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Abstract
This essay is the fruit of the author’s long experience in Hindu-Christian studies. 
The intent of it is to describe something of that learning, and to then extend it, by 
way of friendly suggestion, to offer advice for readers engaged in Hindu-Jewish 
studies.

Introduction

I was born in the Borough Park section of Brooklyn in 1950, in an Irish-Catho-
lic family, and I grew up in a largely Roman Catholic area of Staten Island, New 
York. There was no likelihood of meeting a Hindu when I was a child, and I do not 
remember any particular attraction to India, Hinduism, yoga, the mystical East, etc. 
We were taught long and well that Catholic tradition had everything we needed. But 
nevertheless, my early life was a good preparation for all that would follow, since 
my parents encouraged us to read, the parish church hosted rich and meaningful lit-
urgies, the nuns taught us how to connect to God. My high school education was 
already in a period of transition, but traditional enough that I had the opportunity to 
learn Greek and Latin and French, and to enjoy classical literature in both the origi-
nal and translated forms.

And then the opportunity came, when I was 22 and just out of college, already 
a Jesuit for five years. The Jesuit formation process included some active ministry 
between philosophical and theological studies, and in a circuitous fashion, I ended 
up going to Kathmandu to teach at St. Xavier’s School, a boarding school set up by 
American Jesuits who had previously worked in India, at the request of the king of 
Nepal.

In many ways St. Xavier’s was an ordinary high school, even if it was in Kath-
mandu, 5000 feet up in the foothills of the Himalayas (one could see Mount Everest 
from the roof), and even if all the students were Hindu and Buddhist, and most of the 
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staff as well. I taught a range of subjects, mainly related to English grammar and lit-
erature. But to teach “Moral Science”—the compromise subject that stood between 
teaching catechism (which was not allowed) and teaching Hinduism and Buddhism 
(which were not taught)—I felt I had to bring concrete examples into class, from 
my own upbringing. I was teaching in a traditional Buddhist and Hindu culture, and 
I realized I had to understand before I could be understood. I began reading Hindu 
and Buddhist texts in English so as to enable my students to learn moral principles, 
but as grounded in their own faith traditions. For an account of this learning, see 
Clooney 1996 and 2006. Asia was a monumental challenge for me, though not in the 
pioneering and physically risky manner experienced by early Jesuits in Asia. The 
time had a profound effect on me, and I have been studying Hinduism now for nearly 
five decades, and I can know that I shall never be done with the challenge and the 
learning.

I was ordained a priest in 1978, and in 1979 began working for a Ph.D. in South 
Asian Studies at the University of Chicago where, in a department that gave us scope 
to do our own work as we wished, I threw myself into serious reading in Hindu 
religious traditions. During and since those years of study (1979–1984), I have had 
occasion to travel to India many times for longer and shorter periods of study and 
exploration.

To be a Jesuit priest and a scholar at the same time was and is not unheard of. 
But I did this in my own way, since I did not find many obvious models for what I 
wanted, needed, to do. My particular “vocation within a vocation” was to be a theo-
logian dedicated to the study of the Hindu religious traditions. This second choosing 
in part had to do with using my inclination to language learning and theological 
reflection as the stuff of a career in academics. In part it also had to do with wanting 
to chart a course not previously taken: instead of Latin and Greek, I aimed to study 
Sanskrit and Tamil; instead of learning only from the great Christian tradition of the 
Catholic West, I aimed also to learn from the great traditions of Hindu India. At this 
writing, over 50 years a Jesuit, over 40 years a priest, and over 35 years out of gradu-
ate school, I have been balancing the Jesuit and Catholic, the academic, and both 
with Hindu learning and its implications, as part of my own life as well.

