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Foreword

It is high time for another monograph devoted to Raimon Panikkar, the extremely 
influential pioneer of interreligious dialogue who inspired a generation of scholars 
to think interculturally about life and religion.

Panikkar was hard to pin down because he defied the categories we typi-
cally utilize in order to contextualize a person. He was neither a Westerner nor 
an Easterner: he was both. His mother was Spanish Catholic and his father was 
Hindu. His mother was intensely spiritual and philosophical. His father was more 
practical, making a small fortune in business. Raimon was an ordained Roman 
Catholic priest, yet he was completely absorbed in Hinduism. For nearly thirty 
years was even married.

Even with something as basic as citizenship, Panikkar defied simple categori-
zation. At various times in his life he was Spanish, British, and Indian, yet he spent 
significant time in Germany and Italy studying in their universities and could 
speak both Italian and German fluently. He is probably best known for his years 
spent at Harvard University and the University of California in Santa Barbara in 
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. He became a star in the United States theological 
constellation, challenging students—in English—to think interreligiously about 
theology, philosophy, and the human condition.

His mind was as fascinatingly complex as his life. He earned three doctorates, 
in theology, chemistry, and philosophy. But the most important turning point in 
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his life was when he traveled to India for the first time while in his mid-thirties. 
This changed him. The move to India forced him to come to terms with his father’s 
culture, and with the other half of his own Indian identity. It was in this era that 
Panikkar was shaped to write his now-classic and best-known work: The Unknown 
Christ of Hinduism, first published in 1964. This book was a revision of his disser-
tation researched and written at the Pontifical Lateran University in Rome.

Panikkar lived in Rome in the late 1950s and early 1960s—a period that wit-
nessed the most important event in the modern history of the Roman Catholic 
Church:  the Second Vatican Council. Panikkar knew virtually all of the major 
players, yet was still drawn to India and eventually relocated there. For many years, 
Panikkar split his time evenly between Varanasi (Benares) and the West—in the 
cities of Boston, Santa Barbara, Rome, and Barcelona. His list of publications 
expanded greatly during this era, but grew exponentially upon his retirement from 
teaching 1987 to living a life of scholarship in Spain, until his death in 2010.

Enrico Beltramini’s book is a vital contribution to the scholarship on Panikkar, 
partly because of parallels between his own life course and Panikkar’s. Beltramini 
shares with Panikkar a cosmopolitan life, three doctoral degrees, and a commit-
ment to the Roman Catholic Church. He is not a Panikkar scholar, and he does 
not belong to the inner circle of Panikkar’s disciples, thus he remains unhindered 
by previous literature, and free to pursue unique perspectives into Panikkar’s life. 
In this book, Beltramini sheds much light on Panikkar’s work by dipping into the 
biblical background of his theology in order to extract deeper meaning from his 
position that Christ is unknown to Hindus and Christians alike.

The reader of this book will learn much about Panikkar the man, theologian, 
philosopher, and Catholic priest. The wide-ranging knowledge displayed in this 
book is impressive, particularly in the area of biblical scholarship. Beltramini’s 
investigation of Panikkar explores the fundamental premises that inform The 
Unknown Christ of Hinduism. The result is a wholly admirable mix of rigorous exe-
gesis, mature theological reflection, and sincere empathy for Panikkar. Beltramini 
states clearly that his thesis—that Panikkar’s early works are inspired by new bib-
lical insights (e.g., into Acts 17)—is speculative.

One thing is certain: this book demonstrates that Panikkar used the unknown 
god and high priesthood of Melchizedek as key ideas in expressing his thoughts. 
Beltramini analyzes in detail Panikkar’s understanding of Melchizedek, and how 
that archetypal priest from Genesis  chapter 14 may have something to say to those 
engaged in interreligious dialogue today. It is a tantalizing idea to think that God 
may reach out to non-Christians through some other person or some other means. 
Panikkar is convinced that the story of Melchizedek in Genesis—and expounded 
upon in the New Testament Book of Hebrews—has something important to say 
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to Christians today. There can be no doubt that Beltramini has made a case that 
challenges standard interpretations of the origin of Panikkar’s theology. Panikkar 
scholars will ultimately determine whether Beltramini has proven his alternative 
interpretation, or at least made it probable.

For those who are interested in Christian theologies of other religions, or in 
Panikkar, or in Christian-Hindu relations, this book should be required reading. 
And if Beltramini is correct, then Panikkar may have discovered something crucial 
to the understanding of Christ’s interaction with the non-Christian world. It is an 
idea that is attractive—and bursting with hope—for committed Christians who 
have opened themselves up to the possibility of the Good Shepherd’s soteriologi-
cal activity in pastures of which we know not.

Finally, I heartily commend Beltramini for a job well done. This is a powerful 
book that should be required reading for those engaged in Panikkar’s great corpus 
on interreligious theology. May this book add fuel to the fires of a new generation 
of scholars who grapple with the exciting, eclectic, and profound mind of Raimon 
Panikkar, one of the most passionate and forward-thinking theologians of the 20th 
century.

Dyron Daughrity
Malibu, California
13 December 2019
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Preface

In this book on the early theology of Raimon Panikkar I intentionally avoid the 
many ongoing debates among scholars about the various and often conflicting 
assessments of Panikkar’s legacy. I am concerned here with one specific question, 
which is defined at the end of the Introduction, and with crafting a hypothetical 
answer to that question which, if well-founded, will deepen the significance of 
Panikkar’s early theology with regard to themes such as the Melchizedek priest-
hood and the unknown Christ of Hindus and Christians. In order to deal effec-
tively with this problem, I was compelled to provide a proper context for Panikkar’s 
early writings. Once this context is conclusively set, the path to understanding his 
early theology might be clearer.

Since having first read The Unknown Christ of Hinduism I  have been pon-
dering the possibility that in order to understand the book in a way that coin-
cides with Panikkar’s own intentions, one must see the thesis of The Unknown 
Christ of Hinduism—that Christ is unknown to Hindus—as nothing more than 
the tip of the iceberg. This is the small, noticeable part of the problem, or the part 
that a reader sees. Below the surface of the text rests a much greater part of the 
problem, that is, coming to a distinct understanding of the relationship between 
Christianity and revelation. Panikkar has summarized this relationship through 
the cryptic phrase that Christ is unknown to Hindus and Christians.
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To unveil the meaning of this phrase is not an easy task. Panikkar notori-
ously developed a curious and personal approach with regards to the sources of his 
thought, a philosophy that basically covers rather than reveals these sources. Thus, 
the task to unveil the meaning of Panikkar’s phrase ‘Christ is unknown to Hindus 
and Christians’ requires some degree of creativity as far as adopted methodology 
and a resolve to take some risk. In writing this book, I decided to take seriously 
Panikkar’s remark about his own life acting as a primary source of his writ-
ings; I did the same with regard to Panikkar’s biblical references included in The 
Unknown Christ of Hinduism, especially Saint Paul’s speech of the unknown god 
mentioned in the final pages of the book. I adopted Scripture, together with theol-
ogy, as an approach to building a circumstantial case that would eventually disclose 
the ultimate meaning of the unknown Christ of Christians. The result, eventually 
speculative, nevertheless is consistent with Panikkar’s theology as a whole.

In this book, therefore, I seek nothing more or less than to make accessible 
Panikkar’s ultimate meaning of the Melchizedek priesthood and the unknown 
Christ of Christianity by reflecting on Panikkar’s life and by investigating the bib-
lical scholarship available to Panikkar in those days. The meaning of the argu-
ment at the heart of The Unknown Christ of Hinduism has remained partially veiled 
as a result of the dominant tendency in scholarship to associate Panikkar’s early 
writings with the problems of theology of religions rather than with a precise 
biblical view, or, as a result of predominant ‘theological’ interpretations over ‘bib-
lical’ interpretations. The same can be said of Panikkar’s note on the Melchizedek 
priesthood. Apart from anything else, the present work is a reminder to scholars 
and ordinary readers of Panikkar that, at least in his early writings, theology and 
Scripture are to be read together. In this, I have benefitted from conversations with 
some scholars and members of the clergy in India, whose familiarity with Panikkar 
has made them aware of just how necessary it is to consider him not only as a phi-
losopher, theologian, and global thinker, but also as a Roman Catholic priest and 
a reader of biblical material.

****
It goes without saying that scholars today are benefitting from a certain blossom-
ing of Panikkarian studies. Apart for the specialized literature I mention in my 
manuscript, I want to recognize at least two main projects that have been in prog-
ress over the last decade. The first is Raimon Panikkar Opera Omnia (The Complete 
Works), under the editorial direction of Milena Carrara Pavan. The second is the 
work of Centro Interculturale Raimon Panikkar, which as an institute is dedicated 
to several themes variously inspired by Panikkar’s thought. Both projects aim to 
propagate the scheme of thought that he inaugurated and to manage publications 
that will disseminate his vision of life. Both projects are led by scholars and friends 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



PREFACE  | xvii

of Panikkar who met him, became academic disciples and followers of him, and, 
in the case of a few, accepted him as their master (teacher). They look at Panikkar 
not merely from the intellectual point of view, but also from the experiential and 
lifestyle approach which he espoused. While I endorse the immense contribution 
that these two projects have already offered to readers and scholars of Panikkar, 
and I look with empathy and eventually envy at whomever had the opportunity to 
know him in person, I must make it clear that I wrote this book from outside the 
circle of Panikkar’s immediate disciples.

****
My reluctance to join scholarly debates hardly means that as an author I owe no 
debts. To the contrary, I  am immensely grateful to the many Panikkar scholars 
from whose work I have silently drawn. While my debt to others in this project 
is legion, I would offer special thanks to several people. Dyron Daughrity kindly 
accepted my invitation to write the Foreword. For this, I  owe him immeasur-
able gratitude. I  am greatly indebted to the scholars who have shared with me 
their ideas on Panikkar; they are, in alphabetic order, Maciej Bielawski, Marianne 
Delaporte, Leonard Fernando, Ron Highfield, and Varghese Manimala. Professor 
Highfield reviewed the entire manuscript, offered suggestions, and helped me 
make the final version stronger. Professor Bielawski reviewed a previous version 
of the text and provided crucial observations, particularly with reference to the 
biographical portions of the manuscript. I  thank Professor Manimala for help-
ing me seeing the connection between biblical sources and Panikkar’s idea of a 
Second Council of Jerusalem. With that said, responsibility of the final manuscript 
is all mine. A special thanks to scholar Leonardo Marcado, who provided insight-
ful details, among other things, on Fons Raimon Panikkar at the Universitat de 
Girona. My acknowledgments would be incomplete without offering gratitude to 
several audiences in Northern California, both academic and ecclesial, who lis-
tened to my lectures and engaged in lively discussion about Panikkar’s early works. 
There is no space to list the scores of students at Notre Dame de Namur University 
in Belmont, California, who have helped me refine my ideas on Panikkar by tak-
ing my course on Catholic Imagination. I owe an especially large debt to Sarah 
Tyrrell, who has read the manuscript with painstaking and mind-numbing liter-
alism. Not only has she saved me from many factual errors, she has also corrected 
many misinterpretations, often supplying accurate ones in their stead. I want to 
thank also the staff of Peter Lang for undertaking the publication of the book and 
for their patience in waiting several years for me to finish it. My final thanks go to 
my dear wife, who sees me writing early in the morning and late at night and asks 
no questions. This book is dedicated to Leonard Fernando, an inspiring scholar, 
administrator, member of the Society of Jesus, and man of God.
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Abbreviations

Book and Article Titles

(For complete citations, see the Bibliography at the end of the volume. Books 
quoted only occasionally are cited in full in the footnotes.)

Meditation Meditation on Melchizedek
The Unknown The Unknown Christ of Hinduism
The Unknown 2 The Unknown Christ of Hinduism. Toward an Ecumenical 

Christophany
Mountain The Mountain of the Lord
Ascent Ascent to the Depth of the Heart: The Spiritual Diary 

(1948–1973)
Letters Swami Abhishiktananda: His Life Told through his Letters
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Introduction

I did not live for the sake of writing, but I wrote to live.
Panikkar1

Biography

For an author like Raimon Panikkar, who constantly insisted on the priority of 
life over thought, a biographic sketch is more than a required step in a scholarly 
work: it is a precious window into his thought.2 Panikkar himself linked life and 
intellectual contribution in his foreword to his Opera Omnia: “all the writings it is 
my privilege and responsibility to present here are not the fruit of mere speculation 
but rather are autobiographical, i.e. firstly they were inspired by a life and praxis 
which were only molded into writing later on.”3 This pronouncement is particu-
larly appropriate with regard to this study, as the epigraph at the beginning of this 
Introduction states: Panikkar recognized an existential causality between life and 
writing: the former and the latter are inseparable. Thus, his life is a prism through 
which his writings can be approached, although his writings are not necessarily a 
window into his life.

Raimundo Santiago Carlos Pániker Alemany (known in the academic world 
as Raimundo, Raymond, or Raimon Panikkar, by the first names and family name 
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he adopted later in life) was born on November 2, 1918, to an Indian Hindu father 
(Ramon Pániker) and a Spanish Roman Catholic mother (Maria del Carmen 
Alemany). His father was an industrialist who built a chemical products business 
that reached considerable size and provided economic welfare for the entire fam-
ily. His mother was a member of the Barcelona bourgeoisie, and until her final 
days maintained a strong interest in philosophy. His father maintained Indian and 
British dual citizenship, his mother Spanish citizenship, and Raimon himself had 
the benefit of a British passport in the first part of his life. In different periods of 
his life, Raimon held Spanish, British, and/or Indian citizenships.

Panikkar spent the first part of his life in Europe, studying in Barcelona, 
Madrid, and at the University of Bonn in Germany during the Spanish Civil War, 
where he learned German. When World War II started in 1939, Panikkar returned 
to Spain and completed the first of three doctorates, this one in philosophy, at the 
University of Madrid (1946). In 1940 he entered Opus Dei in Barcelona, and in 
1946 he was ordained a Roman Catholic (henceforth simply ‘Catholic’) priest. In 
that period (1942–1945), he worked in the family business. As a religious priest, 
he was incardinated into the Personal Prelature of the Holy Cross and Opus Dei, 
meaning the prelate of Opus Dei became his bishop. Between 1946 and 1953 he 
lived in Madrid, Molinoviejo, and Saragossa, mostly engaged in pastoral and edi-
torial offices on behalf of Opus Dei and in teaching duties at several institutions, 
including the University of Madrid, the Institute of Religious Sciences Leo XIII, 
and the Institute of Philosophy Luis Vives, all three located in Madrid. In 1953 
he moved to Rome to study theology at the Pontifical Lateran University. In 1954 
his father, Ramon, died.

In late 1954, when he was already 36, Panikkar visited India, the land of his 
father, for the first time. He spent three and half years there. He studied Indian phi-
losophy at Maharaja’s College, University of Mysore, and at College of Indology, 
Benares Hindu University. He delivered conference presentations and participated 
in the life of the local Indian Church. He built important relationships and endur-
ing friendships with Catholic missionaries such as Jules Monchanin (1895-1957), 
Henri le Saux, also known as Swami Abhishiktānanda (1910–1973), and Bede 
Griffiths, the English Benedictine monk (1906–1993). Then Panikkar moved 
back to Europe (1958). In Madrid, he defended his dissertation and received his 
second doctorate, this one in chemistry (1958). Finally, he settled in Rome, and 
in 1961 earned a doctorate in theology from the Pontifical Lateran University. 
His dissertation, titled “Religion and Religious on the Meeting of Hinduism and 
Christianity,” was published in 1964 as The Unknown Christ of Hinduism.

In Rome, Panikkar was primarily a chaplain of the International University 
Residence, the first Opus Dei college in Italy, a retreat director, and a lecturer 
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in the department of Philosophy at La Sapienza University. He was in Rome 
when John XXIII was elected pontiff (1958) as well as during the preparatory 
period (November 1960–July 1962) and the first session of the Council Vatican II 
(October 11, 1962–December 8, 1962). In those years, he helped Italian philoso-
pher Enrico Castelli (1900–1977) organize the Enrico Castelli Meetings, a series 
of regular meetings that Castelli initiated in Rome in the 1950s and often deal-
ing with religious themes. The meetings always occurred in January and offered 
Panikkar the opportunity to meet theologians such as Jean Daniélou (1905–1974), 
Henri de Lubac (1896–1991), Karl Rahner (1904–1984), and Hans Urs von 
Balthasar (1905–1988); to build a reputation as philosopher and theologian; and 
to extend his network of acquaintances inside and outside the Catholic intellec-
tual circles in Rome. On October 23, 1962, at the Collegio Germanico, a debate 
took place between Karl Rahner and Raimundo Panikkar, moderated by Castelli. 
During the discussion on a theological and historical theme, Panikkar at a one 
point affirmed that the Christian of tomorrow would either be a mystic or he won’t 
even exist. This sentence, which originally comes from Panikkar, would later be 
attributed to Rahner. As a matter of fact, it would become one of Rahner’s most 
famous sentences: “the Christian of the future will be a mystic or will not exist at 
all.” By mysticism, Rahner means “a genuine experience of God emerging from 
the very heart of our existence.”4 In the last years of his life, Panikkar reclaimed 
ownership of that sentence.

Panikkar was in Rome when John XXIII died and Paul VI was elected (1963) 
but probably missed the second session of the Council Vatican II (September 29, 
1963–December 4, 1963). In fact, Panikkar spent the last part of 1963 and the 
beginning of 1964 in Milan, then he moved back to India (1964). While there, 
he received the offer from La Sapienza University to become an adjunct professor 
(‘libera docenza’); he accepted but never taught there. He applied to become a full 
professor at Benares Hindu University, but he was not selected. He did not receive 
specific pastoral or missionary guidelines in India from Opus Dei and was free to 
focus on academic publications (mostly in Spanish and German, but also in Italian 
and English) and on pilgrimages. With le Saux—Abhishiktānanda—he reached 
Gangotri in June 1964, and then Arunachala in January 1965. In January 1966, he 
flew back to Rome to attend the Castelli Meetings. And while there he met Pope 
Paul VI, to whom he asked whether to be a conscientious Christian, a Christian 
needed to be spiritually Semitic and intellectually Hellenic.5 Then he returned to 
Varanasi. A few months later, Panikkar flew back to Europe to attend a meeting 
in Zurich and then another in Rome. In Rome he was summoned by the Opus 
Dei founder and director, Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer (1902–1975). After that 
meeting, Panikkar was discharged by Opus Dei ( June 18–21, 1966) after 27 years 
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of membership.6 Now a secular priest, Panikkar returned to Varanasi, where 
he received incardination in the Apostolic Prefecture of Gorakhpur-Benares 
(Varanasi).

In 1966, Panikkar received an invitation from Harvard University, so he 
flew to Boston in January 1967 and spent three months in Cambridge as a visit-
ing professor. He maintained the same role and the same schedule for five years 
(1967–1971). He usually moved to Boston in winter, taught in spring, and then 
returned to Varanasi for the rest of the year (where he lived above a Siva temple 
by the Ganges), although regularly visiting his family in Barcelona and his friends 
in Rome. In February 1967, Panikkar’s mother, Maria del Carmen Alemany, 
died. The consequent distribution of family wealth among Raimundo, his sister 
Mercedes (1920–2012), and his brother Salvador (1927–2017) partially solved 
Panikkar’s financial needs after his exit from Opus Dei. In 1972, he became a pro-
fessor of compared philosophy of religions at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara (UCSB). During his tenure at UCSB, he created a pool of graduate stu-
dents who became both the disciples and the first exegetics of his thought. For 
many years (1972–1987) he taught at UCSB in the spring and spent the rest of 
the year doing research in India and visiting family and friends in Europe. He 
never missed the Castelli Meetings during the period 1960 to 1977, with one 
single exception (1971). In India, he managed a 12-year-long (1964–1976) trans-
lation project, compiling an anthology of a thousand pages of texts from the 
Vedas (The Vedic Experience: Mantramañjari: An Anthology of the Vedas for Modern 
Man, 1977). He also led innumerable retreats around the world and took part in 
numerous international conferences as well as consultations for UNESCO and 
many other academic institutions, and he delivered lectures in dozens of univer-
sities. This period is likely one of the more productive of Panikkar’s career: several 
seminal books were published during these years (or at least the original version 
of these books came into being, where in some instances the title of the book 
changed), including The Silence of God. The Answer of the Buddha (1970), Worship 
and Secular Man (1973), The Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man (1973), 
Myth, Faith and Hermeneutics: Cross Cultural Studies (1979), and a revised version 
of The Unknown Christ of Hinduism: Towards an Ecumenical Christophany (1981). 
In 1973 and 1977, respectively, his friends Abhishiktānanda and Enrico Castelli 
passed away. In 1975, his master Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer died.

In the early 1980s, when he was still dividing his time between India and 
the United States, Panikkar decided to return to Spain. He bought a property 
in Tavertet (about 1983), a small town located in The Guilleries, a mountainous 
zone next to Barcelona, a peaceful place with a splendid landscape, although it 
is difficult to access. On December 6, 1984, he contracted a civil marriage with 
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academic Dr.  María Josefa González-Haba (1930–2011). He gradually relo-
cated to Catalonia. Finally, in 1987, upon retiring from UCSB (although main-
taining the title of ‘Emeritus’), Panikkar took up residency in Tavertet, where he 
created Vivarium, Centre of Intercultural Studies (today the Vivarium Raimon 
Panikkar Foundation). In the 23 years to follow, he produced hundreds of aca-
demic articles and 34 books (some are revised edition of books published previ-
ously), including The Cosmotheandric Experience: Emerging Religious Consciousness 
(1993), Invisible Harmony:  Essays on Contemplation and Responsibility (1995), 
Cultural Disarmament: The Way to Peace (1995), The Intrareligious Dialogue (1999), 
Christophany:  The Fullness of Man (2004), and The Rhythm of Being. The Gifford 
Lectures (2009). In early 1990s, José María Guix Ferreres, bishop of Vic and ordi-
nary of the town of Tavertet, heard about Panikkar’s marriage and suspended his 
priestly faculties (suspension ad divinis) in his diocese. Bishop Patrick D’Souza 
(Diocese of Varanasi) satisfactorily settled in Rome the matter of Panikkar’s mar-
riage in 2008. Panikkar died on August 26, 2010, at 5:30 p.m., fully reconciled with 
the Church.

Legacy

Panikkar earned three doctorates, taught at Harvard University (1966–1971) 
and UC Santa Barbara (1971–1987), and received prestigious awards such as the 
“Premio spagnolo di letteratura.” (1961), Creu de Sant Jordi de la Generalitat de 
Catalunya (1999), an appointment as “Chevalier des Art set des Lettres” from the 
French government (2000), Medaglia della Presidenza della Repubblica Italiana 
(2001), and Premio Nonino 2001 ‘A un maestro del nostro tempo.’ More impor-
tantly, in 1989, he delivered his Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh.

He published more than 40 books (sometime in multiple editions and trans-
lations) and contributed to major translations of the Vedas, a body of Hindu 
Scripture. His books include: The Experience of God:  Icons of the Mystery (2006), 
Christophany: The Fullness of Man (2004); Intrareligious Dialogue (1999); Invisible 
Harmony: Essays on Contemplation (1995); The Cosmotheandric Experience: Emerging 
Religious Consciousness (1993); Pluralism and Oppression: Theology in World Perspective 
(1991); Silence of God: The Answer of the Buddha (1989); Vedic Experience (1977); 
and The Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man (1973). He also published 500-
plus academic articles in which he showed his unique ability for multi-dimen-
sional analysis, approaching topics and events simultaneously as a philosopher, a 
theologian, and a linguistic scholar. His acquaintance with the worlds of learning 
and religious and philosophical reflection are available across more than a dozen 
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languages made his writings fascinating and compelling at the same time. His 
intellectual contribution in the fields of philosophy of religion and theology of 
religions is paramount and indisputable.

His enormous body of work centers on the idea of a redefinition of Christ 
and Christianity’s relationship with Him. More precisely, it centers on a form of 
Christianity no longer anchored to the historical Jesus. The universal mystery who 
is outside all history, at the origin of everything, cannot be limited. Every attempt 
of this kind reduces Jesus himself to an historical event. Panikkar addressed two 
sub-themes: (1) a form of Christianity based on an integral (i.e., cosmotheantric) 
vision of reality and (2) a Catholic Church no longer anchored to a Mediterranean 
mindset. Panikkar announced this new form of Christianity with sentences 
like this:

To the third Christian millennium is reserved the task of overcoming a tribal 
Christology by a Christophany which allows Christians to see the work of Christ 
everywhere, without assuming that they have a better grasp or a monopoly of that 
Mystery, which has been revealed to them in a unique way.7

Panikkar described this Catholic world no longer imprisoned in its original Greek-
Semitic synthesis in dozens of books and hundreds of articles, sometimes with 
intersections, sometimes in isolation. In his word

It is possible to start from a concept of being different from the Hellenic and Western, 
and then the setting would obviously be different … There is a Hindu metaphysics that 
allows a formulation of the Christian dogma starting from other initial metaphysical 
postulates that (i.e., the formulation—editor’s note) does not exclude those occidental, 
but it does not even coincide with them.8

It seems that, according to Panikkar, the third Christian millennium implies 
a breaking away from Christian institutions in general, and from the Catholic 
Church in particular, in favor of post-institutional mysticism and charismatic 
impulse, which are the agents of evolution within the Church as well as the vital 
principles of a Christianity beyond the confines of creeds and dogmas. Panikkar 
envisions a new post-Pentecostal future—a post-Pentecostal era that is not a 
return to the original one—dominated by a genuine quest for an integrated spir-
ituality, a spirituality that crosses cultural, mythical, and religious boundaries in 
order to realize the fullness of human destiny.9 These theological ideas provide 
the basis of his reputation as a cutting-edge theologian, a scholar who creates 
the intellectual infrastructure for a genuine world Christianity, a thinker who is 
projecting the future of Catholicism beyond the narrowness of what he called 
‘microdoxy.’ With that terms he means, “the desire to enclose orthodoxy in small 
truths, narrow concepts, refusing to open oneself to deeper interpretations.”10 He 
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has been considered by some the initiator of a form of thought or at least of a kind 
of reflection which is very congenial to the third millennium. Ewert Cousins, edi-
tor of the 25-volume World-Spirituality series, called Panikkar a ‘mutation’ man. 
This expression, in scholar Clemens Mendonca’s words, “means that the next step 
in the Human’s future has already begun in Panikkar. How human beings will 
think in the coming future has already been illustrated in the person of Panikkar.”11

The assimilation of the monumental work of Raymond Panikkar has only 
just begun, and the final result is still unknown. Will Panikkar really become one 
of the foundational thinkers of this post-Christendom and even post-Christian 
era, despite a life intentionally lived in the limes, on the frontier of the Catholic 
Church? Or will his complex and at times controversial personal journey ultimately 
undermine the integration within orthodoxy of his otherwise powerful intellectual 
contribution to Catholicism? This book does not answer this question, although it 
keeps an eye open to it. A study on Panikkar—this is my belief—is worthy only if 
Panikkar is an acceptable guide and a reliable source for all, including Catholics. 
In Panikkar, for sure, the dual inherent combination of the secular priest (the priest 
who embraces secular patterns) and the priestly secular (the secular who embodies 
sacerdotal worldviews) complicates a serene and total assessment of this important 
figure of contemporary Catholicism. More on this, soon.

