s creation and of 
God as Creator, and the communal life 
I had experienced opened my eyes to 
the community of faith. The reading 
in Buddhism and Sufism and the rest 
led me towards the writers of the 
Christian mystical tradition.
 So why did the deepening of my faith 
begin outside the church, in contact 
with a completely different religious 
tradition? It is a question I have thought 
about for thirty years, gradually sorting 
out for myself what I learnt from 
Advaita Vedanta that has proved useful 
as I have explored Christian faith. Why 
should depth found in another religion 
lead to an appreciation of the depth of 
Christian faith?
 Since I never ceased to believe in 
Christ as Saviour during my time in 
the Advaitic group, and have been 
unable to reject the spirituality I 
found in that group once I returned to 
the Church, I have been in a small and 
personal way involved in interreligious 
learning. Such learning requires 
that one treats other faiths with due 
respect, and attempts to understand 
them in their own terms. Advaita, as 
with Buddhism, cannot be explained 
or understood in Christian terms, but 
the difference cannot lead towards 
rejection of the other if learning is 
to take place. The surprise for the 
Christian learner is to discover that 
other faiths go very deep in certain 
understandings of the individual’s 
relationship with what is eternal, and 
both the differences and the depth can 
lead to new reflections on her or his 
own tradition.
 After having been back in the 
Church for a few years I trained as 
a Reader, and for the first time got a 
toe-hold on what can appear to be 
the rock-face of Christian theology. 
Later I studied for an MA in theology 
and for a PhD at the University of 
Chichester. As I undertook those 

studies I felt the need to use the 
resources of a theology department 
to delve into my experience of 
living with a background in two 
traditions, and studied the writings 
of Abhishiktananda and Bede 
Griffiths, two Benedictine monks who 
had in turn headed up a Christian 
ashram in India in the second half 
of the twentieth century. They had 
investigated the relationship between 
Christian theology and Advaita 
Vedanta, and had lived as closely as 
they could in accordance with Hindu 
traditions and with empathy for 
Indian culture.
 When two cultures or religions meet 
it is possible to observe the opening up 
of a Third Space, which lies between 
the spaces of the two traditions. It is 
a space in which the two traditions 
influence and speak to each other 
and in which new understandings 
spring up. It is, however, quite an 
uncertain and unsettling space, in 
which it sometimes feels as if one’s 
own foundations are shifting. Both 
Abhishiktananda and Bede Griffiths 
took their interreligious learning 
very seriously, and while the former 
experienced some personal suffering 
as he sought to learn from Advaita 
Vedanta, the latter maintained that 
a degree of certainty about, and 
maturity within, one’s own faith was 
needed when occupying such a Third 
Space between two religions.
 Interreligious learning is not about 
inventing a new faith, importing ideas 
wholesale from another tradition, or 
about disproving centuries-old beliefs. 
It is about learning. Abhishiktananda 
and Bede Griffiths used it primarily 
to explore their own Christin faith – 
both remained Benedictine monks 
until their deaths.
 In my studies at University I tried 
to understand how these two monks 
had looked at their Christian faith 
in the light of what they had learnt 
from Advaita Vedanta. Their work is 
full of problems and inconsistencies, 
but at the same time they had the 
courage to open their minds to a 
quite different tradition that has very 
different explanations for the human’s 
relationship with the divine. Advaita 
Vedanta’s very clear expression of the 
individual’s experience of Supreme 
Being challenges Christianity’s rather 
un-experiential talk about the Trinity. 
Its systematic outline of the spiritual 
makeup of humanity asks questions 

of the single, all-embracing concept of 
‘soul’. Advaita’s ‘cosmic man’ (Purusha) 
requires us to look again at the extent to 
which we understand Jesus Christ not 
only as God, but also as the authentic 
human. There are many such examples 
where learning can take place. Above 
all, the proposed identity between the 
individual self and the Supreme Being 
requires us to look again at our own 
relationship with God.
 There is no need for Christians 
to adopt the beliefs of another 
faith, but seeing one’s own in the 
light of another’s makes for new 
exploration. As the world shrinks 
and links between communities of 
faith increase, we need to know how 
to make use of this new opportunity 
to deepen our understanding of 
Christianity. We can meet our 
neighbour over the garden fence if we 
wish to, or we can invite them in and 
sit with them, and look for mutual 
enrichment. I suggest the Gospel in its 
entirety prompts us to do the latter.
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