In the following pages, I reflect on this dynamic as it has played out in my life, 
and consider ways in which it may be helpful to those engaged in Jewish-Hindu 
studies. This essay is in four parts, each part divided into two sections, first a reflec-
tion on my own experience in Christian-Hindu learning, and then a more tentative 
reflection on what this might mean for Jewish-Hindu learning. Thus we have:

 I. The Chemistry of Catholic Traditions and Hindu Traditions, and the Chemistry 
of Jewish Traditions and Hindu Traditions

 II. Facing Up to the History of Christian-Hindu Relations, and Facing Up to the 
History of Jewish-Hindu Relations

 III. Catholic and Hindu Communities of Learning, and Jewish and Hindu Com-
munities of Learning

 IV. Personal Practices of Study in Catholic-Hindu Learning, and Personal Prac-
tices of Study in Jewish-Hindu Learning
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The Chemistry of Catholic Traditions and Hindu Traditions

Even if I speak of myself as a particular Catholic who feels he has discovered 
and nurtured a very fruitful engagement with Hindu traditions, I must also speak 
to the larger scene. I will do so  with reference to the history of the relation-
ship below, but first it is necessary to speak of the Catholic-Hindu relationship 
in terms of fundamental resonances. I have always thought that Hindu traditions 
and Catholicism are two expansive all-encompassing yet still local traditions that 
relate in a distinctive and particularly fruitful manner. The “Christian-Hindu” and 
especially the “Catholic-Hindu” promise particularly fertile encounters. In the 
next several paragraphs, I state this in a deliberately general fashion.

For millennia, Hindus and Christians have encountered one another, first in 
India and now across the world. This long relationship is a living one, with the 
ups and downs, dark and light moments, of human experience, and it continues 
to take new forms even today. This ongoing communication makes us aware that 
Hindus and Christians have much to be thankful for, need reconciliation, and 
share many opportunities for future collaboration. Today, we can and should 
be spiritual friends and collaborators, friends in the work of spiritual renewal. 
Catholics everywhere are eager for a positive relationship, for the Church is also 
catholic, a universal community, even finding its place, now on respectful terms, 
in every culture old and new. It makes no sense for Catholic Christians to imagine 
that Hindu traditions are somehow outside or apart from the mystery and love 
of God manifest in Jesus Christ. Most deeply, the Catholic vision of the world 
implies recognizing with gratitude that God works deeply and continually in the 
lives, words and actions, faith and practice, of devout Hindus of every tradition. 
A fruitful Catholic-Hindu relationship is not merely a matter of necessity or con-
venience, but a truly spiritual opportunity with firm foundations. God is one; we 
are all the children of God; God wills the salvation and well-being of all; God is a 
mystery, ever greater than our efforts to set exact definitions and boundaries, nar-
row or wide.

Hindu wisdom resonates well with Catholic sensibilities. It invites Catholics to 
think anew about matters of theological importance: the nature of divine and how 
the divine is manifest to us; the importance of God’s entrance into the world and 
of sacramental realities; the importance of seeing and affirming God as a person; 
the great potential and inevitable limits of images and words about the divine 
reality; the riches and limits of ritual practice; who we ourselves are, as embod-
ied beings subject to birth and death; the delicate balance between affirming the 
true, the good, and the beautiful, and respecting very diverse paths; the promise 
of liberation for all beings, over time. Hindus and Catholics share a sense of the 
wholeness of the natural and human worlds, a reverence for life in all forms, a 
recognition of deep spiritual truths; energized by our faiths, we can work together 
for the benefit of the world sorely in need of such values.

In spiritual practice too Hindus and Catholics have much in common, and 
much to learn from one another. We value quiet, mystical paths of the ascent of 
God. We celebrate the divine presence in nature. We recognize the special ways in 
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which God makes certain places holy. We build beautiful temples and churches, 
filled with sacraments and symbols, rites and music, that raise our minds and 
hearts to God. We can teach one another how better to be reverent, to worship, to 
find God in all things. It is good then that we meet and share our spiritual lives 
and journeys, now more than ever.