A priest in the Roman Catholic Church, Panikkar took religious vows in the 
form of the three evangelical counsels of obedience, poverty, and chastity. For most 
of his adult life, he was left free to pursue his intellectual interests and conduct the 
kind of life he preferred. For twenty years, Panikkar was a religious, not a diocesan, 
priest; in fact, he belonged to Opus Dei and received duty assignments from his 
superiors in his religious order. He received duty assignments before his first trip 
to India (1954) and during his period in Europe between the first and the second 
trips to India (1958–1964). However, he was allowed to go to India, the first time 
in 1954 and the second in 1964, to pursue vague interests in the name of Opus 
Dei, practically free to follow his intellectual interests. He still needed, however, 
approval from the Opus Dei curia in Rome for any trip outside Asia. With the 
gradual blurring of his connection with Opus Dei, starting with his second trip to 
India, he disengaged from the pastoral duties he observed in that religious order. 
After he left Opus Dei, he was not assigned diocesan duties.

During his life, Panikkar faced minimal to no financial troubles. His father was 
the owner of a chemical company and the family was relatively wealthy. During 
his 20 years of priesthood inside Opus Dei, he received a salary and was left free 
by Escrivá de Balaguer himself to “freely dispose, according to his conscience, of 
the income he has for his priestly work, for his publications, donations, etc.”12 The 
more he distanced himself from Opus Dei, the more he relied on his own finances 
to support himself. Upon his mother’s death in 1967, he received his share of 
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a family inheritance, making it possible to purchase properties in India (a small 
apartment in Kodaikanal and Abhishiktānanda’s kutiya at Gyansu), the United 
States (a residence in Montecito), and in Spain (his house and the building hosting 
Vivarium in Tavertet, a small apartment in Vic). He generously used part of his 
money for charity, helping the poor and sustaining people in trouble.

Panikkar famously got married later in life. In 1984, María Josefa González-
Haba became his wife in a civil ceremony in Madrid.13 Panikkar was 64 and María 
González 52. They had known each other for 36 years prior to the wedding and 
lived together in Tavertet for about ten years; she occasionally accompanied him to 
some conferences around the world, including his Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh. 
The couple also adopted two Indian orphan siblings, a boy and a girl (although 
only the girl decided to make Spain her final residence), and they never divorced. 
The relationship remained discrete and did not create scandal. Problems arose only 
when Bishop José María Guix Ferreres reminded Panikkar that he could not exer-
cise the sacred orders for having attempted marriage (the marriage of a priest 
is not valid according to the canon law), a crime that implies the suspension ad 
divinis. Because of his irregular canonical situation, Panikkar could not exercise 
the sacred orders inside the diocese of Vic. Panikkar never ceased functioning as 
a priest outside the diocese of Vic; moreover, he was still a canonically incardi-
nated priest in the Indian diocese of Varanasi. In the attempt to satisfy Bishop 
Guix Ferreres’ critiques, Maria and the two adopted children moved to live in the 
building hosting Vivarium. In the later 1990s, Maria showed a slow decline in 
memory, thinking, and reasoning skills so she moved to Vic where she lived with 
her adopted daughter, Maria, and passed away in 2011. In 2003, Romà Casanova 
was appointed the new bishop of Vic and conversations started toward resolving 
Panikkar’s situation. Under the supervision of the Holy See, the concurrent efforts 
of the parish priest of Tavertet, the bishop of Varanasi, the reluctant bishop of Vic, 
and Panikkar himself began to sort out his situation. On February 15, 2008, there 
was a public declaration of Panikkar, who regretted his own scandalous conduct. 
After the retraction, the bishop of Vic lifted the suspension. Panikkar died at his 
home in Tavertet, near Barcelona, on August 26, 2010.

Panikkar’s Unknown Christ

Raimon Panikkar is widely recognized as one of the most accomplished and 
influential Catholic theologians of the second half of the 20th century.14 He was 
convinced that his theology was simply a refinement of his meditation, and his 
meditation, in turn, a fundamental part of his life. Sound theology, for Panikkar, 
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was a theology that comes out of experience. To put it differently, his thought was 
integral to his life. In turn, the degree of refinement in his arguments, the sophis-
tication of his writing style, and the propensity on his side to deal with subjects of 
enormous complexity—examples of these sophistication and complexity are his 
writings on the mysticism of Jesus the Christ—make the interpretation of his 
thought extremely compelling.15 It is easy to pretend to have reached the core of 
Panikkar’s argument while in effect one has only scratched the surface.

A remarkable man, a creative theologian, and an erudite philosopher, friends 
and scholars have widely recognized Panikkar as one who pursued, across his entire 
career, one singular purpose: to provide a vocabulary to Catholicism in an age of 
religious dialogue and eventually to facilitate a needed shift in Catholicism’s center 
of gravity, from the West to the East.16 He acknowledged that the present organi-
zation of Christianity, or at least of Catholicism, is inconsistent with the Zeitgeist 
shining on this era, as well as on the true spirit of Catholicism. He believed that 
the symbols of Christ and the Church have been powerful and engaging, but by 
turning in on themselves, they lost their force. The Christic and ecclesial myths 
should be replaced by symbols that are more powerful, more universal, and yet less 
remote to modern hearts. Some adjustments, not necessary in the field of dogmatic 
theology, are required. The supreme tasks of Panikkar’s scholarship, according to 
many, was to give a soul to the growing world-consciousness of Christians and to 
develop theological ideas necessary for a peaceful expression of Christianity in a 
world community. Within this great work of creating a new pattern of living and 
thinking (where Panikkar would probably emphasize the former), some of his fun-
damental insights seem to be particularly relevant and precious, and scholars are 
currently working on them.17

One particular insight is included in an early work, The Unknown Christ of 
Hinduism (henceforth ‘The Unknown’), originally his doctoral dissertation at the 
Pontificial Lateran University in Rome, then later the book that projected Panikkar 
into celebrity.18 After the publication of The Unknown, in fact, invitations followed 
to install Panikkar as Visiting Professor at Harvard (1967–1971), at the University 
of Montréal (1968), and Professor at the University of California at Santa Barbara 
(1971–1985). The Unknown is a remarkable book, definitively Panikkaresque in 
its apparent easiness, highly philosophical finesse, and stylish elegance. It is, in 
effect, a difficult and penetrating book that is divided into three chapters: in the 
first, Panikkar sets the groundwork for the encounter between Christian religion 
and Hindu thought, which is neither cultural nor doctrinal, but experiential. In 
the second, he offers an analysis of the Hindu-Christian relationship in general. 
In the last, Panikkar concludes with a Christian meditation on a Sanskrit text. In 
summary, the study is a comparative reflection in both Thomistic and Vedantic 
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fashion on such texts as the Book of Acts (or ‘Acts’) 14:16–17, Acts 17:23, and 
Brahma Sutra 1:1.2. In the view of many scholars, Panikkar concludes his work 
by saying that Christ is already present, although hidden, in Hinduism; Christ is 
already present and revealed in Christianity, and therefore the work of Christians 
in India is that of unveiling the hidden Christ of Hinduism. This conclusion has 
been considered the main argument of The Unknown. In the following years and 
decades, however, this simple and straightforward interpretation of The Unknown 
was dismissed by Panikkar himself, who claimed that he meant something else.

The Unknown has been traditionally addressed in the context of the interfaith 
dialogue (here understood latu sensu, that is, including streams of interreligious 
dialogue, theology and philosophy of religions, and Indian Christian theology) 
and Christology. In a review of The Unknown, Klaus Klostermaier (b. 1933), a 
scholar of Hinduism, recognizes the sincerity and originality of Panikkar’s work, 
lists the shortcomings, and concludes that the author is “revealing some quite 
interesting facts, but on the whole perhaps going rather too far with it.”19 Other 
scholars focused their comments on the role assigned to Shankara’s Vedanta, sim-
ilar to that of Aristotle for Christian scholasticism. They also highlighted the role 
of Īśvara—a term used in Hinduism to designate a supreme personal god—as 
the connection between God and world in terms functionally analogous to the 
cosmic role of Christ in Christianity. In his remarkable Indian Christian Theology, 
Robin Boyd (1924–2018), an expert in Indian Christianity, provides a synopsis 
of the book; then, he argues that Panikkar sustains that Hinduism is “an effective 
means of salvation and union with God, precisely because of the hidden presence 
of Christ within it” (original emphasis).20 Boyd claims that Panikkar’s core argu-
ment in The Unknown is the identification of Christ with Īśvara, who is the true 
revealer of Brahman, the pointer to Brahman, the personal aspect of Brahman. He 
is the agent of creation, consciously God Himself, yet himself fully Brahman. Thus, 
assuming an ontological equality between Christ and the Father on one hand, 
and Īśvara and Brahman on the other, this identification of Christ with Īśvara—
this is Boyd’s reading of The Unknown—helps us to see how “under the Īśvara 
of Hinduism the hidden Christ is waiting to be revealed.”21 After framing this 
argument, Boyd traces the almost inevitable conclusion: in The Unknown, Christ 
is invisibly present in Hinduism, and because of this hidden presence, Hinduism 
is an effective vehicle of salvation. In Christianity, however, Christ is not hidden, 
but rather fully revealed; accordingly, the work of Christian mission is to unveil 
the hidden Christ of Hinduism, so that the ‘risen Hinduism,’ the Hinduism that 
is fully aware of the presence of Christ and that embraces His revelation, turns, in 
fact, into Christianity.22

An authoritative comment from philosopher Joseph Prabhu, written much 
later, in 2010, eventually brings to completion Boyd’s original insight. Of course, 
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Prabhu enjoyed the advantage of looking upon The Unknown from the privileged 
position of a scholar who spent decades on the text. Prabhu also had the chance to 
match notes with Panikkar, who was his friend and mentor. According to Prabhu, 
Panikkar’s argument in The Unknown can be summarized as follows:

Christ … [is] not, so Panikkar argues, the monopoly or exclusive property of 
Christianity seen as a historical religion. Rather, Christ is the universal symbol of 
divine-human unity, the human face of God. Christianity approaches Christ in a par-
ticular and unique way, informed by its own history and spiritual evolution. But Christ 
vastly transcends Christianity. Panikkar calls the name ‘Christ’ the ‘Supername,’ in line 
with St. Paul’s “name above every name” (Phil 2:9), because it is a name that can and 
must assume other names, like Rama or Krishna or Ishvara.23

This is a brief but sophisticated interpretation of The Unknown against the back-
ground of Panikkar’s entire scholarship, an interpretation of which scholars these 
days would agree.

More recently, Panikkar’s early theology of religion (or simply ‘theology’) has 
been approached through the lens of Dominus Iesus, a declaration issued in 2001 
by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith—the institutional body within 
Catholicism that is responsible for promulgating and defending Catholic doctrine. 
The declaration establishes important rules on the correct nature of the Christian 
encounter with people of non-Christian religions. In a post-Dominus Iesus age, 
Erik Ranstrom writes, Panikkar’s early Christology is worthy of serious attention 
in the domain of interreligious dialogue. In his early works, in fact, Panikkar pro-
moted a paradigm shift in scholarly understanding of the uniqueness and centrality 
of Jesus with regard to Hinduism, without stepping outside the parameters set by 
Dominus Iesus. In order to offer a better understanding of early Panikkar, Ranstrom 
addresses The Unknown in connection to Panikkar’s lesser-known essays from the 
1950s and 1960s, including one particular reflection on the figure of Melchizedek 
(Meditation on Melchizedek—henceforth Meditation).24 Then, Ranstrom explains 
in theological terms why Panikkar’s early writings are an orthodox resource for 
theologians committed to Hindu-Christian dialogue and why late Panikkar works, 
including the revised versions of The Unknown, are not.25 In his essay, therefore, 
Ranstrom recommends scholars focus on Panikkar’s early scholarship in light of 
Dominus Iesus.

A Problem of Interpretation

The Unknown is a fine book, a comparative study of religions with a tenuous, 
eventually enigmatic argument that seems unable to attract unanimous scholarly 
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consensus. Boyd’s review of The Unknown carries what can be seen as a classic 
interpretation of The Unknown’s thesis: Christ is hidden in Hinduism and fully 
revealed in Christianity. Not all scholars are satisfied with this interpretation, how-
ever. Some prefer to link The Unknown to contemporary efforts to develop a plan-
etary theology. Eric J. Sharpe (1933–2000), for example, places The Unknown in 
the category of works on the ‘anonymous Christians,’ together with Karl Rahner’s, 
Anita Roper’s, and Eugene Hillman’s writings.26 According to some commenta-
tors, The Unknown can be seen as an initial step in Panikkar’s long engagement 
with the notion of the Cosmic Christ, that is, the central role of Christ in the cre-
ative work of God as emerging from some passages in Paul (i.e., Romans 8:19–23, 
Colossians 1:15–20, and Ephesians 1:9–10, 22–23) and John (i.e., 1:1–5) in which 
the universal meaning of the Christic mystery is explored. In The Unknown, this is 
the argument, there is already in nuce Panikkar’s emphasis on the cosmic dimen-
sion of Christ, which he would eventually develop more fully in later writings (I 
will briefly address this literature in the last chapters).

Finally, some scholars believe that the interrelated issue of a sophisticated 
theme to explore and the need to express it adequately resulted in Panikkar adopt-
ing a cryptic style for The Unknown, a style which proves more evocative than 
explanatory. In the decades after its publication, these scholars concentrated their 
attention on the title and declared it vague, ambiguous, and eventually apocalyptic, 
then they asked Panikkar to clarify his position. Panikkar recognized this issue and 
obliged—a number of times. In 1981 he published a second, revised and enlarged 
edition of The Unknown (henceforth, ‘The Unknown 2’).27 This subsequent version 
includes a first introduction (written in 1976) plus a preface and a second intro-
duction written in 1979. In the preface, Panikkar declared that among the reasons 
why this second edition was produced was, “to make explicit what was written too 
cryptically in the first version” (emphasis added).28 In the second introduction, then, 
he clarified that in his book he is not implying that those aspects of Christ that are 
unknown to Hinduism are in effect known to Christianity. Rather, he is referring 
to those aspects of Christ that remain unknown to Christians and Hindus alike.29

Unfortunately, the new edition did not help clarify the original thesis and 
failed to put the debate to rest. Some scholars did not accept Panikkar’s declara-
tion that his argument remains constant between the first and second edition of 
The Unknown. They considered the second edition not a simple stylistic improve-
ment of the original, but rather a progress in Panikkar’s thought, if not a depar-
ture from the original version. A case in point is Jacques Dupuis (1923–2004), 
who has distinguished between Panikkar’s Christology in the original and in 
the revised and enlarged editions of The Unknown.30 Scholars like Dupuis, Jyri 
Komulainen (b. 1968), Gavin D’Costa (b. 1958), Cheriyan Menacherry, and the 
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already-mentioned Ranstrom—although from distinct angles and with different 
levels of originality—take note of Panikkar’s explanation, but believe the thesis of 
The Unknown 2 is a convenient reframing of the original thesis.31 A case in point 
is Komulainen’s statement that

The first edition [of The Unknown] is clearly representative of the inclusivistic theol-
ogy of religions, since at that time Panikkar still understood Christ to be the reality in 
which Hinduism was obliged to die and resurrect in order to be transformed. In [the 
second edition] he vehemently dismisses this kind of unequal relationship between 
Hinduism and Christianity.32

Komulainen claims that scholars should pay attention to the difference between ear-
lier inclusivistic and later pluralistic material. The second edition of The Unknown, 
in his view, marks the decisive pluralistic turn in Panikkar’s theology of religions 
in which, in Panikkar’s words, Christ is unknown to Hindus and Christians alike. 
Scholars like Dupuis, Komulainen, D’Costa, Menacherry, and Ranstrom count 
not one but two distinct arguments, one coming out of the first edition of The 
Unknown and the other from the revised edition.33 As said, Ranstrom argues spe-
cifically that only the former matches the theological requirements established by 
Dominus Iesus.

In sum, some scholars believe that The Unknown is ambiguous and reveals less 
than it conceals; others postulate that not one, but two contributions have been 
offered in the two editions of The Unknown. Panikkar states that the contribution 
is a single one, and that it is not what most scholars believe it is. Almost 25 years 
after the publication of the revised edition, Panikkar returned to the issue:  he 
noticed that “my book The Unknown Christ of Hinduism (1964) … has at times 
been misunderstood as if it were speaking of the Christ known to Christians and 
unknown to Hindus. The ‘unknown Christ of Hinduism’ is unknown at fortiori to 
Christians” (emphasis added).34

These continued insistences on his argument, Panikkar’s repeated attempts 
to elucidate his thought and refine his theology of The Unknown, should suffice 
to show that The Unknown is not only an innovative piece of scholarship, but also 
a difficult book, with a subtly framed thesis.35 No surprise, The Unknown is also a 
controversial book, a source of relevant and continual dispute. One problem is the 
title, which is not simply a beautiful and evocative reminiscence of the Pauline 
encounter with the unknown God of the Greeks, but also—in Panikkar’s words—
the condensate of his thesis.36 Over the years, the title—more than the book—
has become the precipitate of Panikkar’s position, a position that the author has 
explained, maintained (in his opinion), and (according to some scholars) eventually 
changed; still, the title never managed to unleash the full meaning of Panikkar’s 
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position nor make it fully comprehensible. This position, the meaning of Panikkar’s 
statement that the presence of Christ is hidden and unknown in Hinduism and 
Christianity, that is, the thesis of the unknown Christ (henceforth ‘thesis, or ‘thesis 
of The Unknown,’ or ‘unknown Christ’ or ‘thesis of the unknown Christ’), is one of 
the targets of this work.

This Study

As the readers should be aware at this point, the subject of this book is Panikkar’s 
early writings, investigated through a study of The Unknown and, as I  will 
explain soon, of Meditation, one of Panikkar’s essays on the pre-mosaic figure of 
Melchizedek. Because of the monumental significance of The Unknown in early 
Panikkar, readers may expect an unproportional distribution of attention between 
The Unknown and Meditation. With regard to The Unknown, the focus is cen-
tered on the thesis of the unknown Christ. I  am concerned with the meaning 
of Panikkar’s thesis (what he meant with the title Unknown Christ and with his 
statement that Christ is hidden to both Hindus and Christians). I argue that, once 
placed against a proper context, the thesis will become crystal clear and a debate 
that has been ongoing for half a century will put to rest. However, this book’s con-
cern is not only limited to the declared thesis: it also focuses on the Melchizedek 
priesthood as presented in Meditation. While Meditation can be used, as Ranstrom 
did, as a prism through which the ultimate meaning of The Unknown can be better 
penetrated, it can also be used to prove that the chosen background, what I call 
‘proper context,’ a theological as well as biblical scholarly background, effectively 
discloses and unveils meanings otherwise unreachable by theological investiga-
tion alone. Finally, Meditation stands on its own as a fine work of theology, and 
it deserves to be evaluated as such. In this study I go both ways, that is, I analyze 
Meditation on its own merits and use it as a way to expand my argument and 
prove the validity of the chosen context. In summary, the focus of this study rests 
on two elements—that is, the thesis, the Melchizedek priesthood—of Panikkar’s 
early writings in which the link between theology and biblical sources seems quite 
relevant.

While the numerous attempts to find a central or focal point in Panikkar’s 
theology of religions have yielded many an insight to his thought, the quest for a 
central key to unlock the meaning of the thesis of The Unknown has nonetheless 
remained elusive. One reason, no doubt, is simply the complexity of Panikkar’s 
arguments. Another is a sort of stratification of the growing body of scholarly 
interpretations. Panikkar returned to The Unknown and published a revised and 
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enlarged edition, correcting—in his opinion—or departing from—in the opinion 
of some scholars—his original thesis. Nevertheless, the ambiguity about the mean-
ing of the unknown Christ remains. Thus, despite the valiant efforts of friends and 
commentators to unveil the ultimate meaning of The Unknown, a disagreement 
persists among scholars, on one hand, and between scholars and Panikkar on the 
other. The original meaning as it was intended by Panikkar confronts scholars like 
geological specimens in situ, and in the process of chipping them free from their 
original locations, one possible outcome is the imposition on them of a frame that 
reflects the preoccupations not of their author but of his critics. Scholars can too 
easily forget the historical and cultural matrix in which The Unknown took shape. 
How is this to be avoided? In the case of Panikkar, I suggest grounding the inquiry 
in one key question: what problem of theology did Panikkar himself already have 
in mind, even before he ever started writing The Unknown and Meditation, for 
which he hoped to find a solution through The Unknown?

Here I arrive at the nodal point for posing my argument. I am sure that The 
Unknown has to do with the relation of other religious traditions to Christianity 
(and vice versa), but not in the sense of advocating a certain theological position 
regarding Christianity’s view of other religions. To put it differently, The Unknown 
is not concerned with inclusivism, pluralism, or other approaches or paradigms 
to consider the place of other religions. The specific problem for which Panikkar 
hoped to offer a solution through his writings was, in effect, not a problem of 
approach, but of unreadiness: Hinduism and Christianity are not ready for the 
meeting. This unreadiness refers to both the coming of India to Christ and to the 
Church on one side, and to the Christians who will receive India on the other. 
Both India, which would become a Christian country, and Christians, who would 
receive it, share the same status of unreadiness, although their unreadiness is dif-
ferent: India has yet to receive revelation while Christians have yet to understand 
revelation to the point of being able to receive India. A purification of Hinduism as 
well as Christianity is required before the two religions can meet at the only possi-
ble point of the encounter. They need conversion: conversion means—as Panikkar 
promptly explained at the very beginning of The Unknown—“a changing ‘in,’ a 
changing into a new life, a new existence, a new creation” (p. 18). The Unknown is a 
call for conversion of both Hinduism and Christianity, although in the book only 
the case of the former is explicitly considered. This statement is, of course, only 
an approximate statement. A more precise declaration would work like this: The 
Unknown is a book about a meeting (the delicate and sound section of chapter 
two in which Panikkar develops his main ideas around the word ‘and’). This meet-
ing, of course, is about Hinduism and Christianity. The encounter at the meeting 
point, Panikkar noted, “must be mutual” (p. 4). In his book, Panikkar points out 
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that for a true Hindu-Christian encounter, neither a purely cultural nor a doctrinal 
platform for the meeting will suffice; he puts the emphasis on the existential level 
(pages 6–11). This existential level, however, cannot be understood in terms of 
either experience or psycho-physical existence, rather “ontic-intentional stratus,” 
as Panikkar explains (pages 5 and 11–13). This existential level is the sacramental 
status of reality in which human existence has already been granted by grace. The 
whole line of thought may seem to take things too far, but it is sound Catholic 
theology. If one knows well Henri de Lubac’s Supernatural, one easily gets what 
Panikkar is saying here (I will discuss this point at length later). Then Panikkar 
turns his attention to what he calls the ‘analogical level,’ the level of the essential 
reality of concepts, and he explains that he considers this level “as feasible and 
fruitful” as the existential level (pages 68–69). He dedicates the third chapter, the 
longest and the most technical, to illustrating his point through a Christian medi-
tation on a Sanskrit text. All of this is well-known among Panikkar scholars.

In the first chapter of The Unknown, named ‘Encounter with India,’ Panikkar 
illustrates his main point: the meeting ground of Hinduism and Christianity is in 
Christ (p. 16). One sentence from this chapter illustrates well both the author’s 
position and his style: “We all meet in God. God is not only everywhere but every-
thing is in him, and we, including all our striving and actions, are of him, in him, 
from him, to him” (original emphasis, p. 16). Hindus and Christians can meet at 
existential and analogical levels, but in the end, the real point of the encounter is, 
in the words of Gregory of Sinai who Panikkar quotes in his Foreword, where 
“instead of a book it [i.e., the mind] has the Spirit, instead of a pen, thought and 
tongue” (xiii). It is only at the very Source, that is, in Christ, that Hinduism and 
Christianity will meet. Both Hinduism and Christianity will meet in Christ. And 
it is in this unique place of meeting, beyond all a place of spirit and truth, that India 
will be received into the depths of the Church of Christ, when the Church of Christ 
has finally realized the mystery of her Source. Christianity must be ready not to 
give to India, but to receive India. And Christianity, according to Panikkar, is not 
ready for that; in fact, he contended that Christianity is, in effect, far from being 
ready. This status of unreadiness should have been clear enough in his mind by the 
early 1960s, especially since he had already felt compelled to write in the Foreword 
of the first edition of The Unknown about a volume titled ‘The Unknown Christ of 
Christianity.’ The unknown Christ is unknown to Hindus, who have yet to receive 
revelation, and at fortiori to Christians, who have yet to go deeper into the data 
of revelation to be ready to receive India. The Unknown is focused on the Christ 
that is at work in India, unknown to the Hindus. “Christ is there in Hinduism,” 
Panikkar claims, “but Hinduism is not yet is spouse” (p. 17). But, Panikkar argued, 
he has still to complete another study, a volume called “The Unknown Christ of 
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Christianity.”37 The unknown Christ of Christianity is the plastic representation 
of the gap that still exists in Christians’ comprehension of Christ’s Mystery that 
goes beyond Jesus Christ, a gap that precludes Christianity to receive (i.e., meet 
in Christ) Hinduism. What is needed, Panikkar illustrates in the first pages of his 
book, is a conversion (p. 18). In order for Hindus and Christians to meet in Christ, 
they must pass through a time of purification (healing, purgation, conversion). In 
other works, he will call it metanoia, liberation, or a new innocence.

The classic thesis of The Unknown—that Christ is unknown to Hindus—is 
nothing more than the tip of the iceberg, the part that alone could never sink the 
Titanic. What Panikkar wants to sink is the presumption, of Christians them-
selves, that they are ready to meet Hinduism in Christ. Yes, he says, Hindus and 
Christians are meeting each other at an existential and analogical level, and this 
encounter is “feasible and fruitful.” But neither Hindus nor Christians have yet set 
foot on the level of change of heart, the level of ‘being in Christ.’ Christians have 
not yet reached a greater depth of the Christian revelation; they have not yet artic-
ulated an interpretation of the revelation that is more genuine, more transparent, 
and more universal. Christians are not yet ready for a meeting with Hinduism in 
the abysses of the ultimate Mystery, and so the Lord keeps the Hindus as a pro-
phetic witness.38

A fundamental assumption informs and sustains the whole architecture of The 
Unknown: there is the level of rites, and there is the level of the Spirit (although 
the level of rites and the level of the Spirit belong to the same reality. They are two 
orders of the same reality, united in distinction). Hinduism and Christianity are 
already meeting at the level of rites but are not ready to meet at the level of the 
Spirit (or, it could be said that they are not ready to meet in the mystery of the 
sacramental unity of the two orders, which is Christ). The status of the unreadi-
ness of Hinduism, of course, is a problem of access to revelation; the status of the 
unreadiness of Christianity, instead, has to do with a much greater ecclesiological 
question that I  will introduce soon. Here it is sufficient to note that Panikkar 
argues that Christians “should seek God” (Acts 17: 27), but they don’t because they 
believe that they have already found Him. And because Christians believe that 
they have already found Him, they transformed a wind of the Spirit into an edifice 
of laws and rituals, in which they worship God as He was their god. Christians 
have access to the truth (what to believe and how to show it), but, Pannikar notes, 
have not necessarily reached the truth, and they certainly do not own the truth. 
So, how can Christians expect to convert India? Here is another way of putting 
it: Christianity should be a nation of priests who mediate between God and the 
nations (the non-Christians). Christians should bridge the gap between God and 
non-Christians so that the former can attract the latter. This is true with regards 
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to all non-Christians, including the habitants of India. Unfortunately, and this is 
Panikkar’s position, Christians are administrators of rituals before their God. How 
can Indians be attracted by God? How can Christians convert India?