In a world troubled by violence, environmental degradation, materialism, and the 
widening gap between rich and poor, Catholic-Hindu cooperation is possible and 
necessary. Learning from Hinduism is a blessed opportunity for Catholics, and so 
new ideas and insights find their way into our Catholic minds and hearts.

The Chemistry of Jewish Traditions and Hindu Traditions

Each particular realm of interreligious learning comes with a sense of the difference. 
Since Jewish-Hindu studies will be in some ways like Christian-Hindu studies, some 
factors clearly carry over: a sense of community; the energy of the marginal indi-
vidual; attention to ideas, but also to practices and the affective dimensions of learn-
ing. On the intellectual level, one can easily find room for the importance of texts 
and study; the need for intellectual enjoyment and commitment, the need for strong 
links to community; the need for extreme sensitivity to the traditions and intellec-
tual and practical frames of the religious other. But key is to go deeper, and find the 
most vital resonances that might help Jews and Hindus to be better Jews and Hindus 
because they encounter one another.

Persistent Western academic habits may still constrain Jewish-Hindu studies in 
the academic context, and both Jewish and Hindu academics must be attentive to 
the setting, the language used, the venue and style of meetings, etc. There will have 
to be something like a theological frame, or at least a faith-grounded philosophi-
cal frame if one prefers, if Jewish-Hindu studies is to have a life. It would be naïve 
merely to erase “the Christian” from the explicit work of study, and then expect a 
fresh relationship free of the Christian tradition’s long history and influence on how 
we all think and speak, at least in English.

For both individual scholars and the communities to which they belong, it will 
be important to recognize areas of common ground, and to cultivate connections 
moving forward. The famed Jewish-Hindu statements of several decades ago, signed 
by Jewish and Hindu leaders, strove to identify and highlight various common ele-
ments.1 There must be further reflection of this sort, to get at the distinctive ways 
in which Jews and Hindus have much in common, challenge one another, and can 
learn from one another. It should be evident that Jewish-Hindu relations will have 
its own distinctive chemistry, with fresh strengths that will only in part overlap with 
what might be seen in Hindu-Catholic studies. Some of the resonances that Hindu 
traditions and Catholicism have will be lacking, while other important resonances—
perhaps regarding family and food, the land, the role of teachers—will be all the 

1 See http:// www. mille nnium peace summit. org/ 1st- Jewish- Hindu_ Summit_ Report- Final. pdf. Accessed 
on March 19, 2021.

http://www.millenniumpeacesummit.org/1st-Jewish-Hindu_Summit_Report-Final.pdf
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more prominent. Those involved in Jewish-Hindu learning must figure out how the 
cultivation of the Jewish-Hindu relation is best to be grounded and enacted.

Facing Up to the History of Christian‑Hindu Relations

However positive my own personal experience, I am not free or innocent of the long 
course of history. I cannot, as a Christian, simply reinvent the Catholic-Hindu rela-
tionship on my own terms. Catholics and Hindus both must recognize the long his-
tory that has brought us to this moment.

It would be hard to generalize on the history of the Christian study of Hindu tra-
ditions and the Hindu study of Christianity, but there are resources that set out the 
basic history and map the field. Consider works such as these: Stephen Neill’s His-
tory of Christianity in India: The Beginnings to AD 1707 and History of Christianity 
in India 1707–1858 are useful overviews. Wilhelm Halbfass’ India and Europe is 
still useful and still of great intellectual interest; Bob Robinson’s Christians Meeting 
Hindus: An Analysis and Theological Critique of the Hindu-Christian Encounter in 
India is a valuable work. Of course there is also a great body of literature aimed at 
uncovering the Orientalist slant in European scholarship on India, most notably Ray-
mond Schwab’s The Oriental Renaissance: Europe’s Rediscovery of India and the 
East, 1680–1880 (1950/1984), Ronald Inden’s Imagining India (1991), Urs App’s 
The Birth of Orientalism (2010), and Dorothy Figueira’s several volumes, including 
The Exotic: A Decadent Quest (1994) and The Hermeneutics of Suspicion: Cross-
Cultural Encounters with India (2015). See also Francis X. Clooney’s Comparative 
Theology: Deep Learning across Religious Borders (2010) and Reading the Hindu 
and Christian Classics: Why and How It Matters (2019).