Thus, the hypothesis to which my analysis begins is, quite simply, that the 
unknown Christ of Hinduism and Christianity was the problem with which 
Panikkar was originally preoccupied, a problem that determined the goal at which 
the writing of his The Unknown was directed. Like an iceberg, The Unknown is 
made of one section that can be seen while the rest is submerged; in his main text, 
Panikkar talks about what one can see, but in his Foreword he warns that what one 
cannot see is far more important. When Panikkar takes immense pains to delimit 
the existential and analogical levels of meeting, it is not the coastline of that island 
that he is bent on surveying with such meticulous accuracy, but the boundary of 
the ocean.

The Unknown is about the meeting of Hinduism and Christianity at the level 
of rites. In fact, both Hinduism and Christianity are not ready to meet at the level 
of the Spirit, that is, at the source of both religions, with Christ as that source. The 
meeting at the level of the Spirit can only happen in Christ. And Hinduism and 
Christianity are not ready to meet at the level of the Spirit because they are still at 
the level of rites. In Panikkar’s view, Christianity’s unreadiness is the consequence 
of a much greater ecclesiological question, that is, the interpretation of Christ at 
the level of rites rather than at the level of the Spirit. This interpretation (maybe 
I should say, misinterpretation) is mirrored in (1) the transformation of the gospel 
in a religion, and (2) the heritage from Judaism of a narrow interpretation of God 
as a national god. When a link is established between the book and the ecclesio-
logical problem, then the thesis of the unknown, as I called it, reveals itself to be 
quite naturally true. The ecclesiological question refers to a profound misunder-
standing affecting the Christian interpretation of the nature of the fundamental 
Christian fact, that is, the incarnation of Christ in time and space. Once Christ is 
worshiped at the level of rites, He is transformed into a national god. At this point 
it should be recalled that Panikkar claimed at the end of The Unknown that

Saint Paul had to opposite fronts to fight against in order to defend the Christian 
position. On a one hand, the Jews, even when converted to Christianity, had a ten-
dency to make Christianity into a reformed sect of Judaism. The Greeks, on the other 
hand, were inclined to absorb Christianity into a kind of gnosis. (pages 137–138)

Christianity risked either to replace Israel or to become another religion. “The 
reaction of Paul,” Panikkar continued, was to show Christ as “the ‘Pantocrator,’ the 
cosmic redeemer,” the Cosmic Christ.39 But the Church did not, in effect, embrace 
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the Cosmic Christ. The Cosmic Christ was, ultimately, the road not taken. For 
Panikkar, Christianity escaped the risk of becoming a stream of Judaism: this was 
the output of the Council of Jerusalem. But it did not escape the risk to become 
another religion. Soon Christians forgot that Jesus came to bring the Kingdom 
and rather fell into the temptation to erect a religion and to worship their God. 

Later in life, Panikkar explained in an innumerable number of essays and 
books that the incarnation was a tranhistorical event. It began at the beginning of 
time, at the beginning of creation; it manifested itself in the event of Jesus; and it 
continues until the end of time. Panikkar pointed out that incarnation “continues 
unfolding, renewing itself, and being reenacted in space and time in the hearts of 
the believers.”40 For Panikkar, the divine sonship is thought radically, in terms of a 
spiritual dynamic that every Christian can potentially relive by opening up to the 
Spirit, who is Christ. This is well-known to Panikkar scholars. My point is that 
this Christological reflection was already at work in The Unknown. More precisely, 
the difference between Christ at the level of rites (i.e., the national, tribal Christ, 
the known Christ) and Christ at the level of the Spirit (or, as I already mentioned, 
in the fullness of the mystery of the sacramental unity, i.e., the Cosmic Christ, the 
spiritual reality of the Kingdom) is the appropriate context of The Unknown.

The Unknown is about a meeting of Hindus and Christians that cannot be 
celebrated at this time for several reasons, including the fact that Christians 
worship a known, tribal god, rather than seeking the spiritual kingdom of God. 
Panikkar’s close friend Abhishiktānanda shared Panikkar’s view on the unreadi-
ness of Christianity to the point that he literally used the same words: “it is only 
at the very source that the Meeting takes place,” and the source is Christ.41 But 
he is more dramatic in his conclusion: Christianity is not ready for this meet-
ing in Christ with Hinduism because Christianity is separated from the Source.42 
Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda articulated in distinct fashions not only the status 
of unreadiness of Christianity but also that much greater ecclesiological question; 
they developed their theses in different phases and eventually reached different 
levels of profundity. Still, it is indisputable that they shared the same position.

Meditation deals with a certain aspect on the ecclesiological question, that of 
the difference between the priest of rites and the priest in spirit and truth ( John 
4:24). Here Panikkar applied the already framed difference between Christians 
worshiping a known, tribal god, rather than seeking the spiritual kingdom of God, 
to priesthood. The priests of rites belong to Christianity as understood as a specific 
religion, with its laws and rites, rules and boundaries, narrowness and parochialism. 
The priests in spirit, whether he belongs to Christianity or another religion, radiate 
the pure light of the kingdom.
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Conclusion

Over the past five decades, the trend in Panikkar research was to lean into his 
later theological development, while considering his early theological works less 
relevant. Thanks to a new breed of scholars, who consider Panikkar’s later theology 
less consistent with the required limits suggested by the Magisterium, attention 
has shifted to Panikkar’s early theology, especially the first edition of The Unknown. 
Still, the significance of the central thesis of The Unknown, what I called the signif-
icance of the unknown Christ, remains unsolved. This book attempts to solve that 
problem. Before setting this study in motion, however, more preliminary details are 
needed. The next chapter is an expansion of the first.
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Methodological Issues

Having completed this present study the author hopes to be a little

more free to enter into that blessed ignorance and sacred silence.
Panikkar1

A Problem of Sources

Panikkar was a man of encyclopedic knowledge and gigantic scholarly versatil-
ity, and in his early writings (including The Unknown and Meditation), he created 
both a body of academic work and a peculiar vision, a primeval world of heaven-
ly-earthly unity and human brotherhood. Yet, not only does the ultimate meaning 
of that vision remain sealed, but so does its sources. When one looks for the sources 
of Panikkar’s thought in order to unveil the ultimate meaning of The Unknown, in 
fact, the problem of Panikkar’s approach (or philosophy) of sources arises. The 
problem can be framed as follows: as for the life and career of a man like Panikkar, 
who became notorious—even legendary—for encyclopedic knowledge and trans-
disciplinary reflection, it would seem at first glance quite indispensable—in a study 
on The Unknown and Meditation—to start with the philosophical and theological 
sources of his thought; from there, one might ask how far his own formal and 
conceptual innovations rested on biblical sources and enabled him to overcome the 
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‘technical’ obstacles left unsolved by his contemporaries. That, one must say, would 
in each case be the course to adopt—that is, investigating the sources of Panikkar’s 
thought—in terms of the orthodox modes of academic inquiry, on the assumption 
that Panikkar worked as a professional philosopher and theologian who happened 
to use biblical sources.

An assumption of that sort may prove difficult for a number of reasons. First, 
when it comes to Panikkar the identification of the sources of his ideas is an intel-
lectual as well as a practical problem, partly because of the fact that there are 
sources not explicitly mentioned in Panikkar’s works. Panikkar, in fact, was par-
simonious when it came to quoting sources other than the Bible or other Holy 
Books (including the Vedas). Perhaps it was because, as Panikkar stated, ideas 
cannot have copyright.2 Panikkar rarely quoted other thinkers.3 In absence of 
an explicit and recognized link between Panikkar and the specific work of some 
author, school of thought, or theological tradition, scholars have been forced to 
fill in the gaps, to infer these sources, and to eventually build up their own lists 
of thinkers who influenced Panikkar’s writings, that is, Martin Heidegger, Xavier 
Zubiri, Garcia Morente, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and Jean Danielou.4

The problem of the sources of Panikkar’s thought, at first approximation, is 
that he did not work according to the rules of the scholarly game. Yet, the problem 
at the heart of Panikkar’s sources is complex and goes well beyond that of unde-
tectability of the exact materials that support his work. I refer here to the fact that 
Panikkar considered himself a ‘source.’ Panikkar has been described on innumera-
ble occasions as an original thinker, where ‘original’ mostly stands for ‘creative’ and 
‘unconventional.’ In his own perception, however, Panikkar considered himself an 
original author in the sense that he went to the origins, to the point that he was, 
in his words, a source:

I don’t think we can say that I had a teacher, and I say this as something negative. 
I believe that, in Indian terms, I am the beginning of a karmic line, rather than I am 
a follower of others. On the other hand, I did not come out of nothing, I had very 
good teachers and also many friendships with people I have respected, whom I loved 
and from whom I  learned. […] I didn’t pay too much attention at whom were the 
luminaries who served me as points of reference, because I’ve always been a bit of a 
self-thinker; I got influenced, but I didn’t follow anyone in particular.5

Of course, it is a next to impossible task to identify the sources of a writer who 
considered himself the beginning of a karmic line. Panikkar’s description of him-
self as a source provides a window into the complicated business of recovering the 
sources of his ideas. To his credit, Panikkar mentioned two sources of his writing 
works: life and Spirit. “I did not live to write,” Panikkar argued, “but I wrote to 
live more consciously and to help my brothers with thoughts that do not arise only 
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from my mind, but spring from a higher Source that can perhaps be called Spirit—
even if I do not pretend that the my writings are ‘inspired.’ ” So, life and Spirit are 
Panikkar’s ultimate sources.6

Another problem is attributable to the author himself, who indulged in 
the so-called panikkarization of sources: Panikkar usually absorbed biblical and 
theological sources and panikkarized them. For example, in a passage at the very 
end of The Unknown, “our attempt could both draw light and inspiration and get 
some justification from that remarkable encounter of Saint Paul with the men of 
Athens,” Panikkar connects his study with Scripture.7 He compounds the task 
by simply referring rather vaguely to Acts 17:16–34, with little or no exegesis. 
Thus, the meaning that Panikkar aims to vehicle by mentioning Scripture is pre-
supposed, and the unwary reader may well find him/herself suddenly being led 
without further ado from an aspect of Paul’s thought into an explanation of its 
relationship to Panikkar’s own system, and vice versa. Such a facile concordism 
between data of revelation and theological ideas was, of course, far from Panikkar’s 
mind. Yet, in spite of his best intentions, the impression remains that he tended to 
panikkarize Paul, that is, to project into his sources the elements of his own system.

The recovery of the sources of Panikkar’s theology remains unfinished busi-
ness, and circumstances seems to indicate that it will remain so for a long time. 
His library of almost 100,000 books (Panikkar used to writes dates and com-
ments in books he was reading) and most of his letters are yet to be mined in 
any systematic or proper, scholarly manner.8 At the end of his life, Panikkar had 
entrusted the publication of all his diaries and personal notes to Milena Carrara 
Pavan, who was for many years one of his closest disciples and followers, although 
Panikkar had banned the possibility of a classic biography; still, these materials 
remain closed to scholarly inquiry.9 Panikkar had also entrusted to Carrara Pavan 
the publication of all his written works, that is, Opera Omnia, the comprehensive 
collection of Panikkar’s work. Panikkar himself designed his complete works, opt-
ing for a thematic arrangement, not a chronological one. All in all, the sources of 
his thoughts are still hidden in his monumental amount of comments and notes 
yet to be reviewed.10

Contexts

From the brief and necessary partial review of the literature on The Unknown 
included in the Introduction emerges a clear indication that scholarship on early 
Panikkar has been dominated by two concerns:  (1) the evolution of Panikkar’s 
thought and (2) the elements of Panikkar’s early theology. He has been depicted as 
a thinker who moved through several phases. Analysis of the two existing editions 
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of The Unknown has helped to cement the narrative, today almost unchallenged, 
of Panikkar’s earlier and later thinking. Scholars openly discuss an ‘early Panikkar’ 
and a ‘later Panikkar,’ his ‘early Christology’ and his ‘final Christology,’ and his 
early writings and his most mature works. His theology (not only his early theol-
ogy) has been analyzed, rather in depth, in search of his hermeneutical tools or to 
eventually identify and compile the “fundamental building blocks” that Panikkar 
produced for a new theology in order to “form a synthesis.”11 When scholars have 
described Panikkar’s view of the unknown Christ, they have nearly unanimously 
concentrated on the theological linkage of the contemporary debate on interfaith 
dialogue and Christology. This may be true insofar as The Unknown can be regarded 
as clearly and unavoidably a book of theology of religions as well as of Christology.

At the same time, however, scholars might have conveniently missed to con-
front another problem, that is, the problem of the sources of Panikkar’s thought, 
a problem that goes well beyond the case of The Unknown. Quite often, the work 
involved in analysis of Panikkar’s thought is pursued in parallel with the criti-
cism of certain ‘problems’ detected in his theology. Thus, the assumed problems 
of his theology have attracted more scholarly attention than the problem of the 
sources of his theology. To clarify, some scholars have pointed out certain problems 
embedded in Panikkar’s pluralistic thinking.12 The problem arises not within the 
dominion of Christian revelation itself, of course, but rather at that point where 
the theology of the incarnation confronts Panikkar’s understanding of world reli-
gions. Panikkar has been criticized for turning the notion of Christ into a universal 
figure. Some scholars believe that in his project to rethink the data of Christian 
revelation concerning the Person of Christ within his own distinctive pluralistic 
system, Panikkar prompted a Christological problem. Of course, the quality of 
Panikkar’s arguments has been discussed alongside the rigor of his arguments. 
In turn, different scholars have naturally interpreted Panikkar’s rigor in differ-
ent ways. Yet, Panikkar has never been the object of a formal investigation of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. And, on the basis of this fact, his 
theology can be considered sound as far as his alignment to the official Catholic 
theology of religions. The eventual lack of Panikkar’s rigor can probably be under-
stood in terms of the rules of the scholarly game.

Scholars have developed over the last decades a critical and analytic approach 
to Panikkar’s ideas. Authors have paid attention to differences between Panikkar’s 
earlier and later thinking and stated that the overall picture of his arguments var-
ies depending on which phase of life is considered. In other words, scholars like 
Dupuis, Komulainen, D’Costa, Menacherry, and Ranstrom pay enormous atten-
tion to the chronology of Panikkar’s thinking. All in all, these authors emphasize 
the importance of context in the interpretation of Panikkar’s arguments. From 
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the perspective of the history of theology, Panikkar’s work has been discussed in 
the light of one wider theological discussion focusing on Christology. In turn, 
the ramifications of this wider theological discussion include three different back-
grounds, against which Panikkar’s theology has been evaluated. One background 
is the evolution of Panikkar’s thought: it is an internal history of the development 
of his ideas, with regard to congruency and discontinuities. A  case in point is 
the analysis of The Unknown: some scholars believe that the Christological prob-
lem concerns only the revised and enlarged edition of The Unknown; others claim 
that the problem can already be detected in the original edition of The Unknown. 
Another background refers to the scholarly reflection among professional theo-
logians; the debate concering which schools of thought and theological tradi-
tions (i.e., fulfilment theology, pluralistic theology) Panikkar should be located 
in. Most scholarly work on Panikkar falls into this option. A third background is 
the Catholic doctrine and the official teaching of the Church. Ranstrom’s analysis 
belongs to this stream of research.

I share these scholars’ conviction that Panikkar should be read in context. 
I agree with them on the deep point, namely that theologians can learn from his-
tory and that history has a theological dimension. I do not think, however, that the 
proper background of Panikkar’s arguments, or at least of certain arguments of his 
early theology, is the theological debate or the official doctrine; I do not believe 
scholarly understanding of Panikkar’s early theology can be made clearer by view-
ing it through the prism of technical problems of theology. I believe instead that 
more can be achieved through the appropriation of Panikkar’s overall biblical view 
of the Kingdom.

In Search of a Criteria

At this point the readers should be aware of the complication one will face in this 
book: (1) in order to unveil the deepest meaning of The Unknown, or its thesis, one 
needs to build a proper context, but (2) in order to build a proper context, one must 
circumnavigate Panikkar’s reluctance to mention the sources of his thought. As a 
matter of fact, this book can be seen as a sort of matryoshka doll: one must first 
address the problem of the sources in order to later build a context with which to 
provide meaning to the thesis of the unknown. Where do I start?

In any study of Panikkar, it seems natural to start with biographical details 
then survey some of the quotes that made him famous: “I am the son of a Hindu 
father and a Spanish Catholic mother;” “I left Europe as a Christian….” When it 
comes to a description of his work, Panikkar is generally seen as the professional 
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theologian who is committed to the progress of technical disciplines such as phi-
losophy and theology. At the same time, scholars have been aware of his peculiar 
philosophy of sources, that is, the nature and aims of Panikkar’s sources. When 
asked about the sources of his published writings, Panikkar mentioned not authors 
or traditions of thought; rather, he pointed to life and the vital guidance of the 
Spirit and his hope to reach its fundamental and secret Source, which directs the 
entire expression of human thought. Usually scholars downplay this statement in 
terms of personal oddity, scholarly inconsistency, or mystical trait. Panikkar, in 
fact, was a polyglot, an intellectual of insuperable learning, and a mystic. And a 
mystic was what he remained to the end, in the eyes of his academic colleagues 
and intellectual successors. This has been the point of view from which a collective 
of Panikkar scholars saw him during his final years and still see him now; those of 
this collective who attended his conference papers or his lectures during his years 
of teaching in Santa Barbara found themselves looking upon his ideas, his meth-
ods of argument, and his very topics of discussion as something totally original. 
Viewed against the background of Panikkar the theologian, his later teachings 
indeed appeared unique and extraordinary, just as The Unknown had appeared to a 
previous generation of scholars. As a byproduct of this fact, a gulf has opened up 
between scholars’ views of Panikkar and his sources.

Yet the question needs now to be raised whether, after all, this very dictum 
of life and Spirit as his more proper sources can be properly ignored or down-
played on account of the unique contribution Panikkar did apparently make to the 
development of interfaith theology. I invite scholars to keep one key question in 
the center of their mind: what meaning did the word ‘source’ have in Panikkar’s 
thought? I can only hope to answer the question if I am prepared to agree that in 
Panikkar’s early writings the word ‘source’ only secondarily refers to a philosophical 
or theological text; the primary meaning he assigned to the term is a fountainhead 
of dynamic spiritual life which never runs dry. By labelling Panikkar as a thinker 
of spiritual intensity, with an extraordinary, phenomenal, possibly unique talent 
for philosophical and theological invention, I believe the professional theologians 
have defused the impact of his faith and the intent of his work. If the story I shall 
be telling in the present study has any validity, one of its implications will be that 
the preconceptions with which his scholarly hearers approached Panikkar debarred 
them almost entirely from understanding the point of what he was saying. They 
saw him as a talented philosopher and theologian with a uniquely original tech-
nical genius, who just happened also to claim to be inspired by Spirit and life. 
They would have done better to see him as an integral and authentically Christian 
thinker, committed to proclaim the spiritual kingdom of God, and one who just 
happened to be working for a time as a scholar.
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The whole question of the sources of Panikkar’s theology—that is, the lack 
of mentioned scholarly sources, the karmic line, the absence and denial of direct 
influences, Spirit and life as sources—cannot be addressed in historiographic or 
scholarly terms. Maciej Bielawski (b. 1963), who recently published a biography 
of Panikkar, once stated that to understand Panikkar, an investigation into the 
sources of his philosophy, as well as his philosophy of the sources, is required.13 
That is, to understand Panikkar, not only does the identification of the sources 
from which his theological reflection spring become an area of investigation, but 
so does understanding the nature and aim of these sources. And I can hope to 
understand the nature and aim of these sources only if I am prepared to look again 
at Panikkar the man and the thinker. I  will do that in chapter two (‘Religious 
Reformer’). Here it is important to anticipate that I  see Panikkar as a Roman 
Catholic author. Certainly Panikkar has not always being perceived as a Christian 
or Catholic author, and his writings are not necessarily about a Christianized or 
Catholicized world; but surely, he wrote about a world in which the truths of 
Christianity are used as a lamp by which to see the world. He dreamed and wrote 
of a universal, apostolic Catholic Church that is only remotely reducible to the cur-
rent Roman Catholic Church, but his feet remained firmly rooted in that current 
Roman Catholic Church.

Panikkar has been at once applauded and attacked as the author of The 
Unknown, a book that has proved a dominant influence on the early phase of the-
ology of religions, as a man who took the ideas and methods of the discipline and 
refined them far beyond anything his predecessors had imagined. Ever since its 
publication, commentators have almost universally assumed that the fundamental 
concern of the book was with problems in theology of religions and interfaith 
dialogue. The fact that Panikkar considered these commentators’ interpretations as 
misleading, even to the point of rejecting some of these interpretations, has been 
understood as indicating only that these commentators had misrepresented certain 
limited aspects of the work, not that Panikkar had been totally misunderstood, as 
he complained. So long as Panikkar is located in the technical world of theologians 
and philosophers, this problem of interpretation remains, perhaps, quite insuper-
able. But it can be overcome when one makes the mental shift to understand 
Panikkar not as a scholar, a professional theologian committed to contributions to 
the development of 20th-century theology, but rather as a religious man, a priest, 
and a Catholic theologian and reformer on a mission to develop an alternative 
theology for his church and beyond. With ‘reformer’ I mean a ‘re-former,’ some-
one who goes back to the beginning and then starts over, that is, someone who 
re-forms the matter, or gives a new form to the subject. To put it differently, I argue 
that one of the gravest misfortunes to eventually affect a writer of such intellectual 
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seriousness and sacerdotal core like Panikkar is to have his ideas ‘naturalized’ by the 
most professional of theologians, that is, to have his writings viewed entirely with 
an eye to his contributions to their discipline. For Panikkar, a man with a strong 
orientation toward the interior life as a way to God, the main concern was not 
centered on the progress of a discipline, rather on the synergy between the divine 
and creation.

In this study, Panikkar is described as a priest and a Roman Catholic author 
who was committed to a theological project of religious reform. This reform is not 
about reframing Christian principles and understandings, but about experiencing 
purification and reaching renovation. This project of purification of the Church 
should be understood in terms of a recovery of the mystical character of the origi-
nal Christian fact; it is a remedy to a fatal tendency that emerged within the early 
Church, when the first Christians had the chance to embrace the Spirit but instead 
decided to build a religion. Purification means to go back to the Pentecost and start 
over. It implies the embracement of the spiritual kingdom of God (which makes 
everyone free) as defined by the apostle Paul (Romans 14:16–17). With a little 
imagination, Panikkar’s immense theological production can be seen through the 
prism of atonement, the rite of healing and cosmic reconciliation. His existence 
(including his theological work) can be interpreted as a great, life-long celebration 
of an atonement ritual aiming to repair damage done to the Christian message by 
disgraced tendencies within Christianity. I will return to this soon. Here it is suf-
fice to mention that in this project of recovering the original Christo-pneumatic 
impetus, the act of washing, of cleansing was seen by Panikkar as indispensable 
for the ultimate restoration. This may help to explain why Panikkar’s over-arching 
theological platform was built on returning to the source, that is, not only to life 
and Spirit but ultimately to the Mystery of Christ, and then to start over. This ‘start 
over’ is an approximate translation of Panikkar’s statement that “I am the begin-
ning of a karmic line, rather than I am a follower of others.”

While Panikkar pointed out that life and Spirit are the principal sources of his 
writings, he also stated that his writings were not inspired. How can one under-
stand these phrases? I believe Panikkar was referring to the internal afference, the 
internal fact of hidden grace at work in the depths of the human spirit, different 
from the external afference, that is, the external fact of the revealed supernatural. 
Thus, the sources of Panikkar’s theology are, according to Panikkar himself, his life 
as well as spiritual reflection, the blessed ignorance mentioned in the first pages of 
The Unknown (and quoted in the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter).

In summary:  scholars seem to tolerate and excuse Panikkar’s reluctance to 
cite scholarly sources. Moreover, in addition to the inconsistency that arises from 
Panikkar’s tendency to divorce his technical work from its sources, scholars fail to 
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confront what is a further puzzle—namely, that in carrying further his theological 
project, Panikkar mentioned life and Spirit as his ultimate sources. Similar puz-
zles and inconsistencies are usually ignored. But these puzzles and inconsistences, 
I argue, are the result of a distorted view of Panikkar, both as a man and as a theolo-
gian. They arise, I claim, from placing the sources of his writings in the wrong con-
text. These very same features can become wholly intelligible and lose their oddity, 
on one condition: namely, that scholars change their methods of inquiry and see 
Panikkar as a religious man and a religious thinker who happened to exercise his 
talents, among other fields, in academia. If, in other words, I am prepared to take 
Panikkar’s own words at their face value—that is, life and Spirit, not disciplines 
and doctrines, where the real and ultimate context in which the ultimate mean-
ing of his ideas is revealed—I must look at the interaction among (1) his sources, 
(2) his theological project, and (3) Panikkar’s personal attitude toward questions 
of faith and religion, as well as how Panikkar himself presumably conceived them 
when he embarked on the inquiries of which The Unknown and Meditation were 
the end product. If, in fact, scholars would prepare to see Panikkar as a religious 
man (a priest), and a Catholic thinker, they might discover that this very dictum 
of the Spirit as a source can become wholly intelligible and shed any oddity or 
inconsistency. And, to the extent that the Spirit is a key source for understanding 
his writings, they must look directly at Panikkar’s general theological project and 
its scope, then investigate whether there might be more than a connection between 
the sources of his thought on one hand and his project on the other.

When the whole question on Panikkar’s sources is reframed and the con-
nection between methods and aims is restored, one can see that in Panikkar, vital 
sources and religious reconciliation are inextricably intertwined. And, to the extent 
that the Scripture is a key entry point for penetrating the ultimate Source, it nec-
essarily played an organic role in Panikkar’s theological project. In the end, biblical 
scholarship and Panikkar’s interpretation of such scholarship are windows through 
which to penetrate into Panikkar’s spiritual reflection. To put it differently, if I am 
prepared to look anew at Panikkar, I am able to detect the relevance of the biblical 
sources of Panikkar’s theology. If I do that, the significance of biblical sources in 
Panikkar’s writings becomes all the more apparent.

Theology and Scripture

Scholars have churned out dozens of articles and essays on The Unknown, seem-
ingly leaving no stone unturned in ferreting out parallels between the book and 
Panikkar’s later and more philosophical writings. Numerous scholars have traced 
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The Unknown in connection with his theology of religions and, in particular, the 
Hindu-Christian dialogue. A  number of theologians have also discussed his 
book in the context of his familiarity with Aquinas and Scholasticism. Despite 
these differences, these scholars have had no difficulty in recognizing the value of 
Panikkar’s work and its significance that is based almost exclusively on Panikkar’s 
sophisticated philosophical and theological reasoning.

The assumption of this study on Panikkar’s The Unknown and Meditation is 
that the impeccably framed technical arguments of these works should be placed 
against a biblical background. In this study I try to reach a deeper understanding of 
The Unknown and Meditation by providing an appropriate Scriptural background. 
I argue that the correct path to understanding Panikkar’s book—that is, the path 
that coincides with Panikkar’s own intentions—lies in Panikkar’s assimilation of 
biblical scholarship rather than in somebody else’s theological ideas. In present-
ing such a thesis, one must be immediately aware of the reaction it will provoke. 
Panikkar is known to have been a sophisticate theologian and philosopher, not a 
biblical scholar. Moreover, The Unknown is generally considered a highly technical 
theological study, not a work of biblical exegesis. Not surprisingly, The Unknown 
has commonly been viewed as a contribution to the development of 20th-cen-
tury interfaith dialogue (as defined earlier). Yet, if one sees the publication of The 
Unknown exclusively as an episode in the history of the discipline of interfaith dia-
logue, one significant feature of the book remains totally mysterious. After some 
131 pages apparently devoted to sophisticated propositions of Scholastic reason-
ing, a reader is suddenly faced with two concluding pages, the content of which 
seems to wrench one’s head around; consider this particular phrase:  “We think 
that our attempt could both draw light and inspiration and get some justification 
from that remarkable encounter of Saint Paul with the men of Athens.”14 Here 
Panikkar is saying that the biblical passages describing the episode of the meeting 
of Saint Paul with the Athenians can be seen as a justification of the theological 
ideas exposed in The Unknown, while at the same time these theological ideas can 
illuminate the ultimate meaning of the biblical passages describing that episode. 
Given the sheer disproportion of the space allotted, respectively, to the theological 
and philosophical arguments of these last biblical mentions, the temptation has 
been to dismiss the final propositions as casual afterthoughts. Yet is this interpre-
tation of this biblical material really satisfactory? Panikkar claims that these last 
reflections about Scripture are both the justification and the ultimate destination 
of his theological ideas. If so, they are not mere claptraps, makeweights, or private 
afterthoughts, but they have some integral connection with the main text.

In The Unknown and Meditation, Panikkar appeared to be spinning the whole 
substance of his theology out of his own head, like some intellectually creative 
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spider; in fact, it appears that he already had a well-formed set of theological ideas 
and a correspondent biblical justification in mind, even before receiving his doc-
torate in theology from the Pontificial Lateran University. As for the origin of 
these justifications themselves, he presumably encountered them in the course of 
both his Roman upbringing and education and the recovery of his Indian roots. If 
I am correct, the status of unreadiness of the Church struck deep into Panikkar’s 
mind, shaping and conditioning his interpretation of certain biblical passages. In 
turn, this interpretation constituted the central and common justifications of his 
early theological ideas. These ideas are epitomized most concisely presented in 
Panikkar’s The Unknown and Meditation.

Anyone who tries to understand The Unknown must deal with one question, 
an inquiry that can be alternatively articulated as follows: what intellectual context 
is most appropriate for interpreting The Unknown and its thesis? And anyone is 
confronted not with one but two contrasting options about the very answer to 
these questions. These options may be referred to, for convenience, as the ‘theo-
logical’ and the ‘biblical’ interpretations. According to the former, The Unknown is 
primarily a theological book and the point of the book, or its main contribution, 
can be better understood against a theological background. In this context, the 
obvious consideration is that theological sources and biblical passages sustain and 
reinforce the theological arguments. From the point of view of the latter, rather, 
The Unknown is and remains a theological book and the point of the book, or its 
main contribution, is theological. But the ultimate meaning of its thesis and its 
overall message can be better penetrated when placed against the background of a 
certain interpretation of some biblical concepts. I believe that biblical scholarship 
informed, not only justified, Panikkar’s theological reflection. Thus, I argue that 
only once Panikkar’s arguments in The Unknown and Meditation are seen through 
theological as well as biblical lenses—rather than exclusively through the theolog-
ical ones—can scholars gain a much different, fuller, and truer understand of his 
points.

There are three immediate reasons for doing so (i.e., to read Panikkar’s argu-
ments in The Unknown and Meditation through a biblical prism). In the first place, 
this point is well proved by the number of Scripture quoted in The Unknown and 
in the second enlarged and revised edition.15 Second, Panikkar himself stated in 
his book that his work is based on the Scripture and is an interpretation of the 
Scripture. Near the end of The Unknown, Panikkar made the already-mentioned 
comment: he stated that his attempt (i.e., The Unknown), “could both draw light 
and inspiration and get some justification from that remarkable encounter of Saint 
Paul with the men of Athens.”16 In The Unknown, the justification is provided by 
Acts 17. Finally, Panikkar almost reiterated the same proposition in the Meditation, 
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in which a footnote clarifies that biblical passages are the justification (the same 
word is used in both writings) of the main idea of that article.17

Merely observing the connection between Panikkar’s writings and biblical 
sources is, however, insufficient. Questions remain, such as how relevant were these 
sources and what impact did they exercise on Panikkar’s thought, with specific 
reference to The Unknown and Meditation? I answer this first question by pointing 
out Panikkar’s own theological project and the organic role Scripture played in it. 
In previous sections I showed that Panikkar was unafraid to mention the biblical 
sources which inspired his writings. The problem is that his commentators and 
critics have often failed to take these biblical sources seriously. Now I argue that 
this lack of consideration is not the result of a mistake, rather a prejudice: they saw 
Panikkar as the professional theologian who was committed to the progress of 
technical disciplines such as philosophy and theology. Viewed against this distinct 
background, scholars’ failure to recognize the primary role of biblical sources in 
Panikkar’s work, and ultimately the possibility of a biblical interpretation of it, is 
not surprising. The case is more ominous than I expected when this study began. 
I  have searched in vain for one article, book, or monograph that carefully ties 
together on the one hand a study of Scripture and on the other hand a study on 
Panikkar’s theological reflections in The Unknown. One would think that these two 
lines of research would happily merge their efforts into a single discussion; instead, 
it appears that these studies have run side by side for half a century without blend-
ing, even in the footnotes.

Further Considerations

This study seeks to provide the biblical background for a proper understanding of 
Panikkar’s early writings. Panikkar’s unique use of the phrase ‘unknown Christ’ 
has elicited considerable debate within contemporary scholarship, though most 
discussion has centered on theological parallels found in the work of other authors. 
This study instead argues that when placed in a biblical context, Panikkar’s early 
thought seems to emerge from a distinct interpretation of the Kingdom.

That said, a specific analysis of the role of the Pauline literature on Panikkar’s 
thought is necessary in the light of the role and meaning of Paul’s speech to the 
Athenians in The Unknown. The thought of St. Paul is incorporated into the 
final pages of The Unknown, in which Panikkar is simultaneously making use of, 
and offering explanation for, Paul’s thought, without bothering to provide fur-
ther details. As a foundational issue related to this specific study, there is a need 
to further develop the link between Panikkar’s unknown Christ and the Pauline 
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encounter with the unknown God of the Greeks described in Acts 17. To my 
knowledge, no research detailing Panikkar’s The Unknown develops any significant 
tie to Acts 17, though it can be easily proved that the material evidence exists for 
such a tie.

St. Paul works in The Unknown as a starting point for Panikkar’s reflection as 
well as a point of arrival. I take Panikkar’s words at face value, and I suggest schol-
ars see a dual movement at work in The Unknown: (1) Panikkar incorporated ele-
ments of Paul’s thought into his own theological system; then, (2) he applied this 
system in which he has assimilated the Pauline insights to the Pauline sentences in 
Acts 17. With regard to the first point, scholars have often argued that Panikkar’s 
position in The Unknown is derived from the Pauline’s cosmic text. I will discuss 
this point later. For now, it is sufficient to mention that I at once embrace this 
argument. The position I advocate can be summarized as follows: in The Unknown, 
two lines of Paul’s thought collide: the Cosmic Christ and ‘in Christ.’ An example 
of this commixture is the previously quoted passage from The Unknown: “We all 
meet in God. God is not only everywhere but everything is in him” (p. 16). For 
Panikkar, the fundamental question is the relationship between Christ and the 
cosmos, with ‘cosmos’ being a substitute of ‘all that exists.’ In his view, at least in 
the writings that are considered in this study, the organic relationship between 
Christ and mankind is extended to the whole of creation. This is turn means seeing 
everything from the point of view of the Kingdom, which is the only true point of 
view from which all can be seen. Panikkar frames his Cosmic Christ both as a ruler 
and a healer, the king and the high priest of the Kingdom. In Panikkar, therefore, 
the reader can detect the priestly lordship of the Cosmic Christ as it emerges from 
Panikkar’s own blend of Pauline Cosmic Christ and St. Paul’s ‘in Christ.’

With regard to the second point, scholars may wonder why Panikkar con-
siders it appropriate to hold that his theological ideas can illuminate the ultimate 
meaning of the biblical passages described in Acts 17. I will argue that the source 
of Panikkar’s audacious affirmation is that Paul’s message in Acts 17 is a message 
of salvation. He interests himself in the world of other religions only insofar as it 
has a salvific intent. He has no desire to elaborate an interreligious conversation as 
such, and hence no intention whatsoever of explaining how the unknown god is, 
in fact, Christ. For Panikkar, on the other hand, an explanation is at the heart of 
his whole theological system, and his appeals to St. Paul are made with the precise 
purpose of explaining this ‘how’ and of using the Apostle’s thought as a point of 
departure for his own interreligious conversation. Placed in the context of the 
biblical scholarship, I will suggest that Panikkar’s interpretation of Paul’s unknown 
god may have something to do with known gods that cannot be worshiped and 
unknown gods that should be searched.
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In the final pages of The Unknown, Panikkar argued a circularity between theo-
logical reflection and biblical interpretation. I take Panikkar’s words at face value, 
and I claim that this circularity is an appropriate method through which scholars 
can approach The Unknown. While I bring Panikkar’s early theology in dialogue 
with St. Paul, I neither claim that Panikkar considered his theology Pauline, nor 
that his theology absorbed Pauline scholarship. Instead, I claim that in this con-
text of biblical scholarship, Panikkar made use of Pauline material. On one hand, 
his appeals to Saint Paul are so frequent and insistent that they tend to create the 
impression that a correspondence of Panikkar’s thought with Pauline texts is indis-
putable.18 On the other hand, however, it would be too extreme to say that parallels 
can be drawn between the two, or that ‘Panikkar speaks like Saint Paul.’

When considering The Unknown from the point of view of historians of theol-
ogy or interfaith dialogue, it seems that one can hardly do anything else than begin 
from Panikkar’s visits to India, then ask how far Panikkar’s own conceptual inno-
vations enabled him to propel the advancement of the field of interfaith studies. 
Meanwhile, Panikkar’s personal associations with European Catholic expatriates 
in India, including Jules Monchanin and Swami Abhishiktānanda, who were the 
explicit objects of Panikkar’s friendship and admiration, have overshadowed every-
thing else regarding consideration of his intellectual concerns and sources of inspi-
ration. Yet the question needs now to be raised, in retrospect, whether his clash 
with India is after all the only source of Panikkar’s theological ideas as expressed in 
The Unknown. While I do not undervalue the role of India, and that of Panikkar’s 
friend Abhishiktānanda more specifically, I believe that the theological conversa-
tion of the 1950s and 1960s and the biblical debate of the same period count in 
the development of Panikkar’s early thought. In accordance with the priority given 
in this study to the latter, I devote some space to framing the status of the biblical 
scholarship in a period dominated by the assimilation of novel materials coming 
from archaeological discoveries. If I am correct, what Panikkar was seeking to do 
in The Unknown and Meditation was to incorporate into his own theological sys-
tem Pauline material seen through the lens of the biblical debate of his day. Then, 
he was trying to apply his system to Paul.

Terminology

So far, I  have left deliberately vague the relationship between Panikkar’s early 
thought and The Unknown. Of course, The Unknown is widely considered the 
main contribution of Panikkar’s early theology, yet a definition of ‘early theology’ 
is needed. With ‘Panikkar’s early theology’ I mean a body of theological work that 
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Panikkar developed in the years 1958–1966, a work that finds in the original ver-
sion of The Unknown Christ its pinnacle, the definitive moment of coalescence.19 
These are crucial years in Panikkar’s story:  in short, this is the period between 
his second doctorate (chemistry, University of Madrid, 1958) and the invitation 
from Harvard University to teach part-time in the United States (1966). These are 
the years of his failed attempt to find a permanent ‘home’ (in his letters he often 
used the term ‘sistematizzazione,’ Italian for ‘systematization,’ or to become part of 
the ‘system,’ so-to-speak). These are also the years of his aborted project to estab-
lish an academic career as a full-time professor either in India (at Banaras Hindu 
University) or Italy (Universita’ La Sapienza), or to eventually start an ecclesiastical 
career as a member of the curia (at the Secretariat for Non-Christians).20 Apart 
for some short trips to Spain, Panikkar spent most of these years in Rome and 
Varanasi. In Rome, he felt perfectly at home. These, of course, were the years of the 
new Pope John XXIII (1958–1963) and of the exciting pre-council preparatory 
work, which lasted almost three and a half years. On 11 October 1962, the Vatican 
Council II was opened and, because of the Council, the best minds of Christianity 
arrived in Rome. The intellectual and cultural life of the Italian capital experienced 
one of its most fertile, original, and creative periods. The best Catholic theologians, 
including Henri de Lubac, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
Yves Congar, Karl Rahner, Hans Küng, Edward Schillebeeckx, Marie-Dominique 
Chenu, and Jean Daniélou were in Rome in those days and Panikkar was able to 
communicate with them, and through them to have access to a variety of insights, 
sources, and ideas. In this regard, his fellowship to the so-called Enrico Castelli 
Meetings (1961–1977), which occurred always in January and were extraordinary 
events that in some way coincided with the Council sessions, helped Panikkar get 
to know, and to become known to, personalities like Giuseppe Dossetti, Carlo 
Colombo, Johannes Baptist Lotz, Jean Daniélou, Henri de Lubac, Karl Rahner, 
Hans Urs von Balthasar, Henri Bouillard, André Scrima, Oscar Cullmann, Mircea 
Eliade, Károly Kerényi, Gershom Scholem, Paul Ricoeur, and Georges Dumézil. 
Panikkar remained in Rome during the first session of the Council, but during the 
second session he was already back in Varanasi.

These are the years of his third doctorate, in theology from the Pontificial 
Lateran University in Rome (1961). An original version of his dissertation was 
probably composed in the early fifties, revised during his time in India (1954–
1958), and finalized in Rome during the years before the Vatican Council II. This 
is also the period of his exit from Opus Dei (1966) and his incardination in the 
Apostolic Prefecture of Gorakhpur-Benares (Varanasi), under the jurisdiction of 
Bishop Joseph Emil Malenfant, a francophone Canadian capuchin friar (1966). In 
the Roman Catholic Church, ‘incardination’ refers to the situation of a member 
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of the clergy being placed under the jurisdiction of a particular bishop or other 
ecclesiastical superior. Thus, Panikkar moved from being under the jurisdiction of 
his superior in Opus Dei to being under the jurisdiction of the bishop of Varanasi. 
In Varanasi, Panikkar was free from pastoral commitment and able to pursue at 
will his intellectual plans.

This period between 1958 and 1966 is especially important for para-bib-
lical literature on the primeval history ( chapters 1–11 of the Book of Genesis) 
and the Antediluvian Patriarchs. One of the most important discoveries for the 
study of the Bible was a collection of texts unearthed in the forgotten ancient 
Canaanite city of Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra) in 1928. This collection provides 
material concerning Canaanite religion, and it has been used by biblical scholars 
to understand the religious context of the Hebrew Bible, including many parallels 
between Canaanite and Israelite religious practices. In addition, the languages of 
Ugaritic and Hebrew are quite similar, and thus Ugaritic provides insight into 
the development and grammar of Hebrew. Since 1947, a series of archaeological 
discoveries in caves located about one mile west of the northwest shore of the 
Dead Sea (from which they derive their name) reshaped the scholarly under-
standing of the First Temple and Second Temple Judaism as well as the rela-
tionship between Judaism and Early Christianity. In these caves, also called the 
Qumran Caves, archaeologists discovered thousands of written fragments which 
represent the remnants of a larger library of manuscripts. While the majority of 
these manuscripts exist as small scraps of text, a certain number of well-preserved, 
nearly intact manuscripts has survived. The Dead Sea Scrolls contain parts of all 
but one (the Book of Esther) of the books of the Tanakh of the Hebrew Bible 
and the Old Testament proto-canon. They also contain extra-biblical texts which 
are thought to be relevant for understanding the context in which biblical books 
received significance. An ancient Jewish work, the Book of Enoch, ascribed by 
tradition to Enoch, the great-grandfather of Noah, was among these extra-bib-
lical manuscripts. Traditionally considered to have been composed in the wake 
of Maccabean Revolt in the 2nd century BCE and parallel to Christian tradition, 
the Book of Enoch became the object of intense scrutiny after the discovery of 
eleven Aramaic-language fragments of the Book of Enoch in Cave 4 of Qumran 
in 1948. These and other discoveries (with regards to this study, the epigraph-
ical discoveries from the Egyptian border fortresses of Elephantine are partic-
ularly significant), after being passed through the filter of biblical scholarship, 
injected myths, concepts, and characters like ‘cosmic covenant’ and ‘divine plu-
rality,’ Melchizedek and Enoch, angels and gods, into the theological conversa-
tion of the period (i.e., 1958–1966). These myths, concepts, and characters of the 
primeval history carry a universal meaning because they refer to an era in which 
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humankind was still undivided, when God still had to apportion the nations as an 
inheritance (Deuteronomy 32:9).

Now I move to better frame the terms ‘biblical’ and ‘extra-biblical’ sources. 
With ‘biblical sources’ I mean sacred writings, that is, books included in today’s 
Hebrew Bible and considered vessels of divine communication. ‘Biblical canon’ 
stands for a unified conception of an authoritative collection of scriptural works. 
‘Non-biblical books’ are religious literature outside the perimeters of the canonical 
Bible. ‘Para-biblical’ is a genre of writings that retell biblical narratives in various 
ways; it refers to non-biblical manuscripts circulating during the Second Temple 
era and related to the texts now in the Hebrew Bible. ‘Uncanonized texts’ stands 
for Jewish and Christian ancient collections of writings not included in the biblical 
canon and therefore not regarded as authoritative Scripture, which nevertheless are 
part of the heritage of Judaism and Christianity and thought to be significant for 
understanding the meaning of the biblical. Some non-canonical texts are known 
as ‘apocrypha’ and ‘pseudepigrapha’ and considered by some to be biblical apocry-
pha or deuterocanonical or fully canonical. The Ethiopian Church has the Book 
of Enoch as part of their Bible.21 The protocanonical books are those books of the 
Old Testament that are also included in the Hebrew Bible and that came to be 
considered canonical during the formational period of Christianity. The term pro-
tocanonical is often used to contrast these books to the deuterocanonical books (or 
apocrypha).In this study I use the term ‘extra-biblical’ to refer to para-biblical and 
uncanonized documents, or more precisely to Qumran fragments and Enochic 
literature, and their combined effect on the interpretation of some passages of the 
Bible. Finally, I use the phrase ‘biblical scholarship after Qumran’ generally, toward 
defining the status of biblical studies in the process of assimilating the findings in 
Qumran and other archaeological sites.

Speculative Nature and Structure

A few explanatory remarks are necessary regarding the nature of the claims I make 
for my argument, the limits of this study, and the structure of the book. I need 
to work on the biblical sources of Panikkar’s theological ideas; I believe that in 
addressing these sources I will help make Panikkar’s early theology of religion, 
and specifically some elements of The Unknown and Meditation, more intelligible. 
As for the matter of Panikkar’s interpretation of these biblical sources, it seems 
appropriate—in the absence of more direct evidence—to look at the assimilation 
within biblical scholarship and how Panikkar presumably understood it. At the 
same time, I already made clear that a problem exists regarding the sources of 
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Panikkar’s thought. Thus, I must say at the outset that I have only circumstan-
tial evidence of this link between Panikkar’s early work and biblical scholarship. 
Therefore, this book is a highly speculative exercise. It is open to criticism, merely 
on account of its form and also due to the serious problems of intellectual method 
and proof which are necessarily involved in building a case for it. My tentative 
solutions to these problems will have nothing particularly mystifying or high-
flown about them; far from producing some Zeitgeist or intellectual context as 
the unenlightening key to my explanatory analysis, I simply draw attention to a 
large number of well-attested facts about the relationship between Panikkar and 
Abhishiktānanda as well as the scholarly debate around some biblical themes 
during the years in which The Unknown and Meditation were developed. And 
I shall add, as the missing premise for my argument, a severely limited number 
of supplementary hypotheses, several of which are at once open to indirect sup-
port and confirmation. That said, the contributions I propose are consistent with 
Panikkar’s theology as a whole.

This book is divided in two parts. In the Introduction and the first five chap-
ters, I present the context in which I place my argument. Then in the subsequent 
three chapters, I position The Unknown and Meditation in that very context. The 
Introduction and the first chapter (titled ‘Methodological Issues’) were conceived 
in order to provide the basic elements—problems, assumptions, arguments, sub-
jects, definitions—chosen specifically to set the scene for the analysis that fol-
lows. For theologians of religions and scholars of Panikkar, they are redundant. 
The second, third, the fourth, and the fifth, chapters engage with the main ele-
ments of the selected context: Panikkar’s life, Christian unreadiness, and biblical 
interpretation. The second chapter (‘Religious Reformer’) contains a brief profile 
of Panikkar the man and the theologian. For anyone who knows Panikkar it will 
contain no surprises. However, for a man who claimed that one must live what he/
she is talking about, a sketch of Panikkar’s life is crucial. It is based in part on auto-
biographical reminiscences of several eyewitnesses in India and on the writings 
of contemporary authors like Bielawski; it is also based in part on conversations 
with a broad range of friends and acquaintances, in India and elsewhere, and on 
standard historical authorities. I offer an interpretation of Panikkar that reframes 
him as a Catholic author who is committed to a project of religious purification 
and reconciliation. I  believe that this characterization, though limited in scope 
like any other characterization, can help to frame a man who has been defined at 
times as a planetary man (according to Ernesto Balducci), a global thinker (in the 
words of Joseph Prabhu), and a prophet of the day after tomorrow (a “profeta del 
dopodomani” according to Raffaele Luise). Most importantly, I connect Panikkar’s 
theological project with his philosophy of sources.
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In the third chapter (‘Christian Unreadiness’), I  frame in detail both the 
status of the Church’s unreadiness and the greater ecclesiological question. This 
chapter is essential to this study as it addresses one of Panikkar’s more pressing 
arguments, that is, the Church suffers from a fundamental deficit of self-under-
standing related to her very nature:  she is the spiritual kingdom of God. Also 
I  clarify the role Abhishiktānanda played in the development of that question. 
I do not address, however, the vexata questio of the mutual influence of Panikkar 
and Abhishiktānanda because that has been investigated by other authors, includ-
ing Francis Tiso and the already-mentioned Bielawski, whose conclusions I agree 
with.22

In chapters four (‘Kingdom’) and five (‘Melchizedek’) I  offer a description 
of the scholarship on the ‘Kingdom of God’ and Antediluvian Patriarchs (as an 
introduction to Melchizedek priesthood) in the context of some new documents 
discovered in early to mid-20th century as well as Enochic literature which can 
help those uninitiated in the subject.

The reason why I  take five chapters to accomplish this introductory task is 
this: rather than sacrifice too much of this book by maintaining focus on the argu-
ments alone, I have decided to present the whole of my picture, in all its richness 
and complexity. If the ultimate meaning of the Melchizedek priesthood and the 
unknown Christ of Hindus and Christians are the main problems I  address in 
this study, they are not the only problem. In fact, at least two additional questions 
need to be more properly framed at the start of this book: first, the problem of 
detecting the sources in Panikkar’s early writings, and second, the relevance of 
biblical scholarship in the development of Panikkar’s arguments. The first problem 
is that it seems odd to have a celebrated scholar who recognizes a profound debt to 
Spirit and life rather than to some other scholar or school of thought. I shall never 
succeed in solving this oddity if I confine my attentions narrowly to, say, his pro-
fessional contributions to the disciplines of philosophy and theology. The second 
problem is a reflection on Bielawski’s dictum on Panikkar’s complicated relation-
ship with the sources of his thought (mentioned earlier). I agree with Bielawski 
that it is a crucial topic to address. 

In the following chapter (‘Priesthood in Spirit and Truth’), I  investigate 
Meditation through the prism of Melchizedek priesthood. I  discuss the elusive 
concepts in Panikkar’s writings, especially surrounding the writer’s views about 
cosmos, covenant, and priesthood, by adopting a broader perspective for Panikkar’s 
elements. The strategy is that of situating them within the framework of the 
Second Temple covenantal debate, a whole scholarly subdiscipline aimed at situ-
ating themes such as the cosmic covenant and the high priesthood in the context 
of the ideas inscribed in the ancient movement commonly referred to today as 
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Enochic Judaism. Thus, the next step in this study is to address Meditation both as 
a piece on its own and as a validation of the methodology adopted. It also reveals 
itself as an access point to approaching The Unknown in biblical terms. The sixth 
chapter, in fact, discuss the notion of universal priesthood, cosmic priesthood, and 
non-Christian priesthood in Panikkar’s view in light of two works, written one by 
Panikkar himself and the other (a small and beautifully written book) by his friend 
Abhishiktānanda. Once again, my own discussion does not seriously contradict or 
supersede previous studies; however, it does move beyond them in placing a novel 
theological and biblical interpretation on Panikkar’s understanding of priesthood. 
The central importance I have given to priesthood in spirit and truth, distinted 
from the priesthood of rites, is one point over which this book makes new claims, 
and these claims must be judged as such.

To some extent, the same is true of the manner in which I show how the 
concern for the Kingdom informs The Unknown in the following two chapters. 
In the seventh chapter (‘Cosmic Sacramentalism’), I begin to address the rela-
tionship between theology and Scripture in The Unknown. I seek first to examine 
the theological ideas of the book. More specifically, it is in this chapter that 
I disengage the various elements in Panikkar’s approach to the Cosmic Christ 
in The Unknown and Panikkar’s other writings, mostly from the same period. 
I then look at the theological work of Panikkar’s predecessors and of his con-
temporaries in the search for affinities with Panikkar’s ideas. Scholarly studies on 
The Unknown are many. In this chapter I also connect his cosmic theology with 
Scripture. Given the theological ideas expressed in The Unknown and related lit-
erature, I establish a hypothetical link between Panikkar’s ideas and their related 
biblical themes.

The eighth chapter is an attempt to deal with The Unknown in the context of 
the biblical scholarship and Panikkar’s peculiar view of the Cosmic Christ. This 
is where my book’s main contribution is justified. I  show how the thesis of the 
unknown can be interpreted and why it stands, despite the nearly universal criti-
cism of scholars. I once again must admit that my interpretation of Panikkar’s view 
of Acts 14 and 17 is speculative. Although Panikkar explicitly established the link 
between Acts 14 and 17 and The Unknown, he did not offer exegetical work on it. 
The same can be said about the opposite relationship between Acts 14 and 17 and 
The Unknown, that is, how the former operates as a source of the latter: my view of 
this relationship is, in this respect, frankly conjectural.

In this study I  engage only a limited number of qualified sources to offer 
entry into Panikkar’s frame of mind in the period leading up to the publication 
of the first edition of The Unknown. Apart for The Unknown, I center my research 
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on a few passages of one of Abhishiktānanda’s best-known books, The Mountain 
of the Lord, Pilgrimage to Gangotri (henceforth Mountain) and Panikkar’s article 
Meditation. While the focus of my reflection is a handful of Panikkar’s writings, 
the secondary literature on the biblical scholarship that I  suppose is behind his 
writings is enormous. I mention only a fraction of such literature, mostly in the 
footnotes.