For shorter reflections that often peer into the long history, one can look also at 
the 25 years of essays in the Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies. From both Hindu 
and Christian perspectives, essays in the journal, available online, display the diver-
sity of the ways the traditions have been studied, but so too the sometimes dispa-
rate Hindu and Christian views of the relationship over the centuries. The recent 
Handbook of Hindu-Christian Studies, edited by Chad Bauman and Michelle Voss 
Roberts, offers a great number of scholarly perspectives on the long Christian-Hindu 
relationship. My short book, The Future of Hindu-Christian Studies: A Theological 
Inquiry (2017), was based on my 2016 Westcott-Teape Lectures given in Delhi, Kol-
kata, and Chennai. This book surveys the field, as I assess from a theological van-
tage point how Jesuit missionaries studied and interpreted Hindu traditions, and how 
Hindu intellectuals engaged Western philosophical and theological thought in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I can add here also my own essays that have been 
recently collected in Western Jesuit Scholars in India: Tracing Their Paths, Reas-
sessing Their Goals (2020). There are plenty of starting points for easily exploring 
the Christian-Hindu relationship. But it is crucial as well for scholars such as myself 
to listen to Hindu views of the relationship. There come to mind books such as S. 
N. Balagangadhara’s The Heathen in his Blindness… (1994), the volumes by Rajiv 
Malhotra, e.g., Being Different (2011), Indra’s Net (2014), and The Battle for San-
skrit (2016), and so too more journalistic studies such as Ram Swarup’s Hinduism 
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vis-à-vis Christianity and Islam (1992), Pope John-Paul II on Eastern Religions and 
Yoga: Hindu-Buddhist Rejoinder (1995), and Hinduism and Monotheistic religions 
(2009), as well as Sita Ram Goel’s History of Hindu-Christian Encounters (1989).

Reflecting on this history, I have found, uncovers many positive elements, and 
gives us a basis for doing our work with good sense and in accord with past expe-
riences of what works and what does not. But facing history is also cautionary, 
reminding us how even well-intentioned studies, if pursued innocent of the history 
of the field, may end up merely repeating well-worn insights (accurate or not), or 
may perpetuate bad habits in colonizing the Hindu from a Christian perspective, 
imposing Christian vocabulary and attitudes on Hindu learning, practice, and expe-
rience. Imbalances cannot be entirely avoided, given that we always write from our 
own contexts, for our own purposes; but would-be Christian scholars of Hinduism 
need to go deep enough into one or another Hindu tradition that new knowledge, 
articulated according to new grammars and by new terms, might unsettle our con-
ceptions about Christianity too.

Facing Up to the History of Jewish‑Hindu Relations

Hindus and Jews must also do the further work of extending and distinguishing the 
parameters of Jewish-Hindu studies as a field that endures and makes a difference in 
academe, and also in wider Jewish and Hindu communities in India, in Israel, and 
around the world, wherever Jews and Hindus live. For this, there is the need to learn 
more of Jewish-Hindu interactions, even regarding the precolonial period, insofar as 
that is possible. We all know of ancient Jewish communities in India, and we know 
of the interest today many young Jews have in traveling to India. This is not my 
field, but I think of books that I have read, such as Benjamin J. Israel’s The Jews of 
India (1982) and Nathan Katz’s Who are the Jews of India? (2000). Readers of this 
essay will surely think of other such works.