In writing this study, I stretched to the limits my elementary notions of bibli-
cal Hebrew and Greek. I had the feeling that it was inappropriate for me to write 
a book where I must occasionally depend on translations of Hebrew, Greek, and 
other ancient, near eastern languages (i.e., Aramaic, Ugaric, and other Semitic 
languages). However, I  thought that it was no use waiting for a scholar with 
a comprehensive and proper knowledge of all these languages, for I  felt it was 
time that someone with some knowledge of Panikkar compiled the main points. 
I approached translations with care and prudence. If I have misrepresented any 
of the translations of singular importance, no one will be sorrier than I. Unless 
otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations come from the New Jerusalem Bible 
(‘NJB 1965,’ or simply ‘NJB’), which is a product of the age of the Second Vatican 
Council (1962–1965) and already incorporates original language texts such as the 
Dead Sea Scrolls. It may help the readers to appreciate what kind of material was 
available to Panikkar in the period that is covered in this book. From a comparative 
analysis of NJB and Panikkar’s quotations in The Unknown, however, it is evident 
that Panikkar often adopted his own personal translations, translation that do not 
necessarily follow those of NJB. Sometimes I compared NJB with the most recent 
version of the New Jerusalem Bible (or ‘NJB 1985’). Sometimes I offer translations 
that are aligned with my understanding.

Conclusion

The Introduction and the first chapter worked as an introduction and built the 
background of this study. In the Introduction, I provided a short literature review 
along with an outline of the problem of interpretation I want to address. I also 
presented the argument of this study. In the present chapter, I discussed the basic 
assumption of this work, and I defended such an assumption from potential criti-
cism. Finally, I mentioned its structure. In the next three chapters I draft a portrait 
of Panikkar that may solve some methodological problems related to the source of 
inspiration for his early theology (chapter two) and also some elements to sustain 
my arguments (chapters three and four).
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to The Unknown and Meditation as part of ‘Panikkar’s early theology.’

 20. For the note on ‘sistematizzazione’ see Bielawski, Panikkar. Un Uomo e il Suo Pensiero, 150. The 
translation is my own.

 21. ‘Apocryphal’ or ‘pseudepigraphal’ manuscripts are a group of books or parts of books that were not 
part of the Jewish canon of the Hebrew Scripture, but that were found in the Greek translation 
of those Scripture (LXX). The books were included in most early Christian versions of the Old 
Testament (since the LXX was the version of the Bible most used by the first Christians). Greek 
Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians regard them as scripture and often prefer to call them 
deuterocanonical books (indicating that they are a “secondary canon” consisting of books added 
to the canon later than other OT writings). Most Protestants treat them with respect but do not 
grant them the status of scripture. The books include 1 Esdras, 2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, Additions 
to Esther, Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Baruch, Letter of Jeremiah, Additions to 
Daniel (Song of the Three Children [with the Prayer of Azariah], Susanna, Bel and the Dragon), 
Prayer of Manasseh, 1 Maccabees, and 2 Maccabees. Three additional works are accepted by 
Greek Orthodox churches: 3 Maccabees, 4 Maccabees, and Psalm 151.

 22. Francis V. Tiso, ‘Raimundo Panikkar on the Monk as “Archetype”,’ Dilatato Corde 1, No. 2, July-
December 2011. At https://dimmid.org/index.asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC=%7B383FB138-
0B7E-4BB4-9629-665574E6B40C%7D (Accessed January 12, 2020); Bielawski, Panikkar. Un 
Uomo e il Suo Pensiero, 223–229.
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Religious Reformer

He did not leave Himself without testimony.

Acts 14:17 quoted in The Unknown1

A Countercultural Personality

The need to look anew at Panikkar is motivated by the assumption that, by label-
ling him as a foreigner of odd personal habits, with an extraordinary, phenomenal, 
possibly unique talent for theological invention, the scholarly community defused 
his personality and his theological intent. Surely (his scholarly colleagues agreed) 
Panikkar was a curious, touchy, and eccentric figure, with exotic habits of dress and 
social opinions and an unorthodox philosophy of the sources. Yet scholars were 
ready to explain them in terms of family background, relying on the fact that he 
was the son of a Spanish mother and Indian father, and all of that. How is this to 
be avoided? In the case of Panikkar, I can do so by keeping one key point in mind, 
that is, Panikkar mentioned life and Spirit as his ultimate sources. Thus, I am left 
with no alternative than to once again turn my attention to Panikkar’s life and to 
focus on his lifestyle and intellectual inclination, all to decipher whether some-
thing of himself and his theological project can be revealed.
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It is like a leitmotiv to claim that for Panikkar, intellectual activity existed in life 
lived rather than being a mere secretion of the brain, as he clarified in his Preface to 
The Unknown 2 by saying that “When, a quarter of a century ago, I began to write 
the ideas expressed in this book [The Unknown], I had already lived them.”2 It is 
legitimate for a scholar seeking the sources of Panikkar’s thought to investigate 
what life and praxis Panikkar is talking about. Is there a specific trait of his life and 
praxis that offers the reader a unique opportunity to get into his mindset? I shall 
never succeed in answering this question, if I confine my attention narrowly to, say, 
his dedication to the crafted art of writing, which Panikkar understood in terms of 
service. The need to look anew at Panikkar the man and Panikkar the philosopher 
and theologian leads me to suggest that if there is such a trait, that specific trait 
of Panikkar’s personality is probably self-determination. This trait took different 
forms, some of them decidedly unique. For example, Panikkar felt free to rename 
himself Raimon Panikkar, apparently because he discovered that his paternal fam-
ily name could more accurately be transcribed “Panikkar,” and from then on that 
is how he wrote it. As far as his first name is concerned, he used the name that 
was recorded in the Civil Registry in its Spanish form (Raimundo) to sign his first 
books. Later, he would come to spell it ‘Raimundo,’ then he adopted ‘Raymond,’ 
and finally ‘Raimon’ in all his books. In 1997 he went to the Civil Registry to offi-
cially change his name from ‘Raimundo Pániker Alemany’ to ‘Raimon Panikkar 
Alemany.’ In summary, by going from Raimundo Pániker to Raimon Panikkar, he 
was Catalanizing his first name and Indianizing his last. Nome (est) nomen is Latin 
for ‘the name is a sign (destiny), the name speaks for itself ’. Panikkar patiently 
built his destiny and embodied it into his name so that the Western tradition and 
the Indian tradition seemed naturally to encounter one another in him. 

Self-determination seems also the distinctive character of his lifestyle. Panikkar 
viewed himself equally as a Hindu, Buddhist, and a postmodern secularist, as well 
as an ordained Roman Catholic priest, all without a trace of contradiction. The 
secret of this lack of contradiction probably lies in what he would call ‘resistance to 
the institution.’ “I resisted the family, the industry (money and power), Opus Dei, 
the university, the church and all the institutions. I do not think I ever became a 
bureaucrat and therefore identified my life with roles.”3 In other words, he resisted 
the process of institutionalization that comes with the assumption of certain roles 
inside an institution. Institutions transform people into ‘organization people,’ that 
is, people of mainstream correctness: obedience, deference to authority, conformity. 
Panikkar conveniently summarized the evil of conformity in Meditation, an article 
first published in 1958, with images of priests as administrators, that is, men in 
white collar and black flannel robe. Thus, resistance to the institution, or rather 
resistance to the almost inevitable effect of normalization that comes with being 
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part of an institution, can be seen as a main motivation in Panikkar’s life. To put it 
differently, it seems that he was led by an invincible distrust of institutions, seen as 
normalizing operations, carrying conventional social norms and cultural standards 
which mortify the persona and depress originality. He was a vehicle of a cultural 
and historical view that equates institution with acquiescence.

The ways in which institutions can be resisted are well-known. The institution 
demands homogeneity; rebels rebel by embracing diverse, individual lifestyles as 
well as unconventional thinking. The institution demands inhibited instinct and 
rigid adherence to convention; rebels rebel through hostility to any rule and every 
authority. Only by breaking rules do rebels discover who they are. Above all, rebel-
lion consists of a permanent questioning of rules, a rejection of institutional pre-
scriptions they happened to inherit. Yet, ‘rebel’ needs qualification; as a matter of 
fact, Panikkar claimed himself neither a dissident, a heretical, an anarchic, nor a 
mutineer.4 In other words, he was not a radical. If Panikkar was a rebel, therefore, 
he was a countercultural rebel, that is, a peaceful, quiet, non-adversarial rebel. Opus 
Dei discharged (or expelled) Panikkar mostly for a continuous lack of discipline, 
and Bishop Guix Ferreres’s action against Panikkar and his wife can be understood 
in the same perspective. Yet, he exited neither Opus Dei nor priesthood; rather 
he managed both events with moderation and sensibility. His self-assertion never 
generated scandals, but it was constantly exercised with prudence and moderation. 
He never challenged the institution (i.e., family business, Opus Dei, university) or 
raised any problem in the Church. It has been said that Panikkar’s marriage was a 
form of protest; he was also heard saying that by marrying Maria, he had infringed 
only on a church law, not on any of the beliefs of Christianity. The second com-
ment seems more in tune with the general picture of Panikkar as a silent resistant 
that has been painted here. Rather than protest, Panikkar researched new forms of 
self-expression and experiments in lifestyle.

In this perspective, many of the indulgences of Panikkar’s lifestyle—medi-
tation, pure experience, life on the edge—and of his intellectual insights (love, 
peace, mysticism, harmony) need to be understood as countercultural, as a form 
of resistance to mainstream conformism. His lifestyle was ultimately an existential 
rebellion; his intellectual insights were a reaction against the notion of a static, 
uninspired thought as well as the rejection of conventional values. Somehow, 
Panikkar felt that a new era would emerge from the energies of religious renewal. 
Moreover, growing up in the 1940s in a Catholic Spain seems to have permanently 
inoculated him against all varieties of dogmatic theology. For him, theology is no 
longer about ‘conformity’ but about ‘difference.’ It counsels not rigid adherence to 
the codes of the paradigm but constantly updated creativity. This imperative of 
endless difference (i.e., plurality) is the genius at the heart of Panikkar’s thought, 
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an eternal fleeing from ‘sameness’ that satiates the current thirst for rule-breaking 
and paradigm-defying. With theology’s reorganization around difference, Panikkar 
has developed a new path, a sort of intellectual tendency according to which the 
breaking of rules without the elimination of intellectual structure has become the 
central article of faith for cutting-edge thinkers. Not surprisingly, Panikkar main-
tains a powerful grip on the scholarly imagination.

Finally, self-determination was the mark of his intellectual production. 
Panikkar is considered one of the most sophisticated and most profound among 
contemporary thinkers. He disliked cultural homogeneity and considered prob-
lematic, or at least not obvious, the capacity of individuals to retain a certain degree 
of intellectual originality. He was critical of a form of thinking that is internal 
to existing models, frameworks, or paradigms: “it’s like traveling by train or car-
riage … the streets and streets influence—not to say control—the place where you 
go.”5 Institutional thought frames the territory, limits free research, and enforces a 
rigid uniformity throughout meaningless, rigid codes. Organized thought, in other 
words, consumes the brain and the imagination, implants a deterministic order 
that seeks to suppress instinct, forbids creativity, and denies human impulses and 
individuality. Panikkar was inherently distant from this form of thinking. He was 
constantly and unmistakably driven by a sense of self-determination and non-con-
formity to basic institutional standards, including intellectual standards. The kar-
mic line that begins in Panikkar (but not ‘with Panikkar’ or ‘through Panikkar’), the 
new Pentecost, the third Christian millennium, are pronouncements that might 
inspire in the orthodox reader the vision of an age of the spirit, the persistence 
of a modern form of Joachimism. But they are more accurately the expression of 
an alternative that would emerge from the energies of religious renewal. They are 
signs of the constant undertow of the human spirit’s resistance to institutional 
excesses wrapped in the cloak of inevitability.

In conclusion, self-assertion was the indisputable principle of his life. Panikkar 
managed to become his own person and to do it with a sense of innocence. In 
the words of Salman Rushdie, “those who do not have power over the sory of 
their lives, power to retell it, rethink it, deconstruct it, joke about it, and change it 
as times changes, truly are powerless because they cannot think new thoughts.”6 
From Varanasi, Panikkar wrote to Castelli: “I try to be free, with the true freedom 
that has now passed the myths and objectifications.” Then he continued: “(even 
those of God as ‘substance’ apart).”7 For Panikkar, self-determination was the line 
of resistance against institutions that come with their assigned identity; it was 
the antidote to religious prefabricated myths and objectifications, including those 
of God as substance apart from the world. In the end, Panikkar attempted to 
offer alternatives and values to break the cultural momentum he rejected. More 
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specifically, he articulated an alternative to institutional forms of religion and reli-
gious life, an alternative based on the overwhelming presence of the Spirit; he 
suggested a remedy to heal the alienation between person and person, person and 
nature, and between person and God.

A Catholic Reformer

Panikkar has been perceived as either a radical Christian theologian or a profes-
sional theologian. He has been described, and with good reason, as a cutting-edge 
theologian. He is often mentioned when a point should be made that the Roman 
Catholic Church needs to emerge from the bond of its Latinity and to be really 
and ultimately Catholic, that is, universal. In his eulogy, the previously mentioned 
scholar and Panikkar’s disciple and friend Joseph Prabhu describes Panikkar as 
“one of the pioneering and paradigmatic theologians of this new era.” He also 
quotes Panikkar in one of his more memorable lines: “to the third Christian mil-
lennium is reserved the task of overcoming a tribal Christology by a Christophany 
which allows Christians to see the work of Christ everywhere, without assum-
ing that they have a better grasp or a monopoly of that Mystery, which has been 
revealed to them in a unique way.”8 Panikkar himself contributed to this charac-
terization of his work as progressive and innovative and eventually provocative 
with sentences like this: “I remember once telling Pope Paul VI during a private 
audience [probably dated January 1966], when he asked me what I was doing, that 
I was wondering if, in order to be a Christian, one had to be intellectually a Greek 
and spiritually a Semite.”9 Clearly Panikkar aimed to be a pioneering theologian 
of this new era, a theologian of the third millennium; he obviously enjoyed this 
specific role and the related task to push boundaries beyond their current state.

As a thinker, Panikkar has been often characterized as a progressive Catholic 
theologian, not necessarily in line with official Catholic teaching. This position is 
exemplified by theologians such as Dupuis, Komulainen, D’Costa, Menacherry, 
and Ranstrom. These scholars do not argue that Panikkar is unorthodox—he was 
never the object of a doctrinal investigation by the Congregation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith—rather that Panikkar stretched theological parameters to the point 
that he situated himself, in a certain moment of his intellectual trajectory, far from 
the official Catholic position. It is easy to label Panikkar’s thought in terms of 
radicalism; his thought, however, should be recognized as a form of reformism, 
an impulse to go back to the earliest and most fundamental sources and give a 
new form (‘re-form’). Panikkar’s instinct was not to modify the existing but to 
create an alternative, although he recognized the complexity of such a task in 
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his introduction to The Unknown 2 when he refers to ‘new wine’ and ‘old skins.’10 
Panikkar was not a progressist: he did not attempt to change, rectify, or perfect the 
current state of affairs of Catholicism. He detected the end of a certain form of 
Christianity and imagined a form of Christianity radically different. In his tens of 
books and hundreds of articles, he articulated the alternative to this world, of this 
Catholicism, an alternative that saves from this state of affairs, and he offered the 
worldviews and myths that underlie such an alternative. He suggested an alterna-
tive, a spiritual awakening of planetary dimensions, a different world of religious 
egalitarianism, in which the persona precedes the institution, a community ignited 
by Spirit makes institutions obsolete, and a new innocent mode of thinking sub-
verts conventional mindset.

Panikkar was contemplating possible futures in religiousness, particularly in 
Christianity, acknowledging that anything at all can be said to happen in the future 
without fear of contradiction because the future is a safe laboratory for trying out 
ideas, a means of thinking about reality as it can be. For Panikkar, a disciplined 
creativity and firm speculations were not only about scholarship; they lead toward 
alternative realities. Along with a fierce intellect, he had a profound sense of won-
der, and he never stopped insisting on the beauty and subverting power of writing. 
The alternative often begins in art, including the art of words. Scholars who owe 
a debt to Panikkar often speak of his work as giving them a sense of possibility, of 
inviting them to write in ways they did not know they could. By breaking down the 
walls of disciplines, he handed new tools to 21st-century scholars working in what 
he would call the borderlands, the place where life encounters intellectual reflec-
tion. Keeping an ambivalent distance from the centers of scholarly power, he made 
room in his work for other voices. In years when Christianity’s dominant narrative 
was one of European pride and Western superiority, he was aware, always, that 
there were other stories to tell. The scholarly mainstream once relegated his work 
to the margins; then, by creating alternatives, Panikkar offered to the mainstream 
sources of transformation. Time will tell if, in fact, it is the mainstream that ends 
up transformed.

Due to his position as Professor at UCSB and, more importantly, his mon-
umental scholarly work, Panikkar has been considered by many as an academic 
philosopher and theologian, committed as he was to the development of the disci-
plines to which he had dedicated himself, with little to no mention of his Catholic 
faith and sacerdotal status. Yet the question needs now to be raised, in retrospect, 
whether he can after all be approached primarily as a scholar. He certainly never 
prioritized an academic career over his countercultural life: in fact, he declined an 
offer from Harvard University because it concerned a temporary position, accept-
ing a proposal from UCSB instead because it offered a permanent job. However, 
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he negotiated a part-time commitment at UCSB that allowed him the freedom 
to live his life at his convenience two quarters out of three. Bielawski notes that 
Panikkar’s thought did not fit into the classic academic environment, which 
reflects more particularly a conception of philosophy and theology as autonomous, 
professionalized academic disciplines—a conception that has become dominant 
in the universities of Europe and the United States but is uniquely irrelevant to 
Panikkar.11 I personally believe that the opposite is true: the academic landscape, 
with its hierarchies, rules, and concealed operations of conformitization, did not fit 
into Panikkar’s life. He eventually took academia in small doses.

Scholars can believe that Panikkar’s creativity and monumental learning were 
in service to academic disciplines in progress. Yet is this reading of Panikkar really 
justified? Can Panikkar be seen as either a technical philosopher or a professional 
theologian? For sure, Panikkar held professional qualifications in both the disci-
plines of philosophy and theology, and his own deep commitment to the highest 
technical standards of scholarship is undoubtable. But he clearly did regard philos-
ophy and theology as something more than just a career opportunity. Moreover, he 
did not characterize himself as a ‘professional theologian.’ The distinction between 
a professional theologian and a theologian, he would have likely claimed, is that 
for the latter, theology is a way of life. He wanted to be more than a professional 
theologian; his preoccupation was instead focused on doing original work and 
inspiring others to do the same. Despite being celebrated for his highly sophis-
ticated reasoning, his passion centered not in philosophizing and developing his 
rich, brilliant intellect, but rather in the burning and reverent love of truth. He 
reiterated in his writings that his work was naturally and freely emerging from his 
soul and flesh. Philosophical and technological techniques sustained his inspira-
tion but did not lead it.

Certainly there is something implausible about any picture of Panikkar as a 
philosophical and theological genius who is disentangled from his Catholic faith 
and priestly condition. This is particularly true when it comes to identifying his 
intentions. In his brilliant, profound, and elegantly written essay on Panikkar, Jyri 
Komulainen explains that

it would be misleading to present him [Panikkar] straightforwardly as a Catholic 
theologian, even though he is a Catholic priest. Locating Panikkar’s theology of reli-
gions in the context of Catholic theology is justified only if his intellectual indepen-
dence and multireligious disposition are simultaneously recalled and emphasized. In 
his thinking he has courageously crossed many borders, and therefore labeling him 
does not do full justice to his intentions.12

Unfortunately, Komulainen himself provides little information about Panikkar’s 
intentions. If the story I  am telling in this book means anything, Panikkar’s 
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intentions have something to do with a wholesale replacement of mainstream 
views of religion with alternative views. This monumental task, however, was 
pursued from within Catholicism. Surely his colleagues and friends agreed that 
Panikkar was a curious, touchy, and eccentric figure, with un-Western habits of 
dress and social opinions and a quite unfamiliar spiritual earnestness and inten-
sity. Yet friends were ready to ignore these countercultural oddities—as I previ-
ously claimed—on account of the unique contribution he was clearly making to 
the development of theology and philosophy of religion. For the same reason, 
they were ready to downplay other important aspects of his life: his Catholic faith 
and sacerdotal status. Viewed against the scholarly background, the proper con-
text of Panikkar’s thinking is internal to the development of academic disciplines, 
while his faith and priestly condition appear irrelevant in assessing the value of 
his academic contribution. How is this to be avoided? In the case of Panikkar, 
readers can do so by keeping one key point in the center of their minds: Panikkar 
remained in communion—understood in terms of loyalty to the Church and her 
tradition—with Catholicism to the point that anyone who had the chance to 
know Panikkar personally found that he was viscerally attached to his belonging 
to the Catholic Church.13 Panikkar considered himself in sacramental commu-
nion with the Catholic Church, for whose mental and institutional structures 
he attempted to provide an alternative. His intention was to nourish, purify, and 
renew 20th-century Catholicism, not to overcome it. Panikkar’s main goal was 
to be seen as the man who brought the era of Christianity (as he defined it: a 
sociological-historical construction) to an end, only to be replaced by an era of 
Christianness.14 He announced the upcoming of Christianness, a new era in 
which Christians would embrace a personal religiousness unfolded by Christic 
principle.15

Admittedly, this option of seeing Panikkar eminently as a scholar is difficult 
to reconcile with the quite notorious facts that he constantly made clear that his 
sacerdotal status was one of the most important sources, if not the most important, 
of his identity.16 His ministry extended well beyond its ecclesial manifestations. 
It was a ministry at the service of the Mystery and at the service of the reve-
lation of the Mystery. He was a Christian and a priest as well as a philosopher 
and theologian, and his thought, as with all proper Christian thought, was essen-
tially Christocentric. For Panikkar, Christ figures as the center of the universe. 
He believed that Christ is revealed everywhere and, therefore, this Mediterranean, 
Semitic, and Greek understanding of Christ can no longer contain the current call 
for a universal understanding of the mystery of Christ. Christ is this cosmic, uni-
versal, internal presence that reveals itself freely in every human face. It is Christ 
that shines out everywhere.
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I already mentioned that I see Panikkar as a countercultural personality and 
a reformer. He searched for freedom and the possibility to freely build his own 
identity. He refused to conform to the norms of institutions or to conventional 
lifestyles and mainstream mindsets. He pursued unconventional paths. His incli-
nation to stretch the social and intellectual boundaries to the limit led him into 
unexplored, uncharted, and uncodified territories of mind and practice. The same 
pluralistic orientation, the cutting-edge area of theology in Panikkar’s times, was in 
his view carried too timidly. Paul Kitter once noted that, for Panikkar, the plural-
istic theologians were not pluralistic enough.17 His mission was to build intellec-
tual alternatives to the conventional through an unconventional experience of life. 
Locating Panikkar’s theology in the context of his reforming project is justified 
only if his faith and sacerdotal identity are simultaneously recalled and empha-
sized. In his thinking he courageously crossed many borders, but his center of 
gravity remained within Catholicism.

I suggest that the preconceptions with which most scholars approached him 
debarred them almost entirely from understanding the point of what he was say-
ing. They saw him as a unified man, as a plurilingual speaking philosopher and 
theologian with a uniquely original technical genius, who just happened also to 
adhere personally to the Catholic faith. They would have done better to see him 
as an integral and authentic priest who was committed to a countercultural life, 
which in turn was expressed in a body of highly regarded writings. They saw him in 
the light of the brilliant variations on the pluralistic theologies of religions which 
were doing so much to carry forward the interreligious dialogue. They would have 
done better to see him as a Catholic thinker who expressed a reformist orientation 
within the Catholic Church, and who just happened to be exercising his talents 
and personality on theology and philosophy in a scholarly environment.

Return to the Source

With that said, the residual problem on which I shall be concentrating in this sec-
tion arose in the following way. Suppose I have to search the sources of a brilliant 
man of great sensitivity, committed to a life at the margins of the Church—under-
stood as an institution—but ideally placed at the core of the Church as Mystical 
Body; this man, gifted with intellectual acumen and unusual knowledge, has 
embarked on a transformational project, that is, a project of religious and spiritual 
renewal that cannot be seen as incremental, but rather alternative to the existing 
religious standards. This project is an integral aspect of a personality whose val-
ues and norms of behavior differ substantially from those of mainstream Catholic 
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teaching. Where am I supposed to search for such sources? Should I look at the 
thinkers who influenced this man’s thought? Or should I locate him in the history 
of the disciplines to which he committed?

When scholars engage in a project of detecting the sources of Panikkar’s 
thought, they almost inevitably locate the center of gravity of their research in the 
philosophical and theological sources, that is, the conventional sources of their dis-
ciplines; this is no surprise. Given all the rules of the scholarly game, it is the prime 
task of such projects to place any detailed knowledge in the context of the sup-
posed development of the discipline. In the case of Panikkar, however, this tends 
only to distract from the more appropriate picture in which Panikkar deserves to 
be contextualized. I prefer to take at face value what this man believes, that is, the 
sources of his thought are his own life and Spirit. So, the sources of his thought 
were, in effect, the Source, the ultimate source from which all comes. And for a 
Catholic priest, a Christian thinker, whatever his lifestyle and intellectual orien-
tation, the source can be found everywhere, but for sure in Scripture and Catholic 
tradition. “The more we have the courage to walk new paths,” he said, “the more 
we must remain rooted in our own tradition.”18 Thus the Catholic tradition is, 
together with Scripture, the source I must consider if I want to locate the offspring 
of Panikkar’s thought. Not surprisingly, Panikkar was almost invincibly attracted 
by the very beginning of Christianity, the first generation of Christians who left 
Judaism rather than reform it. He can be seen embodying the tendencies of a 
movement in Catholicism that was discovering the riches of the biblical scholar-
ship on the primeval history.