The Jewish-Hindu relationship seems to be largely free of the problems that arose 
in the colonial and evangelical engagements of Christians with Hindus. There is less 
of a problematic history, and less to worry about. But there is surely much more to 
be written, if only to disambiguate Jewish-Hindu relations from the history of Chris-
tianity and Hinduism.

Catholic and Hindu Communities of Learning

At the start of this essay, I spoke of my own starting points, and I located myself and 
my work in the context of the long history of Christian-Hindu learning. The story of 
the individual is never sufficient, nor even an individual’s sense of the long history 
in light of which she or he writes. Between individuals and the religions writ larger, 
there have to be meaningfully delineated communities, if the work of the individual 
is to be more than merely individual. My insights into Hindu traditions count for 
much more when they are noticed and received into the Christian community. So 



623

1 3

Lessons Learned: Personal Reflections on How Christian‑Hindu…

too, if no Hindu pays attention to what I write, that is a loss, for me too, since such 
writing is meant to open the door to further communication.

Even in the best of circumstances, communicating back to home communities is 
challenging. Home communities are often suspicious of new ideas, and seize on the 
possibility that the new ideas are a danger. Facing up to what one has not learned by 
study and experience can also be hard.

In the decades since I started learning Hindu traditions in 1973, the Catholic 
Church, refreshed and given new directions at Vatican II (1962–1965), has been 
open to other religions, and served as a forum in which new ideas from many reli-
gions and from Christianity all over the world could be tried out, as new learning 
is received into Catholic theology and life. But the 1980s witnessed too a time of a 
gradual tightening of restrictions, resistance to real and perceived relativistic tenden-
cies, and a reaffirmation of creedal truths in a way that seemed not so much to refo-
cus learning interreligiously but shut it down.

But even under the best of conditions, the best Christian-Hindu learning is 
embodied, practiced, matured over time in ideas and practices and experiences, 
so that communicating it often becomes rather difficult. I have been acutely aware 
of how hard it is to communicate the effects of the study of Hindu traditions by a 
Christian to Christians who do not engage in that study. At issue is more than simply 
showing study to be objectively valuable. Those with a deep and rich sense of their 
own tradition may at times still be unable to appreciate the excitement and force of 
crossing over to another tradition with theological and spiritual energies driving the 
crossover. They may also tend to downplay or permanently postpone the possibility 
of learning from the other, even if not condemning the very idea of such learning as 
evil. Ironically, those without much depth of learning in their own tradition may be 
more easily pleased by the idea of learning about the other, but that kind of appre-
ciation will disappoint those who care about deep study in any tradition.

Protestants and Catholics have different relations with Hindus (and of course with 
Hindus of different traditions), since different understandings of the word of God, 
revelation and salvation, the prophetic and accommodating roles of the Church, etc., 
all come into play. See Clooney, 2016. The churches of Kerala, Syriac in origin, are 
older than Catholic or Protestant communities in India, and the latter groups have 
quite different histories and track records in learning. Therefore learning has to be 
endlessly nuanced and particularized. “Hinduism” and “Hindu” are famously com-
plex terms, which however may reify and to an extent create the realities to which 
they refer—hence my preference in this essay for “Hindu traditions” in the plural. 
Vedāntins can find resources in their tradition for various kinds of universalism, 
and some Hindu theists likewise have a vision of universal harmony. Other groups 
remain much more local in terms of language and culture, or still very mindful of 
past unhappy relations with Western Christians, or simply skeptical about wisdom 
and holiness outside their own tradition, or simply not interested in interreligious 
learning.

Given the engaged learning at stake if the various obstacles and resistances are 
to be overcome, it is good when the personal element, the author’s own engagement 
with the religious other, is written into the research, at least at the beginnings and 
ends of a project of study. Even if there has to a certain objectivity and communal 
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dimension to the learning, it needs also to be driven by personal intellectual excite-
ment, since only over time and with perseverance does such study bear fruit. So too, 
there are inevitable limits to how deeply one can enter upon another tradition. Both 
Hindus and Catholics have an acute sense of embodied learning, and an appreciation 
of how one must practice what one studies. I have realized that the inability to cross 
over to the other religion, and practice within it, may make sense on many levels, 
but it is nevertheless a real limitation in terms of a fuller, deeper, richer relation-
ship one might aspire too, simply for the sake of authentic and lasting insight. Much 
becomes possible if one sees that such study is fresh, interesting, and productive of 
new insights.

Beyond all this, there are also the larger political factors at work. While some-
times these factors may be conducive to interreligious learning, they may also make 
the learning either difficult, or dangerous, or seemingly implausible in the face of 
resistance. Communities are often divided in their attitudes toward outsiders, secular 
or religious, and some are rather united in opposition to outsiders. Fundamentalists, 
Christian or Hindu, have no patience for the difficult practice of interfaith learning 
and may even be opposed to the very idea of learning at all. But in the face of that 
suspicion and even hostility, there is really no alternative to continuing the work of 
learning, as we seek to make the case to the mainstream of traditions on why inter-
religious learning is valuable and for the good of all concerned.

If scholars’ work does not speak from and to community, there will be the danger 
of a public or de facto alienation from the home community, and with that distance, 
a loss of the very rationale for theology, as a practice of faith seeking understanding, 
from and for a community. Expert learning has to be connected with the values of 
the wider community involved. And so there needs to be clarity on motives: explicit 
and articulated consciousness on the scholar’s part why she or he is doing this study. 
Why her or his work matters has to be communicated back to a home community in 
religiously comprehensible terms, particularly if that home community is not simply 
the academic community.

Jewish and Hindu Communities of Learning

Which communities undergird Jewish-Hindu learning? It is easy to say “the Jewish” 
and the “the Hindu,” but it will be crucial to specify further dimensions of these 
communities, subgroups that are more or less conservative, more or less inclined to 
practice or theory. Here too, theology matters, questions related to what constitutes 
the community’s common and enduring identity, how God/the Gods are thought to 
be related to the world, and whether one’s faith group has a mission to go to the 
other.

For this, there will need to be Hindu and Jewish scholars who stay with the work 
of this mutual learning while using only very lightly vague labels such as “Juda-
ism” and “Hinduism.” Individuals must shape their specific research projects in 
accord with their own capacities and interests but also for the sake of their com-
munities, showing the benefit of a deeper, sustained commitment to some portion 
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of Jewish-Hindu studies. Individual work will endure insofar as it also succeeds in 
sustaining a living link to the author’s home community.

Certainly, here too important work has been done. There are scholars who have 
been pioneering this field over the years, and books such as these are familiar to 
me: Hananya Goodman’s pioneering Between Jerusalem and Benares: Compara-
tive Studies in Judaism and Hinduism (1994), a work that one can return to for fresh 
insights even three decades later; Barbara Holdrege’s similarly pioneering Veda and 
Torah: Transcending the Textuality of Scripture 1996); Alan Brill’s venture into the 
theology of religions from a Jewish perspective, Judaism and Other Religions: Mod-
els of Understanding (2010); Alon Goshen-Gottstein’s erudite and insightful Same 
God, Other God: Judaism, Hinduism, and the Problem of Idolatry (2016), which 
makes a substantive contribution to a Jewish rethinking of idolatry and that like-
wise offers readers such as myself many new insights into the subtleties of Rabbinic 
thought; the essays in Ithamar Theodor and Yudit Kornberg Greenberg’s Dharma 
and Halacha: Comparative Studies in Jewish-Hindu Philosophy and Religion 
(2018), which widens the scope of inquiry to include more attention to rituals, eth-
ics, the role of guru and rabbi, and the place of the erotic; Shoshana Razel Gordon-
Guedalia’s essays, “Lethal Wives and Impure Widows: The Widow Marriage Taboo 
in Jewish and Hindu Law and Lore” (2018a), and “Sagi Nahor—Enough Light: Dia-
lectic Tension between Luminescent Resonance and Blind Assumption in Compara-
tive Theology” (2018b).