He was the theologian who said that “I can only be free of a certain 
Christianity or Hinduism (and the same goes for a certain type of Buddhism 
or secularity) by striving to be a better Christian or a better Hindu and a bet-
ter citizen of the world.”19 At the core of this statement, to be free of a certain 
Christianity one needed to be a better Christian, there is a paradox: in order to 
go forward in one’s spiritual path, one first must go backward. Here is Panikkar 
again: “the most positive way to overcome a tradition does not consist in leaving 
it behind as if it were just any kind of association, but rather in living out the said 
tradition more deeply (authentically), that is to ‘transmit it,’ and thus transform 
it.”20 To put it differently: if one wants to change the course of Christianity, one 
has to reach Christianity at its deepest. If theological transformation is some-
times necessary, it is never possible unless one reaches the source, that is, one 
is in spiritual and intellectual communion with Christianity at its deepest and 
most vital levels, and then one starts over. The most positive way for a theologian 
à la Panikkar, a reforming thinker engaged in a project of spiritual and religious 
renewal of incredible magnitude, to break out of the current predicament and 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



RELIGIOUS  REFORMER  | 59

begin developing a theology that would allow Christianity to truly meet the 
challenges of the age is to return to the very sources of Christianity and start 
over. Of course! In the context of the theological revolution which the Church so 
desperately—at least in Panikkar’s opinion—needed, the word ‘source’ only sec-
ondarily refers to a scholarly text; the primary meaning he assigns to the term is 
a source of dynamic spiritual life. In that context, it becomes evident that what is 
required is not scholarly progress, but a direct, unfiltered, and ‘mystical’ access to 
the deeper sounding of ancient, inexhaustible, and vital resources of Christianity. 
Panikkar’s return to the sources of Christian tradition was an attempt to articu-
late, to borrow a line from Péguy, “a new and deeper sounding of ancient, inex-
haustible, and common resources.”21

The dual movement, the return to the sources of Christianity and the refor-
mation of present Christianity, aligns Panikkar, at least in the period under con-
sideration here, to the work of ressourcement theologians such as Henri de Lubac, 
Yves Congar, Marie-Dominique Chenu, and Jean Cardinal Daniélou. This group 
of mostly French theologians were committed to the renewal of the Church. They 
attempted to do so through recovery and reinterpretation of biblical and early 
Christian sources. They intended to revitalize spiritually an exhausted Western 
Christianity; Panikkar attempted a reformulation of the mystery of Christ and 
of the Church in terms of the Kingdom. His aim was a remythologization of 
Christianity, to put another mythical framework in its place, for without an under-
lying myth one cannot even think.

With regard to Panikkar, I used the phrase ‘return to the source,’ to summarize 
in one single phrase several themes, methods, and assumptions that I see embed-
ded in Panikkar’s early writings.22 As a Catholic author, as a priest, and a reformer, 
his work was not ultimately a work of scholarship but rather a work of religious 
reconciliation. Indeed, in his early writings the word ‘source’ only secondarily refers 
to a historical document; the primary meaning he assigns to the term is a foun-
tainhead of dynamic spiritual life which never runs dry. The events and words of 
Scripture, the rites of the liturgy, the teaching of the great spiritual masters, are, 
for him, sources inasmuch as they are channels of the one, incomparable source 
that is the Mystery of Christ. The ultimate goal of the return of the source is 
not, then, a more accurate understanding of Christian doctrine; instead, Panikkar 
would have likely said, ‘a recentering in the person of Christ and in his cosmic 
mystery.’ When Panikkar named life and Spirit as his sources, he most probably 
meant that by immersing himself in the forms and categories of the ancient world 
of the Patriarchs and in the apostle Paul, and in all of the corresponding diversity 
and concrete specificity, he hoped to discover and imbibe that Spirit which was 
their common inspiration and source.
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Further Considerations

I establish a parallel between St. Paul and Panikkar. Paul understood the coming 
of Christ not only for the twelve tribes of Israel, but also for the disinherited 
nations, nations that are the result of Yahweh’s dispersal of the nations at Babel 
(Deuteronomy 32:8–9). Those disinherited should be appreciated with respect to 
Yahweh’s inheritance, Israel, and the rectifying message of Jesus. Paul saw his min-
istry as instrumental in bringing back those people from the disinherited nations 
in Israel, and he interpreted himself as a conduit for their return to the true 
God: “And so all Israel will be saved” (Romans 11:26). The reality of the emerging 
Church, the true Israel, including the disinherited nations, displaces the old identi-
ties and establishes a new one. Panikkar shared with Paul the idea that Israel, so to 
speak, should be understood as large as the very human family. In Paul’s thinking, 
instead of humanity divided as ‘Israel and the nations,’ which is the classic under-
standing of Judaism, Israel was the world. To Paul, Israel was all of mankind. And 
so it was to Panikkar. To both, one spirit, Christ’s spirit, flows in every living being 
and should be respected. To both, it was more than a matter of faith; it was hope, 
and most of all, it was love.

St. Paul was the disciple to the Gentiles. He was the apostle to the nations. 
His ministry was about reclaiming the nations. Panikkar’s ministry was about the 
same: reclaiming the nations. I am sure Panikkar—as a Christian who knows his 
Bible—maintained the conviction, until the end of his life, that however that may 
be, the heritage of India belongs to Chris and its spiritual treasures will be shared 
by His Church. But he also believed that his Church was not ready to meet the 
nations in Christ. He invited Christians to commit to a metanoia, to embrace a 
new innocence, to become a kingdom of priests, that is, a holy nation (Exodus 
19:6). And, in fact, Christianity is a kingdom of priests, a priestly community in 
which the sacerdotal nature of baptized and the ministry of the ordained priests 
operate side by side. Who are priests? They are mediators between God and peo-
ple. And a covenant of priests is what Panikkar envisioned so that everyone should 
seek God, and, quoting Paul, “by feeling their way towards Him, succeed in finding 
Him” (Acts 17:27). “And indeed,” Paul continues in his speech in Athens, “He is 
not far from any of us.” Panikkar contemplated a covenant of priesthood, elsewhere 
called the covenant of eternity or, more recently, the cosmic covenant. It was the 
primeval covenant, the covenant of peace, the covenant of the priesthood of eter-
nity associated with the ritual of atonement, as I will show later.

While I  dared to somehow build a parallel between him and Paul, I  must 
clarify that the parallel is mostly descriptive and operates as a pedagogical tool to 
clarify the point: Panikkar was on a mission. In other words, the parallel with St. 
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Paul should not be stretched excessively. In this book, I carefully avoid the phrase 
‘Panikkar’s Pauline thought.’ If one can detect a Pauline character in The Unknown, 
such a character stands neither for Panikkar’s thought on St. Paul nor for a Pauline 
influence on Panikkar, but for the thought of St. Paul incorporated into Panikkar’s 
theology. Panikkar’s personality, however, is another matter. I do not claim that 
Panikkar’s personality showed Pauline traits; this may be the subject for another 
book. Nevertheless, some assonances are evident on the spot. Panikkar was a mis-
sionary like Paul. Panikkar was a missionary of the nations whose mission is to 
change Christianity to the point that Christianity can meet the other religions at 
the source because the meeting can only be at the source, and the source is Christ. 
Like Paul, Panikkar has multiple identities. Paul has multiple identities which he 
could adjust to accommodate Gentiles, Romans, and Jews, because in the end, 
Paul’s identity distils to one who is ‘in Christ.’ The unity of those who are in Christ 
(have faith in Christ) is far more important than adherence to any identity. The 
same can be said of Panikkar. “I left Europe [for India] as a Christian, I discov-
ered I was a Hindu and returned as a Buddhist without ever having ceased to be a 
Christian.” Panikkar has multiple identities which he can adjust to accommodate 
Christians, Hindus, and Buddhists, because in the end, his identity distils to one 
who is ‘in Christ.’ Like Paul, Panikkar feels unbounded. Christ has come and set 
his people free from every bond. For both, Christ is in the first place a liberation 
beyond the names and forms of religion. Both were men of interior freedom, yet 
quite apart from his interior freedom, Panikkar enjoyed a different sort of freedom.

Panikkar was a fascinating man and a superb intellectual, rightly celebrated 
as one of the more profound minds in interfaith dialogue. He was, as I tried to 
explain here, a religious man, a man of God, a Catholic priest. He was also an 
obedient member of the Catholic Church. He was a Catholic author commit-
ted seriously and deeply to the advancement of Catholicism through a return to 
Christ. He wrote about mystics and he loved being mystical in his writings. Most 
scholars have concentrated on the brilliant contributions of Panikkar’s pluralistic 
theologies of religions, which are doing so much to carry forward the interreligious 
dialogue. Yet they must observe a duty to take Panikkar at face value with regard 
to his statement that all his writings were inspired by his life. So, what kind of life 
was that? Among other things, it was a life that in his case was one of privilege 
and autonomy. To that end, scholars may find a possible connection between that 
privilege and autonomy and his pronouncements about liberation from institu-
tions and cults.

On the one hand there is a man who benefited from all of the economic privi-
leges that come with being the son of an industrialist; always remained open to the 
possibility of acquiring properties in India, Europe, and California, all places he 
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lived; and, unabashedly showed his independence, to the point of getting married 
despite being a Roman Catholic priest. On the other hand, there is a philoso-
pher and theologian whose final words to his friend Victorino Pérez Prieto were 
emphasizing the “liberation of theology from the micro-doxic constraints to which 
too often it has been reduced. And not just theology, but religion in general, which 
has been equated with an institution and, too often, a cult. This is a job that makes 
us all responsible.”23

Panikkar has often pointed out that his philosophical and theological work 
is the result of his personal life circumstances. He was at home in Europe then in 
India, then finally in the United States. He was well versed in Christian theology 
as well as Buddhist and Hindu thought. A planetary exposure, dual nationality, 
fluency in several modern and classic languages, and three doctorates all surely 
build a remarkable resume of what was a distinct, prodigious personality. However, 
his economic condition clearly aided the pursuit of his goals. To use a more recent 
adage, he was part of the wealthy 1 percent. He was wealthier than most of the 
academic friends he met at Harvard or Santa Barbara or the colleagues he encoun-
tered at workshops and conferences. The point I make here is that Panikkar was 
not only a kaleidoscopic personality but also a wealthy man, and this financial 
capability not also helped him to lay out an independent life, but also supple-
mented him with a distinct vision of life.

Panikkar was born in Barcelona, the son of a Hindu father and a Spanish 
mother, but he was also born rich. He enjoyed a privileged status. He loved to teach 
and to give lectures; he definitively wanted to become an academic and appreciated 
a certified role in the world of scholarship. But he did not require an academic job, 
in the way normal people need a job and a salary. He did not need a career (in the 
normal meaning of the term), and in fact he had none. The fact is, Panikkar finan-
cially supported his own intellectual project; he was free to build his own intellec-
tual path. He was free to travel without colluding with the academic calendar and 
the bureaucratic regime of an academic department. He was able to select a schol-
arly topic of his choice without any mundane preoccupation with tenure track. He 
was not forced by material, practical conditions to accept the normal compromises 
that enrich and bother the life of ordinary scholars. He was a priest, and he adored 
his condition to the point of considering his priesthood more important than his 
academic status. He was the cosmic priest, not the bureaucrat but the mediator 
between earth and heaven, the great reconciler. But he was also a priest—from 
a given moment on—with no ecclesiastic tasks to accomplish, with no duties to 
execute, and consequently, with no salary. He was a priest, and for some time a 
member of a strict religious order, but somehow he was able to disentangle him-
self from the rigid code of Opus Dei and initiate a journey that led him to a level 
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of ecclesiastic freedom of which most of his fellow priests could only dream. He 
was an independent man. He responded to a bishop, but he made clear that the 
bishop-priest relationship is not canonical, rather sacramental.24 Moreover, he did 
not report to the bishop about some task to absolve, including teaching tasks; 
he responded to his bishop with regard to whether or not he might accept an 
invitation to teach at Harvard. The point is, he was able to personally finance this 
independent-within-the church journey. He did not depend economically on the 
institution. He answered to his bishop for his behavior, and for his writings to 
the Magisterium, but he never had to worry about the financial consequences of 
a potential conflict with the institution like, for example, Jacques Dupuis did.25 
Actually, he did not depend economically on anybody.

Panikkar’s privileged condition gave him freedom to build his own life-path: a 
property in Spain, another in India, another in California, although not all simul-
taneously. It also gave him the opportunity to build a family and afford the eco-
nomic burden that comes with it. He was free from the engaging work of a parish, 
an ecclesiastic office, or the administration of a department, although he was a 
chaplain in Salamanca, Roma, and Varanasi. In other words, he was free to do 
with his life whatever he desired, including using his life to build a new identity. 
There is no shame in being rich. Some of the most creative Catholic theologians 
of the 20th century—I only mention Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and Hans Urs 
von Balthasar—were born rich. The only reason I raise this subject at all is because 
I think financial autonomy gave Panikkar a distinct life and a peculiar mindset. If 
Panikkar was correct in that ideas do not flow from the ethereal world of ideas, 
but from the practical experience of life, then his affluent condition offered him 
the opportunity to frame a distinct view of life that was outside the compass of his 
fellow scholars and priests. For this reason it is important to spell out the financial 
condition in which he lived, because it probably provided him with a sense of 
possibility that only great freedom can offer. Can we be sure that as a salary-de-
pendent teacher, eventually a tenure-track assistant professor, Panikkar would have 
developed the same conceptual frameworks?

He did not pay an exaggerated price either for this autonomy or his lifestyle. 
It helped that he did not aim to change the existing, but rather to build from 
scratch. He was not a radical; he did not challenge the status quo. This tendency 
protected him from the otherwise probable reaction of the ecclesiastic institution 
that he loved but—for the second half of his life—maintained at distance.26 And, 
of course, there is the matter of his marriage, which was conducted for decades in 
a casual and an unadvertised manner, a matter that was concluded successfully in 
full reconciliation with the Church. In the scholarly world, the high levels of secu-
larization of European and American societies de facto relegated the matter of his 
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marriage to a level of irrelevance. Panikkar’s lay friends and his fellow scholars—
once they found about his marriage—considered his condition of married-priest 
as a non-problem: Protestant priests are married, the celibate condition of Roman 
Catholic priest is socially deprecated in the contemporary world, and ‘the personal 
life of our acquaintances is not our business.’ The very same separation between 
theory and praxis he frequently biased in his writings also came to his advantage, 
as liberal theologians are trained to guard the beliefs-ideas relationship, not to con-
nect the life of the authors to their intellectual product. In India and some ecclesi-
astic circles, however, the reaction was different. His marriage created a separation 
that was not perceived in terms of different ideas or degree of appeasement to the 
canonical law, but of life-path.27

Conclusion

In this chapter I drafted a picture of Panikkar the man and the thinker that I believe 
(1)  resolves the inconsistency of his philosophy of sources, and (2) explains the 
relevance of the biblical sources in his texts. I also delivered a picture of Panikkar 
that I maintain may prove valuable in and of itself. Panikkar’s style of life and intel-
lectual project in this chapter were designed to shed light on the relevance of the 
status of unreadiness of Christianity and the overall ecclesiological question itself. 
It is time to turn my attention to these issues. It will be the final step before begin-
ning my investigation into the status of the biblical studies in the 1950s and 1960s.
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Christian Unreadiness

The task of Christians … may be the conversion—yes, conversion—of a tribal 
Christology into a christophany less bound to a single cultural event.

Panikkar1

Christian Unreadiness

Sometime during the second half of the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, 
Panikkar determined that Christianity was not ready to convert India. The assump-
tion behind this condition is that the Christianization of India could not be envi-
sioned simply as an expansion of Christianity, but rather as a mutual—although 
asymmetrical—influence, a mutual transformation, or a mutual reform (concepts 
that are present in the first chapter of The Unknown). As a fruit of this transforma-
tion, India will become open to receiving the Christian message of salvation, and 
Christianity better penetrates the data of revelation and more perfectly embraces 
its course toward universality.

Panikkar was not the only Christian thinker to raise the question of the (un)
readiness of Hindus and Christians. An idea had circulated in the Catholic milieu 
since the late 1930s with regard to the Christianization of India. It was framed in 
terms of dual assimilation: India would assimilate Christianity and Christianity 
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would assimilate Indian philosophy. The idea was elaborated in an informal 
encounter between Henri de Lubac and Jules Monchanin in Lyon, nearly 25 years 
before The Unknown was published. In that encounter, the former suggested the 
latter go to India to collide with Indian thought in order to uncover the prim-
itive expression of Christian faith. De Lubac believed that in coming into con-
tact with India, Monchanin would be able to free theology “from all accessory 
elements and rediscovering the entire essential.”2 A synthetic expression of this 
movement emphasizes the effect of a positive encounter with another religion as 
a way to interrogate tradition with new questions and to ultimately discover new 
depths in the Christian mystery. Monchanin identified the return to the sources 
as the necessary point of encounter between Christian and Indian traditions. He 
seemed to see Christian tradition as composed of two parts: an “infrangible core 
of the Revelation itself,” the dogma at its pristine state, and several “constellations” 
formed around this nucleus—the subsequent development that began in the times 
of the Apostolic Fathers carried on through the course of the European history of 
Christianity. He argued that “no medieval summa and no critical history of dog-
mas can surpass the theology of Paul and John.”3

On the other side, Monchanin claimed that the “essence of Indian culture was 
mysticism.”4 Since the essence of Indian tradition was mysticism, the challenge for 
Christianity in India was to penetrate the Indian mystical core, or, as Monchanin 
put it, “to focus on the inner Holy Spirit in its Indian forms.”5 This is the logic 
behind Monchanin’s missionary project. In 1939, he left France to relocate per-
manently to India and to pursue a project of contemplative mission. The project 
found concrete realization in 1950, when together with a Breton Catholic monk, 
Henri le Saux-Abhishiktānanda, Monchanin established a Christian ashram in 
Tamil Nadu, where Christian monks would practice contemplation in Indian tra-
ditional forms. Their project was to reach the very core of the Indian soul and to 
Christianize it from within. As monasticism has been the primary form of spiritual 
quest and religious commitment in India since the Vedic era, the raison d’être of 
an Indian Benedictine ashram was an attempt to integrate into the Church the 
vocation of the Indian monasticism.

The dual movement of Monchanin’s theological enterprise in India is clear. On 
one side, he clashed with India in order to reach the essence of Christianity. This 
essential core, on the other side, once freed “from everything incidental,” would 
become the irreducible, non-negotiable pure state of Christian dogmas, the crite-
ria presiding over the replacement of the incomplete, eventually erroneous truths 
of Indian tradition. In theorizing this semi-essentialist character of tradition, 
Monchanin created an anti-assimilation stance against the risk of misrepresenta-
tion of the revealed mystery, and he protected faith from any sort of hybridity. The 
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fundamental essence of faith and tradition is pure and authentic and autonomous 
from its cultural cloths: if the path of inculturation is reversed and Christian mis-
sionaries liberate themselves from indigenous customs, if they plumb the depths of 
their faith, then what they will find is fundamentally Christian.

Simplifying his line of reasoning, one might say that Monchanin even-
tually concluded that the plan of dual assimilation, discussed with de Lubac, 
had fallen through: India and Hinduism were not ready for a serious encounter 
with Christianity. But, he added, maybe he (Monchanin) was too Greek—as a 
short-cut for the Christian mindset that emerged from the synthesis between 
biblical narrative and Greek philosophy in the Classic Era—to penetrate the 
depths of Indian mysticism and capture the fact of the matter.6 Monchanin 
never addressed the problem of the unreadiness of Christianity. His co-founder, 
however, is another matter. Abhishiktānanda believed that the Christianization 
of India is not a theoretical problem and cannot be solved intellectually, as 
Monchanin thought. It is not a question of reframing theological assumptions 
and updating theological ways or reasoning. For Abhishiktānanda, it is a meet-
ing that can only occur at a spiritual level. The meeting has nothing to do with 
dogmas about the Trinity, Incarnation, or Resurrection; simply put, it is rather 
an encounter through the Spirit. Thus, Abhishiktānanda reached a different con-
clusion: it is not Hinduism that is unready, but both Hinduism and Christianity. 
When confronted with the incommensurable depths of spirituality and mysti-
cism in Hinduism, Christianity seems still too ‘Neolithic,’ that is, a proper and 
full-grown religion. “Christian people are not ready,” Abhishiktānanda declared 
to himself in his personal notebook, to meet non-Christian people at the Source, 
who is Christ.7 He then immediately added, “nor are non-Christian people.” The 
discussion between Abhishiktānanda and Panikkar on this and other themes can 
be followed in their letters.8

Abhishiktānanda shared with Panikkar the belief that Christianity needs to 
change to the point that Christianity is ready to meet the other religions at the 
source, because the meeting can be only happen at the source, and that source is 
Christ. However, Panikkar took the reflection on Christian unreadiness one step 
further: he believed the meeting requires a conversion (a purification, a new inno-
cence) of all, Christians and non-Christians. That meeting requires a metanoia of 
Christianity’s self-understanding, a fundamental transformation of the Christian 
interpretation of the nature of the original Christian fact:  the incarnation. In 
Panikkar’s words: “The task of Christians … may be the conversion—yes, conver-
sion—of a tribal Christology into a christophany less bound to a single cultural 
event.”9 The task of Christians is the conversion from a religion built around a 
national god. This, in a nutshell, is the answer to the ecclesiastical question.
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This theme of conversion is well-known, and scholars of Panikkar have inves-
tigated this topic on several occasions. The same can be said with other elements of 
the ecclesiological question: for example, the crisis of ‘religion’ as a system of beliefs 
and juridical institution, and the ‘tribal Christology’ still bounded to a single cul-
tural event mentioned in the quote above. However, scholars have studied these 
elements in the context of other themes, such as the christophany and the limits 
of a Mediterranean mindset, in this following Panikkar himself. For example, the 
interpretation of the nature of the original Christian fact, whether it is determined 
by spatial and temporal coordinates or not, is at the core of Panikkar’s famous 
criticism about the Semitic and Greek roots of Christianity that work as unneces-
sary limits to a much needed universalism. I already mentioned the episode of the 
private meeting with Pope Paul VI in which Panikkar wondered if Christianity 
must be indefinitely bound to its Greek and Semitic origins. In his Opera Omnia, 
Panikkar, immediately after this remembrance, clarifies the meaning of his ques-
tion: “the proclamation of the gospel has been linked to one ideology” (empha-
sis added).10 Thus, the historical circumstances of the Greek-Semitic roots of 
Christianity mentioned during the meeting with the Pontiff are firmly connected 
with the condition of cultural captivity of the Church. As far as I know, however, 
scholars have neither linked these elements to the question of the unreadiness of 
Christianity nor to The Unknown.

Abhishiktānanda’s criticism about the inability of Christianity to move beyond 
forms and word, that is, to be too Greek, is another subject that has been investi-
gated in depth. But it has been linked to matters of spirituality and interreligious 
dialogue, not to the Church’s unreadiness. On the same matter, Abhishiktānanda 
has this terrible note in one of his notebooks: “Jesus [has] expressed his own mys-
tery in terms of the Old Testament ideas that were most common in his time: the 
Son of man, the suffering Servant.”11 This note is ‘terrible’ in the sense that in it 
Abhishiktānanda identified the Jewish roots at the level of Jesus’s mental patterns, 
therefore excluding any possibility of severing Christianity from its Jewish roots. 
How will it be possible to elaborate a serious and genuine Indian theology if the 
very source of the gospel is hopelessly Jewish?

Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda

Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda became friends during Panikkar’s trips to India in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Both had moved to India from Europe, the former for lim-
ited periods of time, between his commitments in Europe and the United States, 
the latter indefinitely.12 They both had culturally clashed with the post-colonial, 
post-Independence India, still under the influence of the disciples of Gandhi. The 
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country was poor and largely rural, with myriads of villages populated by both peo-
ple and animals. Both seemed to be truly enchanted by the Indian landscape, par-
ticularly by the overwhelming cosmic sense it generated in their souls and minds. 
In Panikkar’s words:

[India] is an a-historical scenario, or in a certain way supra-historical, because it is 
a cosmic landscape in which man (sic) and the surrounding world form a unity, a 
truly creaturely unity. In seeing and traveling those fields, those mountains and those 
villages […] one feels with extraordinary intensity that nature and man they must be 
united, they belong to each other, just like there is here a stream, there is a flock and 
further on three women with burdens on their heads who walk slowly and rhythmi-
cally. The one is as natural as it is the other, and that pond is not clear if it is the work 
of the hand of man or the Creator and that coconut palm forest it is not possible say 
whether it is the result of man’s sweat or the sheer spontaneity of Mother Nature.13

On the roads, wondering and begging sadhus, naked and silent, were revered and 
fed. When they passed through town, people were waiting for them, trying to 
feed them with a ball of rice or attempting to get them into their houses. The 
caves of the hills in South India and the peaks of the Himalayas hosted thou-
sands of hermits who had renounced everything, including clothes and identity, 
and just sat quietly, unaware of their body or their surroundings. Great gurus, such 
as Bhagavan Sri Ramana Maharshi, Sri Gnanananda Giri, and Sri Harilal W. L. 
Poonja (Abhishiktānanda met the first and became acquainted with the other 
two), carried on the timeless tradition of Indian inner-oriented spiritual saints 
who attracted masses of people satisfied to sit in front of the master and adore him. 
Religion permeated the entire Indian society in a gentle and non-intrusive way. 
On top of that, the Vedas, the holy books of the most ancient among the Hindu 
religious traditions, promised to unveil to the two Christian friends the incompa-
rable spiritual treasures of India.

Henri le Saux was a French monk and Roman Catholic priest from the 
Benedictine monastery at Sainte-Anne de Kergonan, in Brittany. Le Saux had left 
France in 1948 to join Monchanin, and together they established Shantivanam, 
a Christian ashram. In India, le Saux changed his name into Abhishiktānanda. 
Quite soon after, he lost interest in the ashram and preferred to live long retreats 
of silence and solitude in caves and in abandoned Hindu temples. He pursued his 
spiritual search at the intersection of Christian monasticism and Vedanta, one of 
the world’s oldest and most comprehensive spiritual philosophies, based upon the 
Vedas, or sacred scriptures of India. Under the spiritual direction of his guru, Sri 
Gnanananda Giri, he embraced sannyasa, the sacred Hindu tradition of renunci-
ation and ascetism, and “lived almost totally as a Hindu monk [although only for 
limited periods of time],” as he wrote in his correspondence, “and no longer as a 
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more or less dilettante sannyasi.”14 In the absence of better and more indigenous 
examples of Christian gurus, Abhishiktānanda is still today the closest thing the 
Indian Church has to a mystic.

Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda came from a pre-counciliar Catholic envi-
ronment, marked of dogmatic rigidities, obedience to superiors, traditionalism 
(in the case of Panikkar), and some degree of devotional practices (in the case 
of Abhishiktānanda). Panikkar belonged to a movement (Escriva always opposed 
the idea that Opus Dei is a religious order, as it is open to laypeople) aiming to 
Christianize the world from within, like “an intravenous injection in the blood-
stream of society,” as Escriva once said.15 In those days, the movement was char-
acterized by secrecy, aggressive recruiting practices, and isolation of members from 
their families, but apparently Panikkar did not suffer from these traits of the Opus. 
Showing a remarkable mix of clerical acceptance and—as he put it—Asian pas-
sivity, he remained part of the Opus for 27  years and left only because he was 
dismissed.16 Abhishiktānanda belonged to a congregation within the Benedictine 
order, the Congregation of Solesmes, which was instrumental to the renewal of 
the liturgy within Catholicism, that is, a Eucharist-centered liturgy that facili-
tated participative worship for all members of the Church. This attention to the 
liturgical participation might explain the concern about rites that accompanied 
Abhishiktānanda’s life in India, when he was often ambivalent between his loy-
alty to the Eucharist and his belief—which he borrowed from Vedanta—that the 
Truth lies beyond rites. By contrast, the co-founder of Shantivanam, Monchanin, 
was more open than Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda to the new lines of thought 
within Catholic theology and more in tune with ressourcement, the best school of 
pre-counciliar French theology. Monchanin was an academic devoted to evange-
lization, a disciple and student of Valentin, Podechart, and Tixeront, and an intel-
lectual who could match the rigor and granularity of thought of Pierre Teilhard 
de Chardin. In the last period of his life, he became skeptical about the possibil-
ity of integrating Indian mysticism within Christianity.17 He believed his partner 
Abhishiktānanda was reacting too radically to the encounter with Indian spiritual-
ity. During his time at Shantivanam, he became a privileged source on the progress 
of Catholic theology for Abhishiktānanda. Monchanin did not leave notes behind 
regarding his brief and sporadic meetings with Panikkar, but it is known that he 
appreciated Panikkar’s sophisticated lines of reasoning.18

Ecclesiastical Question

By clashing with the reality of India, the two friends discovered cultural galaxies 
which had reached spiritual peaks with no connection to the biblical revelation and 
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boasted mental frameworks that did not integrate the Judeo-Hellenistic Christ of 
the Christian tradition. In turn, the Christ of the Christian tradition, forged into 
Judeo-Hellenistic mental frameworks, was unable to integrate and supersede the 
truths generated into, and manifested by, Indian cultural galaxies. By clashing with 
a reality of India, that is, Indian gurus and sanniasis, Hindu sacred mountains and 
holy temples, Vedic Scripture and non-duality (or Advaita Vedanta), Panikkar and 
Abhishiktānanda discovered a cosmic conception of the divine, an a-historical as 
well as non-anthropocentric view of the divine. In the words of the latter:

India, free from history and especially free from … that impossible ‘people of God’! 
and also free from the logos and the concept [eidos], immediately grasped the universal 
mystery, the Purusha who, outside all history and every eidos, … appears at the origin 
of everything, at the origin of the cosmic whole.19

Thus, in Indian religiosity the two friends found the traits of a cosmic vision 
of the mystery. When they applied this cosmic conception of the divine to 
Christianity, they became captivated by the Pauline notion of ‘Comic Christ.’ In 
Abhishiktānanda’s words, “Christ is the cosmic Man, the Parusha.20 Christ is God 
manifested in the totality.”21 A few years later Panikkar would state that “the New 
Testament is full of this cosmic conception of the meaning of Christ.”22 A dis-
tinct Christo-pneumatic interpretation of the nature of the fundamental Christian 
fact, that is, the coming of Christ in this world, was at stake in Panikkar’s and 
Abhishiktānanda’s reflection: Christ is Spirit and the ones who worship Him must 
worship in spirit ( John 4:24).23 Or, in Abhishiktānanda’s words: “Jesus said to his 
disciples: It is good for you that I go away. And in effect he disappeared … the 
one who dies, rose, ascended to heaven is therefore no longer ‘known’ except in the 
pneuma, the Spirit, in a spiritual, pneumatikē form.”24 In his famous The Unknown, 
Panikkar framed the Cosmic Christ in Pauline terms.

In India the two Catholic priests reached the conclusion that the 20th-cen-
tury long history of Christianity was the result of an enormous, unfortunate mis-
judgment: the Church, not the people of God, is the spiritual Kingdom of God. 
This is the ecclesiological question.25 Christianity is not and cannot be a religion 
like any other religion. With ‘religion’ I mean a system of beliefs, practices, and 
doctrines. Christianity, if one still wants to use this term, is humankind in the 
post-Pentecostal era, after the effusion of the Spirit. “Christ lives in the Spirit,” 
according to Abhishiktānanda, “not in the Pope or in the formulas of the Creed.”26 
Thus, Christians are not the members of a religion among the others with its rites 
and doctrines, rather those who carry the Spirit. “We must bring people today 
to recognize the Spirit, much more than the story of Jesus.”27 Christians carry 
the Spirit as well as ferment creation. As Panikkar put it, Christians’ task is to be 
salt, and to give more flavor to all things, so that everything is more beautiful and 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



74 | THE  UNKNOWN  CHRIST  OF  CHRISTIANIT Y

better (Mark 4:11–12).28 Their task is to be cooperators between the divine and all 
creation, to be synergic to the coming of the Kingdom (1Peter 2:8).29 Previously, 
Abhishiktānanda had used the same words: “The primordial role of Christian, to 
be leaven in the dough; by his (sic!) own humility, sincerity, etc., to make who-
ever approaches him more humble, more sincere.”30 The Church as kenosis—that 
is, naked seed—is the ecclesiological theme that underlies and unifies much of 
Panikkar’s theological work and of Abhishiktānanda’s reflections on his own spir-
itual experiences. In articulating this theme, the two Catholic priests stand apart 
from their contemporaries as provocative and innovative reformers. Once again, 
‘reformer’ is understood in terms of re-form, that is, to return to the original form, 
at the source, and start over. And the source is Christ. Their encounter with India 
and Hinduism provided them the stimulus to recover a vision of the Church that 
was not a new one, but one that had been forbidden after the very first generation 
of Christians.

Both Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda expressed the same fundamental idea: the 
reception of revelation was sold out by the first Christians soon after the departure 
(i.e., Ascension) of Jesus. According to Abhishiktānanda, “the revolution brought 
by Jesus … was immediately defused, from the very first Christian generation.”31 
Panikkar offered a much more articulate version of the story. In his view, the clash 
between Peter and Paul at the so-called Council of Jerusalem was a clash between 
two potential destinies: Christianity could either become a new reformed sect of 
Judaism or an emancipation from Judaism. In the Council of Jerusalem, the small 
original group of Christians broke free of the testament, the law, the circumcision 
and all the other signs that mark “the primordial sacrament of the covenant of 
YHWH with His People.”32 They broke the covenant when they realized that 
the Holy Spirit blows how and where it chooses, reaching Gentiles and not only 
Jewish people. That was the output of the Council of Jerusalem. Christians were 
satisfied to be light, salt, and seed, and to give more flavor to all things, so that 
everything is more beautiful and better. Borrowing the idea from Justin Martyr, 
Panikkar defined Christians as the seeds of the Word in other religions, rather 
than builders of their own religion. Then this original group of Christians fell into 
temptation and desired a new testament, laws and doctrines, and a tribal god, and 
inevitably Christianity became another religion among others, a religion with its 
own laws and its own covenant and its own god.33

“Christianity has been ossified into a religion.” This is Abhishiktānanda’s dra-
matic and conclusive opinion on the Church. “By becoming a religion,” he wrote, 
“Christianity has lost its mystery” and its redemptive power.34 Christianity also 
lost its most precious gift, that is, total openness to the total human community.35 
In his personal journal he described the spiritual deficit of the modern Church, 
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but his main critique goes to the twenty centuries old Church, described as the 
Neolithic Church. The Neolitic Church is the Church living in the Neolithic era, 
the era of religion. It was supposed to have ended 2000 years ago at the Pentecost, 
but it did not end there. Also Panikkar articulated his critique to Christianity on 
two levels: one is the corrupting effect of modernity on Christianity; the other is 
the ecclesiological question as it emerged at the origins of Christianity, when “the 
primitive Christian effort … to breaking the covenant, the testament of YHWH 
with his people—the circumcision” was initially successful and then failed.36

In Panikkar’s and Abhishiktānanda’s view, it is through the incarnation that the 
Spirit has penetrated the universe and now everything shines with the brightness of 
the Spirit. Christ is the Spirit that blows freely, but He is worshiped by Christians 
as a tribal god, as their god (the ‘impossible’ people of God, as Abhishiktānanda 
argued). Abhishiktānanda framed the situation through statements like: “The Jew 
burdens God with his own personality. Everything is centred on himself (sic!) for 
the Jew. God must fight for his people, exterminate his enemies … Yahweh is a 
national God. The Christian Israel has inherited Jewish chauvinism.”37

Christian Unreadiness (Abhishiktānanda)

During his 25  years in India, Abhishiktānanda certainly expressed on several 
occasions, in public writings and private notes, a severe opinion on the state of 
Christianity:  Christianity, he said, is not ready to meet Hinduism at the very 
depth, which is Christ. In his words:

I have no idea … whether the Lord will ever make India a Christian country. In any 
case, this will not happen in our time, and probably not in the course of the imme-
diately following generations, because the Christians are unfortunately very far from 
being prepared for it.38

In his private notes and published writings, Abhishiktānanda had often raised the 
problem of the ‘unreadiness of Christians.’ His main point was that Christians 
and Hindus can only meet in Christ. Abhishiktānanda wrote in Mountain that “it 
is only at the very source that the Meeting takes place we only meet each other 
when we meet God” (p. 42). So, for Abhishiktānanda Hindus and Christians can 
only meet in Christ. But, Abhishiktānanda observed, Christians are not ready to 
meet Hindus in Christ because they have not yet realized their total mystery in 
Christ. In a letter written a couple of months after his pilgrimage to Gangotri, 
Abhishiktānanda explained in plain terms that “the further I go, the more I believe 
that the essential task in India is not to bring the Gospel to the Hindus, but to 
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convert the Christians to the Gospel [original emphasis] and to ‘catholicism’.”39 
Thus, Christians still need to convert to the Gospel. To put it differently, for 
Abhishiktānanda the Church had yet to reach he hidden depths of her source. 
Christians needed to return to the source of their faith, which is the Gospel, and 
ultimately Christ; only then will they be ready to enter in dialogue with Hinduism. 
In a letter to his sister, Abhishiktānanda described what seemed to be his vision 
of Christianity as totally converted to the Gospel: “a life conformed to the Gospel 
… when the Church, or rather, Christians as a whole, radiate the pure light of the 
Gospel … then … the non-Christians will ask for baptism.”40 But what exactly is 
holding the Church back? Why has she yet to discover her source?

At a one level, Abhishiktānanda considered the Church sick of rationalism.41 
In his opinion, Christianity was on the verge of a spiritual crisis, showing symp-
toms of a spiritual deficit that can only be cured through a return to the sources of 
Christianity. This crisis is not limited to the lay people; on the contrary, the crisis 
involved primarily the religious orders, including the monastic ones. “Monks claim 
(emphasis added) to belong to the Eschaton,” he wrote in 1970. “But Benedictines 
think of the Beyond only under the form of an abbey choir.”42 While he referred 
to rationalism, Abhishiktānanda had a much clearer diagnosis in mind, something 
that had to do with a theologically based sociological impossibility in the Christian 
reality of his days of reaching a true and total experience of Christ.43 The solution, 
quite obviously, was to invite Christians to rediscovery the interior dimension of 
their faith: “Only an immersion in the real depth will save the Church. Launch 
out into the deep.”44

However, there is a deeper level:  in his personal journal, he mentioned the 
‘Neolithic Church,’ three times. The first time was in 1956, eight years after his 
move to India and one year before Monchanin’s death. Abhishiktānanda had 
already reached the point of considering the possibility of leaving Shantivanam to 
embrace the wandering life of the Indian sadhu. In his personal journal he describe 
the Neolithic Church as the Church living in the Neolithic era, an era charac-
terized by nous (mind, Greek) and manas (thought, Sanskrit)—an era “in which 
humanity ‘builds’ the earth for its own use and in its own style.”45 The Neolithic 
age is the time “of making plans, of rationalizing the world.”46 The Neolithic era 
is the era of the external world, of materialism, of the artificial. To put it dif-
ferently, the Neolithic era is a non-atmic era, an era in which humanity has yet 
to reach undifferentiated awareness, a state of identification, not with individual-
ity, not with groups of beings, “not through the medium of the intellect coupled 
with the external world,” but with all pervading life itself.47 Eleven years later, in 
1967, Abhishiktānanda returned to the theme of the Neolithic era. “Church and 
religions,” he claimed, “are tied to the Neolithic era which is coming to an end.” 
They are provisional solutions in preparation of human beings taking control of 
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themselves.48 Finally in 1970, Abhishiktānanda wrote clarifying notes about the 
Neolithic Church. It is worthwhile to quote most of the passage:

Pentecost inaugurates what is beyond religion. Christ lives in the Spirit, not in the 
Pope or in the formulas of the Creed. Realization after 2000 years of the Pentecostal 
era … The Church, a transitory form between the descent of the Spirit and humanity’s 
realization of the mystery of the Spirit—until such time as human evolution become 
capable of this purification (end of the Neolithic age). Christianity has been ossified 
into a religion.49

That passage contains much more than I want to disentangle here. For example, 
scholars of Abhishiktānanda recognize his critique of formulas, rites, names, and 
thoughts, and experts of Panikkar can detect a quote from The Unknown.50 In 
any case, the point is clear: the Neolithic era is the era of religion. Pentecost was 
supposed to end that era 2000 years ago, but it did not end there. In another note, 
written in the months before his death, Abhishiktānanda seemed to clarify his 
point about the consequences of the path not taken:

And then came the Councils! That means Hellenization with its transforming power, 
plus Roman legalism taking over from the Jewish Torah. And the Church feel into the 
intellectualism of the Middle Ages and the idolatry that went with it. What a shame 
that the Reformers were not able to discover the Spirit!51

In brief, the Church is still at the stage of formulas and rites.
The difference between the level of the spiritual crisis of contemporary 

Christianity and that of the Neolithic Church is evident:  the former requires 
a spiritual turn, a turn that cannot be led, in Abhishiktānanda’s opinion, even by 
the contemplative religious orders within the Catholic Church. The dialogue with 
Hinduism, in this perspective, is an opportunity to fill the spiritual gap that is trou-
bling Christianity. The latter, however, is a different story: here the point is that at 
the Pentecost, Christians had the chance to enter into a post-Neolithic age, but 
they took another path. The relationship with Hinduism is framed in plain and firm 
terms: the institutionalization of Christianity into a religion in a very early stage of 
its history has consigned Christianity to a rank inferior to Hinduism. From here it 
follows that Christians need to convert (to the Gospel): it is in and through living 
out the Gospel that the Holy Spirit works and conversion takes place. If that is to 
happen, it will take time; in fact, in Mountain Abhishiktānanda suggested about gen-
erations. Abhishiktānanda believed that Christianity requires a return to the sources 
of its faith, to start over—that is, to start at the Pentecost a Pentecostal era. It is 
only at that point that Christians can meet Hinduism at the ultimate source—that 
is, Christ—and India will be Christian. Until then, Christians and Hindus will live 
their days as a time in between, a time of experiential, cognitive, and cultural meeting. 
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Christian Unreadiness (Panikkar)

Like Abhishiktānanda, Panikkar articulated his critique to Christianity on two 
levels: one is the corrupting effect of modernity on Christianity. Scholars are aware 
of Panikkar’s critical opinion about modernity and its later development, that is, 
technocracy (understood as technocratic system).52 The other is the ecclesiological 
question as it emerged at the origins of Christianity, when “the primitive Christian 
effort … to breaking the covenant” did not last. “Since it is difficult to be free, the 
temptation of ‘the fleshpots of Egypt’ (the temptation par excellence) led [the 
primitive community of ] Christians to accept a new testament, and circumcision 
was replaced by baptism.”53 The Church has replaced Israel. She does not recog-
nize the privilege of race and blood for entry into the Kingdom, but still recognizes 
as members of the Kingdom those who accept certain laws, forms of worship, and 
doctrines. Pentecost inaugurated what is beyond religion, an era in which the inner 
experience of the Spirit, who is Christ, reveals the interior presence of God. In 
the end, Christianity is this revelation. Every human being bears the sign of this 
inner presence. Every human being is filled with Spirit. Yet, this realization was 
immediately defused from the very first Christian generations. And then came the 
councils.

Today Christianity is all about the formulas of the Creed, the rigor of the 
dogmas, and the tribal forms of worship, and it fails to recognize the universal 
dimension of the mystery of Christ. The Church, “provisional and not self-suffi-
cient,” as Panikkar described her in The Unknown, a transitory form between the 
descent of the Spirit and the humanity’s realization of the mystery of Christ, is yet 
unable to recognize the universal and impalpable presence of Christ, a presence 
that is reflected in every human face. The Church has yet to discern that the reve-
lation of Christ, although providentially poured into the Jewish-Greek matrix, is 
so transcendent that new, deeper, and eventually equally real manifestations of this 
revelation will develop providentially in other cultures. The Church is not catholic 
enough. This is why a Second Council of Jerusalem is needed:  to reaffirm that 
Christianity is the spiritual kingdom of God, not a religion built around a national 
god. In fact, there is no law and no covenant and there is no national god because 
“the kingdom of the Spirit is near and where the Spirit is, there is freedom” and the 
Kingdom of God is in-between us (Luke 17:21).54

Christianity should meet Hinduism in Christ because only Christ leads to 
God. But Christianity, Panikkar believed, is not ready for this.55 Christianity is 
still at the stage of conceptual or sociological formulas and dogmas, incapable 
of recognizing that everything shines with the brightness of Christ. Christianity 
has yet to surrender itself totally to Christ. Only when liberated from cultural, 
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dogmatic, tribal forms will Christianity then be able to penetrate everywhere, in 
Christ. A purification is needed of the Christian message and of the Christian 
experience, both so primitive by being practiced at the level of religion.56 And a 
purification is needed because Hinduism will not come to Christ until the Church 
cannot see Christ in the depth of her heart. A great, monumental, epochal rite of 
atonement is required at this point, through which Christianity will be cleansed, 
washed, and purged, the damaged parts and the impurity absorbed. Not surpris-
ingly, Panikkar called for a Second Council of Jerusalem.57 The first council opened 
the Jewish church to the Gentiles. But, Panikkar argued, it did not do enough to 
liberate Christianity from its rootedness in the history of the people of Israel.58 
Christianity was supposed to be based on a kenotic understanding of the incarna-
tion, but it became a religion. Pentecost flared up for a short time, then the Church 
became the synagogue again. A Second Council of Jerusalem, therefore, is required 
to make sure that Christians do not make it difficult for the nations, in particular 
the nations beyond the nations, the non-Abrahamic religions of Asia, who are 
turning to God (Acts 15:19).

Panikkar and Biblical Scholarship

For most of his life Panikkar showed an instinctive attachment to non-modern civ-
ilizations and a similar attraction to the reality of the very early Church. However, 
he also found congenial that time before the Israeli history, the primeval history 
as told in the first eleven chapters of the Book of Genesis. He embraced that his-
tory and already in the 1950s he found in it inspiration for writing beautiful texts, 
including Meditation, reflecting on the cosmic (or eternal) covenant (mentioned 
in both The Unknown and Meditation), and developing his interpretation of the 
Cosmic Christ. The primeval history is the favorite landscape to some of Panikkar’s 
preferred quotes from the Scripture, such as John 8:58 (“before Abraham was born, 
I am”) and Romans 16:25–26 (Christ is “the mystery kept secret for long ages”). 
In the primeval history he found evidence to support some of his deep beliefs, 
including the fact that Christianity is not a religious sect that has existed for two 
thousand years, but rather the concrete expression of what exists from the begin-
ning and at the beginning, when there was the Word. Christianity is not as a 
religion but—here I quote Panikkar, who in turn is quoting Saint Augustine—
“that religious feeling of Man that has existed since Adam (and that now we call 
Christianity).”59 Finally, in the primeval history he found the pre-existent Christ 
of Colonnians, the firstborn of creation, in whom all things exist and hold together 
(primogenitus omnis creatura in omnia condita sunt et constant) (Col 1:15–17).
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At this point, one can only speculate whether Panikkar turned his attention 
to the primeval history in the 1950s on his own, or if he reacted to a much larger 
shift in biblical scholarship. In the absence of more direct evidence, I can hope to 
answer only if I am prepared to look at the situation Panikkar was in during the 
period in which he conceived The Unknown and Meditation. He was a brilliant 
man of great sensitivity, exposed to rigorous training in philosophical, scientific, 
and theological fields. So what biblical scholarship might we expect to have been 
available to Panikkar? I can identify this link between theological reflections and 
biblical themes in Panikkar only by attempting a hypothetical reconstruction of 
the underlying logic on The Unknown and Meditation in the context of the broader 
biblical scholarship of those days. In other words, I must forget about the ideas and 
methods that Panikkar presented in The Unknown and Meditation and then put to 
use for his own theological purposes. Instead, I must look directly at how Panikkar 
intersected the exciting advancements of 1950s and 1960s biblical studies. If my 
assumption is correct and Panikkar’s contributions cannot be removed from the 
biblical scholarly context in which they originated, it is in the biblical sources 
quoted in his book, and in the way Panikkar interpreted them, that the ultimate 
meanings of the elements discussed above can be found.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Panikkar spent most of his time in Rome. Here, 
according to my hypothesis, he framed a biblical justification that would direct 
his theological reflection. In those days, theological reflection was influenced by 
the effect on biblical studies of the archeological discoveries already mentioned. 
One of the major effects of these discoveries was the influence of Enoch tradi-
tion on Second Temple Judaism, with regard to notions such as high priesthood, 
cosmicization of covenant, and patriarchs, including Melchizedek. In turn, these 
notions caused scholars to look at biblical texts, including the Book of Hebrews 
(or ‘Hebrews’), from a new perspective. Another of these major effects was the 
discovery of a fragment of Psalms 82, in which a divine council is described. This 
description, in turn, forced biblical scholars to reframe notions such as the Son 
of God, Paul’s principalities, and sons of God in biblical text such as Daniel 7, 
Deuteronomy 32, and Pauline cosmic epistles. My hypothesis is that Panikkar 
was aware of these scholarly advancements. If the hypothesis stands, I can make 
more transparent Panikkar’s thesis of unknown Christ and his discussion of Paul’s 
unknown god that is included in The Unknown. In the process, I can also attempt 
a more precise interpretation of Panikkar’s concept of Cosmic Christ included in 
The Unknown. Finally, I can address in a more sophisticated fashion his interpre-
tation of Melchizedek.

As far as I  know, Ranstrom was the first to establish the link between 
Meditation and The Unknown. While I  leverage Ranstom’s brilliant intuition 
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to link The Unknown and Meditation, I  incorporate the link within a distinct 
line of thought: I propose to place this link in a biblical context. With ‘biblical 
context,’ I do not mean a generic context but rather a distinct biblical scholar-
ship, one that was emerging from the assimilation of the new resources made 
available by archaeologists working at mid-century, that is, non-biblical litera-
ture which came before the canonical Old Testament (Canaanite and Ugaritic 
mythologies, etc.) and non-canonical literature that came after it (pseudepi-
grapha, Qumran, etc.). By the late 1950s, these resources had already begun 
to challenge the conventional wisdom of Bible scholarship in so many ways 
and had unleashed a new understanding of biblical texts. During that period, 
prominent studies emerged examining novel, or recovering old and forgotten, 
biblical themes, such as the high priestly tradition with regard to the atonement 
rituals, the eternal covenant binding together all creation, the concepts of divine 
plurality and binitarianism, and the consequent pre-Christian origins of the 
Trinitarian framework. I must make clear that I do not claim that Panikkar was 
directly influenced by these new resources and therefore I am not suggesting 
that parallels can be drawn between this biblical, non-biblical, and non-canon-
ical literature on one hand and Panikkar’s writings on the other. I argue instead 
that Panikkar was sustained in his theological reflection by biblical concerns. 
And to the extent that the biblical studies of that time are key to understanding 
The Unknown and Meditation, I can hope that this investigation will cast light 
on this book and show how the central vision of Kingdom (with regard to The 
Unknown) and Melchizedek priesthood (Meditation) emerges from the 1950s 
and 1960s debate on Enochic Judaism, the cosmicization of covenant, and the 
divine council in Second Temple literature.

With regard to The Unknown, the biblical topic I am thinking of is best iden-
tified both lexically and thematically with the Kingdom’s presentation of divine 
ruling beings who bore a unique relationship to their creator. This theme is par-
ticularly relevant with regard to Paul’s specific use of the expression ‘unknown 
God’ as it could be understood in the Catholic intellectual milieu of the 1950s and 
1960s. With regard to Meditation, the biblical theme I envision is the novel inter-
pretations of Hebrews in the light of Enochic material. In the decades after the 
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, biblical scholars became aware that Hebrews 
presupposes a notion of cosmic covenant similar to that found in Enochic texts. 
This extra-biblical literature mentions Antediluvian Patriarchs, in particular 
Enoch, Noah, and Melchizedek—the Antediluvian Patriarchs who lived on Earth 
over the period immediately before and after the Great Flood swept across the 
land—and modified established codes of biblical interpretation. The distinctive-
ness of the new cosmic covenant elaborated in Hebrews, once seen in the view of 
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Enochic literature, in fact, provides an important framework for understanding 
the theological tendencies at work in the years in which Meditation was conceived.

At the same time, I must make it clear from the outset that in this book I do 
not say that biblical sources are the only sources that matter when it comes to 
Panikkar’s early writings. I do not do anything to cast doubt on either the impor-
tance of the theological debates of those days or the originality of Panikkar’s phil-
osophical and theological reasoning (and I will offer evidence of my intent in the 
following chapters). On the contrary, once The Unknown and Meditation are put 
back into context and the biblical interpretations of Panikkar’s thesis are identified, 
the true novelty and significance of his philosophical and theological reasoning 
becomes all the more apparent.

Let me add that the biblical and extra-biblical literature I mention in this 
study is not something intended to divert attention from the real matter at 
hand, which relates directly to Pankkar’s move to India and his encounter with 
Abhishiktānanda. In other words, I do not do anything to undervalue the crucial 
role played by Abhishiktānanda in the development of Panikkar’s thought. That 
said, I must still insist that in The Unknown and Meditation, theological and philo-
sophical ideas on one hand, and biblical interpretations on the other, are essentially 
bound up with one another. One goal of this book is to describe these two themes 
(the Scripture and Panikkar’s early theology) in such a way as to make the connec-
tion between the two seem natural and seamless.

Conclusion

In the previous chapters it was initially suggested and proved that the Scripture 
is a reliable background to Panikkar’s theological works, including The Unknown. 
What remains to be done, however, is to identify the biblical scholarship Panikkar 
had in mind when he was writing the theological reflections that he included in 
the first edition of The Unknown and in Meditation. It is time to turn my attention 
to the status of the biblical studies in the 1950s and 1960s. It will be the final step 
before beginning my investigation into the biblical context of the priesthood à la 
Melchizedek.
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Kingdom

Great is Yahweh … terrible above all gods.
Psalm 96:41

Kingdom

There are two true meanings to the Kingdom: first, it is the realm in which God 
exercises his authority, which is described in Scripture both as a kingdom that 
is presently entered into and as one which will be entered in the future; second, 
the Kingdom is God’s authority and right to rule. 2 In the second perspective, 
the Kingdom is the rule of God. God desires to rule over all the created, that 
is, both the invisible heavenly realm and the earthly realm (Psalm 92:1). This is 
God’s kingship. Through these lenses, the Kingdom is identified, respectively, with 
mission and with cosmic order. Usually the Kingdom is related to the teaching of 
Jesus. In the New Testament, the Kingdom is introduced by means of parables: the 
Kingdom of God is like the sower, the grain of mustard seed, the measure of 
yeast, the pearl of great price, the great net of fishes (…), and yet these parables 
are for those people “who are outside … so that they may see and see again, but 
not perceive; may hear and hear again, but not understand.” Then Jesus explains 
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that “the secret of the kingdom of God is given to you,” his closest disciples (Mark 
4:11–12, emphasis added).3 Ignatius, bishop of Antioch at the end of the 1st cen-
tury AC, wrote to the church at Philadelphia about those secrets Jesus revealed to 
his disciples: “to Jesus alone, who is our high priest and has been entrusted with 
the Holy of Holies, are the secret things of God committed” (Philadelphia 9). Here 
the important point is the connection between the ‘secret things’ and ‘Jesus high 
priest.’ It is a specific characteristic of the Enoch tradition that the high priest 
brings teaching from heaven. Ignatius believes he knows which secrets are denied 
to “those who are outside,” who see and hear but cannot perceive and understand, 
and instead are revealed only to Jesus’s disciples. He claims in fact to know about 
celestial (or heavenly) things, the rank of the angels, the array of principalities, 
and things visible and invisible (Trallians 5), that is, the state beyond the visible 
material world. For reasons that will become clear later in this study, Jesus the 
high priest mentioned by Ignatius, angels and principalities and powers who stand 
beyond the visible side of creation, became relevant to the Christian notion of the 
Kingdom in the mid-20th century.