This is an incomplete list, of course, but even so, we see in such works both 
notable commitment to making this field flourish, and an imaginative variety of 
approaches. One can also look back over the several decades of sessions of the Com-
parative Studies in Hinduisms and Judaisms Group at the American Academy of 
Religion, and appreciate the many approaches taken up over the years.

Most Hindu traditions and Jewish traditions are not particularly evangelical. Yet 
Jews are God’s chosen people, and it is a question for Jews to make sense of who 
Hindus are in God’s eyes. Orthodox Hindus often enough do not take outsiders seri-
ously, or want to keep them at a distance. So Jews and Hindus will have to do the 
work of explaining to their home communities why their mutual learning is impor-
tant. There are points of friction, such as the harsh Biblical strictures against idolatry 
and images of God. But again, scholars have made good strides in drawing on Rab-
binic tradition in order to move beyond such apparent conflicts, as the bibliography 
just mentioned indicates.

Here too, as in Christian-Hindu studies, there is also the need for mutual learning; 
here too, Jews, like Christians, are in the position of needing to hear and heed Hindu 
scholars who find ways to speak about Judaism and what it means to a Hindu pos-
sibly interested in learning from Judaism.

My guess is that given the variety of approaches and starting points, there will be 
neither the constriction nor guidance offered by settled doctrines such as one might 
find in Catholicism, unless such starting points have been articulated by a consensus 
arising in practice. There is room here for great imagination and vigorous experi-
mentation. Given that many Hindus and Jews will have hesitations about the cat-
egory of theology, the search for alternative venues for engagement has turned atten-
tion to ritual practices, ritual customs, etc. Can there be a genuine Rabbinic-shastraic 
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conversation grounded in the core values, practices, and purities of the traditions? It 
strikes me that very good advances in Jewish-Hindu learning might come from this 
complex form of study. So too, more attention to ethics will be helpful, and here too 
one may return to the papers collected in volumes such as Between Jerusalem and 
Benares and Dharma and Halacha.

If theology and doctrine do not govern and constrain Jewish-Hindu learning, then 
questions about the truth and universality of either tradition need not come to the 
fore or stand in the way of smaller, more local and fruitful acts of learning. But one 
negative result may be hard to avoid: if scholars work on their own or in small colle-
gial projects, but do not make larger theological claims about truth, revelation, God, 
then it will be all the easier for others—Jewish or Hindu—to ignore such writings 
and keep them as a distance.

Personal Practices of Study in Catholic‑Hindu Learning

I return in the fourth part of this essay to a more directly personal reflection, on the 
work I have done over the decades; despite all the complications I have noted, we 
must still do our work.

For four decades, my major projects have included Hindu ritual/liturgical theol-
ogy, nondualist and theistic Vedānta, Tamil vernacular devotionalism, Hindu sys-
tematic theology, scholastic commentarial traditions, and the theology—or “the-
ology”—of Hindu goddesses. As mentioned at the start of this essay, my doctoral 
studies were in the field of South Asian studies, with attention to Hindu traditions, 
specifically to the classical traditions of Sanskrit and Tamil. My primary areas of 
Indological scholarship are theological commentarial writings in the Sanskrit and 
Tamil. I have also benefited from seminary training in philosophy and Catholic 
theology. The wisdom I have shared here is therefore dependent on what I happen 
to have learned in the course of my own work, and in the course of observing the 
work of others who study and learn in parallel but different ways. I am interested 
in refined, close readings, and therefore I focus on that, rather than the wider dia-
logue or the myriad other ways in which Christian and Hindus have related to one 
another. By studying the classics, I have been marginal to many popular conversa-
tions about contemporary religion in India, just as the study of the great Christian 
of learning is always at one or two steps removed from the most apparent and most 
urgent concerns of today’s Catholicism. This is so even if I have regularly gotten 
out of the library. My Christian-Hindu learning has been textual, but from the start, 
when I arrived in the Hindu kingdom of Nepal, having read hardly more than a few 
pages about Hindu traditions, I knew that I had to surround my learning with the 
worlds in which the texts grew up and were preserved. Since 1973, I have traveled to 
India about twenty times. I have visited many Hindu temples and attended rituals, in 
India and occasionally in the United States. During 1992–3, when I was studying the 
Tamil songs of the ninth century Vaiṣṇava religious classic known at Tiruvāymoli, 
I made it a habit to visit one or another Hindu temple every day, seven days a week. 
Persons matter, and I have many Hindu friends, plus Hindu colleagues with whom 
I have worked in India and in the West. While my work is on the scholarly end of 
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the spectrum, it also bears an experiential and personal element, even if the core of 
my professional work is always the work of study of texts. But this is not surprising: 
when a sacred text is read properly, it opens up onto the world, rather than shielding 
us from ordinary life.

Personally, I have found this intellectual labor to be very demanding, but also 
enriching and immensely pleasurable. Learning takes a long time, we know, and I 
have had to keep paying attention, never thinking that I know enough, have read 
enough. The more I have learned, the more interesting I have found the Hindu tra-
ditions to be, and the more I have benefited from contact with Hindu friends their 
ideas and images, texts and practices. I have learned much, and spiritually I have 
been helped much. Intellectually I have found very little of significance that I disa-
gree with in some specific way. In the end, as at the beginning, I still seek to dedi-
cate my life to Jesus Christ, but every factor, even the depths of that devotion, is 
now seen and reflected and felt in a different light; unrestricted intellectual respect, 
accompanied by a deepening religious respect, is not diminished by the gift of con-
tinuing to be a companion of Jesus, nor does crossing over to the other diminish 
one’s original love. In all of this, I have found my way to be an author who has what 
I am told is a distinctive voice: that of the scholar, but also of the priest, one who 
crosses over again and again. But the very same subjectivity that attracts readers 
can, of course, slow things down. The deeper the transformation, the less it may 
be visible to those looking for straightforward words and outward signs of the sort 
those not involved in comparative study are looking for.

As I have described throughout this essay, and more particularly in the several 
preceding pages, my life as a scholar at a permeable boundary between the Catho-
lic and the Hindu has proceeded by a combination of personal and historical fac-
tors, fueled then by the specific resonances of Hindu traditions and Catholicism. I 
have made the most of my vocation as a scholar-practitioner straddling the border 
between traditions. All this has made it possible for me to find my way as a scholar 
of Hindu traditions from a Catholic perspective, a way of being more deeply, inten-
tionally Catholic by way of being ever more open to the truth and goodness and 
holiness of Hindu traditions. In one sense, my work is just an example of the config-
uration of many factors that leads scholars to do the work they do; in another sense, 
it is also a unique combination that is personal just to me.

Personal Practices of Study in Jewish‑Hindu Learning

I make the preceding points since it is now up to Jewish scholars to do the work at 
hand. We will benefit greatly from more deeply personal stories told to us by Jews 
who study Hindu traditions, stories in part academic, but told in the context of per-
sonal autobiography. When the writing gets personal, the research comes to life: the 
undeniably important elemental resonances between Jewish and Hindu traditions; 
remembrance of the larger frames of history; the rapprochement of communities 
and not just of individuals in dialogue with one another. If personal stories show 
us how a Jew, as a particular human being who is a Jew, came to undertake the 
study of Hindu traditions, then the rest is more cogent, the learning more life-giving, 
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the vocation to a lifetime of study in the in-between more imaginable. What Hindu 
intellectuals think about the Christian study of Hindu traditions, or the Jewish study 
of Hindu traditions, is of course the topic for another essay, preferably written by 
someone who identifies as a Hindu.
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