It was only at the end of the 19th century that scholars began to consider 
the possibility that the Kingdom was not unique to the teaching of Jesus, but 
rather derived from an older tradition.4 Albert Schweitzer, an author well-known 
to Panikkar, further developed this insight, making explicit the link between Jesus’s 
Kingdom and the Old Testament. For Schweitzer, it was the prophetic and apoc-
alyptic writings of the Old Testament that inspired Jesus’ vision of the Kingdom, 
especially the prophetic ethics of Deutero-Isaiah (Book of Isaiah 40–66) and the 
apocalyptic vision of Daniel 7. To Jesus, inspired by the Book of Daniel, the Kingdom 
of God was a supernatural event of divine intervention. This is Schweitzer’s view of 
the Kingdom.5 Protestant theologian Wilhelm Bousset, author of the influential 
Kyrios Christos on the Hellenization of the original Christian community, recog-
nized the role played by older apocalyptic texts in the emergence of Christianity.6 
This, of course, was the situation before the archeological discoveries of the early 
and mid-20th century, most of which were not available to Schweitzer and Bousset 
but have since become available to scholars.

Archaeological discoveries made in the ancient Near East during the 19th and 
20th centuries have revolutionized the biblical study and imposed corrections or 
readjustments of previously assumed interpretations. These discoveries have raised 
challenging new questions and provoked re-evaluation of findings and reassess-
ment of assumptions and methods. It is now impossible to study the Scripture 
without taking into consideration such discoveries. This is true not only for biblical 
scholars, of course, but also for those theologians who aim to anchor their theolog-
ical reflections into biblical roots.
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On one side, the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphics and the ancient 
Sumerian, Akkadian, and Canaanite languages provide scholars with critical 
devices that make it possible to read texts written before Abram and in some cases 
texts composed during the lifetime of biblical writers. This wealth of material is 
very useful in providing historical and religious backgrounds for the interpreta-
tion of the Bible. They also raise new challenging questions with regard to the 
uniqueness of the literature of the Bible and, more in general, the revelation and 
inspiration of the biblical text. On the other side, the discovery of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls in 1947 supplies not only new evidence but also new perspectives from 
which to interpret previously available information. While the Dead Sea Scrolls 
are generally associated with Qumran, properly they also cover other discoveries 
such as those at Nahal Hever, Murabbaat and Masada. The Qumran finds involve 
manuscripts from the 3rd century BCE through the 1st century AD. The finds at 
Nahal, Hever and Murabbaat include documents from the time of the Bar Kokhba 
revolt (CE 132–135), while Masada involves Jewish scrolls from the time leading 
up to the Roman conquest (CE 73) and subsequent Roman documents. Finally, 
increasing attention has been paid to the pseudepigrapha. The term ‘pseudepigra-
pha’ properly refers to literature written under an assumed name (generally of some 
famous Old Testament person). However, the pseudepigrapha has become almost 
a catch-all category for intertestamental works which do not fit elsewhere. Here 
‘intertestamental’ stands for the period that goes between the destruction of the 
first temple by the Babylonians (BD 586) and the destruction of the second temple 
by the Romans (CE 70).

The uncovering of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the 1940s culminated a century of 
astonishing biblical discoveries that are significant for understanding the world 
of the Bible. Important archaeological discoveries in the Near East, including the 
eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, and 
Iran, mark the history of biblical archaeology in the last decades of the 20th cen-
tury:  the house of David inscription, the amulet scrolls, and a Galilee boat. For 
the sake of this study, the discovery of scrolls or parts of scrolls and fragments in 
caves overlooking the northwest end of the Dead Sea, as well as the recovery of an 
ancient city known as Ugarit, are particularly relevant with regard to the discovery 
of a hierarchical, coherent, heavenly system of administration of the Kingdom. 
This system includes the notion that the gods (or ‘sons of God’) exercised territo-
rial control over the nations of the earth (Deuteronomy 32:8–9).7

The significance of Ugarit is the recovery of a forgotten history of the Middle 
East in the Bronze Age, which sets the background for the reinterpretation of 
some words, sentences, and episodes of the Hebrew Bible. One of the most signif-
icant revelations produced by the discovery of the tablets of ancient Ugarit and the 
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subsequent comparative investigation into the religion of ancient Israel and Ugarit 
was that the Hebrew Bible contained the presence of a divine assembly of gods.8 
A  divine assembly (or council) is a pantheon operating on divine spheres. The 
essential business of the council is discussion leading to a decision, but the actual 
process is highly variable in the cases of Mesopotamia, Ugarit, and Israel.

The concept of a divine council of gods appears in the Old Testament in the 
famous divine council scene of Daniel 7. This vision is notable in that it presents a 
plurality of divine beings (i.e., the “thrones” of Daniel 7:9), beings which seem to 
function as an assembly of plural gods. Other indications of plural divine beings 
that are often considered as part of the council motif can be found in the Psalms 
(Psalm 82:6 and Psalm 97:7) and in Job (5:1) and Deuteronomy 33:2–3, etc.). 
These ‘other gods’ operate under the cover of a variety of names or titles in the 
Hebrew Bible: spirits, holy ones, and gods (or ‘sons of the God’). The phrase ‘sons 
of God’ means that they are deity and belong to the divine realm. In Genesis 6:2, 
4 and Job 1:6, 2:1, 38:7 these deities are called ‘sons of God’; Psalm 82:6 reads 
‘sons of the Most High’; Psalms 29:1 and 89:7 read ‘sons of the Mighty.’ When 
a fragment of the text of Deuteronomy 32:8 was found, a fragment which read 
‘sons of God,’ scholarship focused on later versions of this text.9 The majority of 
witnesses to the Septuagint read ‘angels of God’ in its place, a translational move 
that appears to be more interpretive than textual.10 In the following years, trends 
in scholarship would make clear that the more recent theology of angels is, in fact, 
a development from the Hebrew Bible’s original theme of celestial cosmology. 
Since the Old Testament was translated into a different language, Hebrew ‘gods’ 
came to be known as Greek ‘angels’ within the writings of the intertestamental 
period. The gods will have been lost, but only in translation. In Jewish tradition 
this celestial cosmology appeals directly to the Table of Nations in Genesis 10–11, 
where the family of Abraham was chosen by Yahweh while the foreign nations 
were given to pagan gods.11 Thus, the ‘divine assembly’ implies a heavenly bureau-
cracy of the Kingdom in which plural deities (Elohim, plural) presume their real 
and independent personal existence at the service of Elohim (singular), the chief 
deity of the Hebrew Bible and Israelite religion, as the biblical passage quoted in 
the epigraph of this chapter clearly implies. A text such as Psalm 82:1 presents 
this ability to speak of both a singular and plural Elohim (‘God’/‘gods’) within 
tight spaces: “God (singular) stands in the congregation of gods (plural); he judges 
among the gods (plural).” The first occurrence of Elohim is followed by the singu-
lar verb ‘stand,’ while the second is preceded by a noun meaning ‘amidst’ or ‘among.’

The discovery of the Qumran manuscripts and the translation of Mesopotamian 
literature of the great antediluvian sages have expanded scholarly understand-
ing of the Book of Genesis. The famous story of the building of the Tower of 
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Babel is often seen as a story about reaching the heavens, the realm of the gods. 
More precisely, it is a story of a ziggurat, a man-made sacred mountain in which 
Babylonians believed heaven and earth intersect. The Tower of Babel, accordingly, 
is about bringing the divine down to earth and recovering Eden at terms other 
than those God has set. At this point, God breaks the original unity of mankind 
“and confuses their language on the spot so that they can no longer understand one 
another” (Genesis 11:7–8). Out of a single mankind, God produces the nations 
and disperses their people. Thus, “Yahweh scattered them thence over the whole 
face of the earth, and they stopped building the town” (Genesis 11:9). After the 
transgression, God disinherits the nations, that is, the people of those nations are 
no longer in a relationship with him. In a passage of Deuteronomy it is said:

When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided the sons of 
men, he fixed their bounds according to the number of the sons of God; but Yahweh’s 
portion was his people, Jacob his share of inheritance (Deuteronomy 32:8–9).

There is much here to unpack. It is clear from the text that God divided man-
kind “according to the number of the sons of God” and declared Israel his own 
“portion.” The “sons of God” are created divine beings (elhoim) who belong to the 
administrative structure of creation. They are, in other words, heavenly administra-
tors.12 Thus, the Most High allocates the people of the nations under the authority 
of “the sons of God.” Of course, Yahweh is superior to these lesser elhoim.13 He 
is the Most High (elyon) (Deut 32:8–9), the single uncreated God. Yahweh is 
distinguished as the creator of all other gods, the pre-existent One, making him 
ontologically distinct. By virtue of ontological superiority, Yahweh alone is sover-
eign. This is one side of the story. The other side is that God announces that He 
will begin anew with a people that do not yet exist: Israel. In Genesis 12, in fact, 
the very next chapter after the chapter on the Tower of Babel, God names Abram 
the father of the nation of Israel. The whole story is summarized in a passage of 
Deuteronomy, in which Moses says to the Israelites that “Yahweh your God has 
allotted them [the sons of God] to all the peoples under heaven” so that the nations 
worship and serve other gods beside Him. “But,” Moses concludes, “as for you, 
Yahweh has taken you” (Deuteronomy 4:19–20).

The ‘divine assembly’ or ‘divine council’ soon became a focus of biblical schol-
ars, beginning in 1939 with J. Morgenstern’s lengthy article on Psalm 82, likely 
the clearest biblical attestation to an Israelite divine assembly.14 During the 1940s 
and 1950s, prominent studies emerged examining the striking and unmistakable 
correspondences between the god of Israel and two of Ugarit’s most important 
deities, El and Baal.15 The seminal work on the divine council as a motif through-
out the Hebrew Bible, however, was a 1944 article by Henri Wheeler Robinson.16 
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Robinson’s early study was followed in the next two decades by detailed analyses of 
the council and of its members, conducted by a number of scholars.17

The first book-length study of the divine council was published in 1980 and 
was followed by significant works detailing various aspects of the divine coun-
cil throughout the extant literature of Canaan.18 An important book by Mark 
S. Smith brought scholarship on the divine council up to date in 2001. In the first 
sixty years of scholarship on the divine council, biblical scholars reached a consen-
sus on the fact that the Ugaritic and larger Canaanite council were the conceptual 
precursors to the Israelite version of the divine council.19 In other words, there 
was scholarly consensus with respect to the presence of a divine assembly of gods 
in Israel’s faith prior to the 6th century BCE and the exile into Babylon. In this 
context, Israel’s council is thought to reflect a pre-exilic, polytheistic bureaucracy 
that included the notion that the gods (or ‘sons of God’) exercised territorial con-
trol over the nations of the earth (Deut 32:8–9). In that period, Israelite religion 
underwent an evolution from an initial polytheism to a firm monolatry, where the 
other gods of the divine council were tolerated but not worshiped. Monolatry, 
defined succinctly, is the belief in many gods alongside the belief in one god, 
presiding over the others who are lesser gods, with the prescription that only 
the supreme god be worshiped.20 After Israel emerged from exile, however, the 
religious crisis of Israel’s early 6th century prompted the scribes to compose new 
material declaring that Yahweh had punished Israel for her sins, brought her out 
of bondage, and put the other gods to death.21 As a result, the divine council dis-
appeared from the Hebrew Bible as Israelite religion achieved the breakthrough 
to true monotheism, where no other gods existed except Yahweh. Monotheism, 
therefore, amounts to the denial of the existence of other gods.22 Scholars who 
have discussed the subject at length have noted that the most explicit references 
to a divine assembly in the Hebrew Bible are found in late canonical texts such as 
Psalm 82, (the Book of ) Job 1 and 2, and (the Book of ) Zechariah 3:1–7. These 
texts, dating to the exile or afterward, are also regarded as the most transparent 
parallels to the Ugaritic council. This, by the early 2000s, became the mainstream 
thesis.23 

In the last two decades, however, scholars have disallowed the conclusion of 
the mainstream thesis and sustained the alternative thesis that a divine council 
survived the exile in the Second Temple period, dated from the construction of 
Israel’s second temple, ca. 516 BCE, to its destruction in 70 CE. They noted, in 
fact, that references to other gods in a divine council exist in exilic and post-exilic 
canonical texts and in the non-canonical writings of Judaism’s Second Temple 
period. The context for these references reflects a worldview held by the exilic and 
post-exilic writer-redactor(s) that is consistent with pre-exilic affirmation of the 
divine council.24 It is apparent from the data that Jews of this post-exilic era saw 
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no contradiction or insurmountable difficulty in reserving worship to one deity, 
who had no species equal, while accepting the divine status of other heavenly 
beings. Even the Shema need not be considered as a declaration of monotheism. 
Labuschagne comments on the Shema:

We may conclude that the exclusiveness of the confession, Shema, is not the result 
of monotheistic thought, but the result of Moses’ work, as well as Israel’s experience 
in history that Yahweh is incomparable … When Israel, therefore, confesses in the 
Shema that Yahweh, ‘our God’, is the Single One, she expresses at the same time that 
she owes undivided loyalty to Him alone, for He is the only One for her. The qualifi-
cation of Yahweh as ‘our God’ in the confession is indispensable, for it witnesses the 
very personal relation between Israel and Yahweh.25

For these reasons, Israel’s religion could be better classified as monolatry, no matter 
how inferior the surrounding deities or how consistently it is forbidden to worship 
any lesser deity.

Today a growing body of scholarship asserts that the divine council permeates 
the New Testament, with studies in the fields of angel Christology, angelomor-
phic Christology, and Christian soteriology;26 the question of monotheism and 
Christology in the “Pauline Shema” of 1 Corinthians 8:5–6;27 the matter of Wisdom 
Christology;28 the relationship of Michael and Christ traditions;29 Johannine and 
Pauline theology of divine sonship, adoption, and glorification (apotheosis);30 
Paul’s use of Yahweh texts from the Old Testament;31 New Testament terminology 
for the heavenly host, namely ‘principalities’ and ‘powers’;32 the divine council scene 
of Revelation 4–5;33 the thorny ‘Son of Man’ problem for New Testament studies;34 
and, the relationship of 1 Enoch to the New Testament.35

For the purpose of this study, the relationship between Christ and the gods, 
or sons of God, who administrate the nation of the world, is particularly pertinent. 
A major point of the Hebrews is that Christ’s enthronement takes place beyond 
the created realm in the unshakable kingdom where God’s throne is located (i.e., 
Hebrews 1:3, 13; 8:1; cf. 12:25–29). The belief that Jesus was enthroned at God’s 
right hand was one of the earliest and most important affirmations of Christian 
faith and is well-attested by Paul who proclaims that Christ “rose higher than all 
the heavens to fill all things” (Ephesians 4:10), and that “God raised him high and 
gave him the name which is above all other names” (Philippians 2:9). The author 
of the Hebrews goes further and explains that the heavenly exaltation of Christ is 
not limited to the receipt of a new name. Here Christ is compared with the angels 
(or the sons of God, as it was clarified earlier): “he is now as far above the angels 
as the title which he has inherited is higher than their own name” (Hebrews 1:4). 
Moreover, Christ’s enthronement renders obsolete the previous role of the sons of 
God. Thus, the enthronement of Christ coincides with the displacement of gods 
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and with the reclaiming of the nations under the kingship of Christ. People from 
the nations once under the administration of the gods will return to God.

Angels in Catholicism

The impact of the biblical scholarship based on the new archeological discoveries is 
exemplified by Jean Danielou’s work on angiology.36 One of the foremost theolo-
gians at the Second Vatican Council, Father Jean Danielou discussed the mission 
of the angels in the economy of salvation in a work of patristics first published in 
1953, in French, then translated into English four years later. The current Roman 
Catholic catechism defines angels as “purely spiritual creatures [who] have intelli-
gence and will: they are personal and immortal creatures, surpassing in perfection 
all visible creatures, as the splendour of their glory bears witness.” Among the 
sources of this sentence there is, apart from the gospel of Luke (20:36) and the 
Book of Daniel (Daniel 10:9–12), the Encyclical Humani Generis. Issued by Pope 
Pius II in 1950, the papal letter was concerned with some theological and phil-
osophical tendencies that, according to the pontiff, threatened to undermine the 
very foundations of Catholic doctrine. The encyclical is known to have addressed 
the theories of the new theologians—particularly the work of Henri de Lubac, 
Le Surnaturel, as this book and its author somehow became the concrete symbols 
of the movement—on the matter of the development of doctrine from a Neo-
Thomistic viewpoint. Father Garrigou-Lagrange, the famous Dominican theolo-
gian, is said to have been a dominant influence on the content of the encyclical.37 
In the Humani Generis, however, a note was dedicated to the angels and the invis-
ible world: “Some also question whether angels are personal beings, and whether 
matter and spirit differ essentially. Others destroy the gratuity of the supernatural 
order, since God, they say, cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and 
calling them to the beatific vision” ($26). This is the incipit Jean Danielou chose 
when beginning his book on angiology.38

Danielou begins by following a historical order, dealing with the angels in 
the world before the Incarnation, during our Lord’s earthly life, and as presiding 
over the growth and development of the Church.39 One chapter is dedicated to 
‘The Angels and the World Religions,’ where Danielou mentions the covenant 
between God and the entire humanity, the cosmic covenant that is mentioned 
in Acts 14:16. Then he turns to the “divine assistance to the nations” provided by 
angels. He explains this according to an ancient tradition that goes back to the 
Greek translation of Deuteronomy 32:8, which declares that God had entrusted 
the nations to his angels. He translates Deuteronomy 32:8 in terms of “When 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



KINGDOM  | 95

the Most High divided the nations, when he separated the sons of Adam, he 
appointed the bounds of people according to the number of the angels of God” 
(emphasis added). Danielou quotes Daniel 10:13–21 (but not 7:18) and Acts 
17:26, translated as “and from one man he has created the whole human race and 
made them live all over the face of the earth, determining their appointed times 
and the boundaries of their lands.”40

In his analysis of the Fathers of the 3rd and 4th centuries, Danielou mentions 
Origen and Origen’s ideas on the Tower of Babel and the angels who had “come 
into a presiding office over particular nations in this words.”41 Danielou com-
ments: “In accordance with the Jewish tradition, he [Origen] relates this division 
of the people under the angels to their dispersion after the tower of Babel.”42 Father 
Danielou continues his study on the angiology of the Father of the Church by 
mentioning St. Basil and John Chrysostom. Then he addresses Pseudo-Dionysus 
the Areopagite and quotes from De Coelesti Hierarchia: “Theology has apportioned 
to the angels all things which pertain to us, naming Michael the angel of Israel 
… and giving other names to the angels of the other nations … In fact, the Most 
High has determined the boundaries of the nations according to the number of 
the angels of God.”43 According to Danielou, the “divine assistance to the nations” 
provided by angels consists primarily of spiritual assistance, then of protection and 
temporal support.44

When Danielou was addressing the angels as rulers of the nations, he was 
entering into a complicated debate as well as making assumptions. The debate, 
as anticipated, is about whether monolatry, which is congruent with pre-exilic 
Israelite religion, is also congruent, or not, with Israelite religion after the exile 
and into the Second Temple period. At the time Danielou was writing his books 
on angelology, the notion that Israelite religion underwent an evolution that cul-
minated in monotheism was widely accepted. Israelites began their spiritual jour-
ney like any other ancient Canaanite population, worshiping a variety of deities. 
El-Elyon and Yahweh were the main deities, positioned in the council as father 
and one son among many in an Israelite divine council. Yahweh eventually rose to 
single prominence as El faded into the background. Eventually, in the 8th century 
BCE or so, various political and religious crises prompted Israelite thinkers and 
the biblical writers to fuse the two deities. Yahweh emerged as the lone deity for 
Israel. Worship of any other deity was forbidden, but the reality of other deities 
was not denied, even in the Shema. For the sake of this analysis of Danielou’s work, 
however, the crucial point is that as time went on, the book of Deuteronomy and 
the redaction of the Deuteronomistic History dealt with those other gods, and the 
gods of Yahweh’s own council, by downgrading them to angels. This demotion was 
accentuated by specific denial statements, repeated in still later canonical material, 
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asserting that Yahweh was the only God who actually existed. To put it differently, 
the demotion of the other gods and the rise of monotheism were concurrent move-
ments in post-exilic Israelite religion. The Dead Sea Scrolls, as far as the findings 
up to the 1950s, written by committed, ardent monotheists, confirmed the change.

Through the analysis of Father Danielou’s work on angels, one is aware that 
echoes of the mainstream thesis—the pre-exilic view of God and his divine council 
had changed very little by the 1st century CE—can be found in mid-20th-century 
Catholic theology, with specific reference to the evolution of the term ‘angels’ in 
the Scripture. According to this view, while terms referring to ‘angels’ in pre-exilic 
biblical texts describe distinct classes of heavenly beings, thereby distinguishing 
the council gods from angels, the same terms are not distinct in late canonical and 
Second Temple texts, so as to eliminate the gods from any belief in a heavenly 
council. In other words, after the return from exile, the erasure of the gods of the 
council due to the advent of monotheism left only God and the angels for a divine 
council. This was the thesis in the 1950s. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I proposed an investigation of the status of biblical scholarship on 
the Kingdom of God in the period immediately preceding the publication of The 
Unknown. I believe that in looking at the biblical debate related to the Kingdom 
I  can help make more intelligible Panikkar’s intellectual preoccupations and 
achievements in The Unknown. In the next chapter I will do the same with regard 
to the literature concerning the Antidiluvian Patriarchs, including Melchizedek.
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Melchizedek

Through the blood of Jesus

we have the right to enter the sanctuary.
Hebrews 10:19

Biblical Studies and Qumram

The finds at Qumran have earned their status as artifacts that prompted biblical 
scholars to reconsider consensus opinions. The Dead Sea Scrolls are evidence of a 
priestly community living in the same age of Jesus. The Dead Sea Scrolls include 
more than 225 biblical and extra-biblical manuscripts, about 215 of which were 
found at Qumran. Some biblical books appear to be favorites among the priestly 
community, as 37 manuscripts include passages from the Psalms, 30 include pas-
sages from Deuteronomy, and 21 cite passages from Isaiah. The remains of 20 
scrolls of Genesis and 21 of Isaiah did not come as a surprise, but the remains of 20 
scrolls of (the Boof of ) 1 Enoch—compared with only 4 of (the Book of ) Samuel 
and 3 of (the Book of ) Kings—revealed how the Enoch literature must have been 
important for the priestly community in discussion. This is a significant number 
of scrolls and exceeds the Qumran finds for most books of the Hebrew Bible or 
Old Testament. This suggests that the Qumran community regarded 1 Enoch as a 
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scriptural book, as does the way in which the book was used at the site.1 Another 
surprise came with the remains of 8 copies (and 3 copies of a related manuscript) 
of (the Book of ) Jubilees, a text probably written in the 2nd century BCE with 
interpolations of material from 1 Enoch. Among the early Christian authors who 
embraced Jubilee are Epiphanius, Justin Martyr, and Origene.

There are three major compilations of several separate works, most of which 
are apocalyptic, labelled by scholars as 1, 2, and 3  Enoch. 1  Enoch, preserved 
most fully in Ethiopic (or, the Ethiopic book of Enoch), was originally written in 
Hebrew during the last two centuries BCE. It predicts the punishment of Israel’s 
enemies and the general resurrection of Israelites. Fragments of 4 of its 5 sections 
in Aramaic have been discovered in Cave four at Qumran. The missing section 
( chapters 37–71) is usually attributed to a period contemporary with or later than 
the gospels. The Book of 2 Enoch (or the Secrets of Enoch) has been known in its 
Slavonic form in the West only since the 19th century. Originally written in Greek 
during the early Christian era, it likely originated in the Egyptian Jewish commu-
nity around the days of Jesus. It gives a complicated version of the age to come 
after the judgment. The Book of 3 Enoch was written in Hebrew and collected by 
Babylonian Jews in the 5th century CE. 

A handful of important early Christian thinkers such as Tertullian, Irenaeus, 
Origen, and Clement either advocated 1 Enoch as worthy of canonical status or 
considered it authoritative with regard to certain matters of doctrine (Christians 
in the first two centuries did not have a sacred canon of books). However, the 
book became canonical only in the Ethiopian Church. Scholars have detected 
reminiscences of 1 Enoch in the Book of Peter (or ‘Peter’) and the Book of Jude 
(‘Jude’). It is clear that the Enoch tradition had been part of both Christian and 
Jewish traditions, and yet by the end of the 4th century, it began to vanish from 
Christian tradition. Christian authors ceased to use 1 Enoch, Augustine rejected 
it, and the Enoch literature was for many centuries no longer quoted in Christian 
sources. Compilations of books that are not canonical were not considered inspired 
and, as such, not worthy for biblical understanding. Early in the 20th century, the 
Enoch tradition was still considered marginal, if not alien, to mainstream Judaism. 
It was not simply considered extra-scriptural, but irrelevant to the study of the 
New Testament. In his masterly introduction to the Old Testament (1955 edi-
tion), Protestant liberal theologian Otto Eissfeldt considered 1 Enoch a collection 
“of non-Jewish material.”2 The discovery and the subsequent publication of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran changed the situation in the sense that research 
on the Enoch manuscripts soon became the fastest growing area of biblical study. 
The status and canonicity of the Enoch literature have not changed, but that is no 
longer an excuse for neglecting it in the study of Scripture. The Enoch literature, 
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it became clear to scholars, belongs to a distinct tradition—found in a variety of 
ancient sources and manuscripts—that was excluded from the Hebrew canon but 
accepted in the early Church, at least for a while. Once the importance of the 
Enoch literature was re-established, scholars recognized that 1 Enoch provides a 
picture of Judaism in the time of Jesus and early Christianity that helps decode the 
meaning of several Christian themes.

While ‘apocalypse’ may refer to a catastrophic event, ‘apocalyptic,’ in bibli-
cal scholarship, represents a literary genre. Many scholars have recently begun to 
address ‘apocalyptic eschatology,’ which represents ideas and motifs thematic of 
the general movement that are not unique but are found in other genres and social 
settings. Relevant examples of apocalyptic literature are the Enoch tradition and 
the New Testament Book of Revelation (or simply ‘Revelation’ and also called ‘The 
Apocalypse’). The increase in available texts from the 2nd century BCE to the 2nd 
century CE, especially the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran, has urged subsequent 
scholars to re-draw the landscape of Judaism in the period, in which some connec-
tions between the Scrolls and apocalyptic literature have become apparent.3

The discovery of the Enoch fragments from Qumran have added weight to 
the view that there was a wide range of speculation about a vast array of infor-
mation in the apocalyptic mode concerning eschatology. Apocalyptic literature 
embodies a rich tradition covering many important biblical themes and ideas that 
have had significant influence on Judaism and on the early stages of Christianity. 
Unfortunately, biblical scholars in the past paid only infrequent attention to many 
of the primary texts. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls changed the whole 
situation:  the apocalypse genre became an area open to pioneering scholarship 
that proved willing to work with the mysteries of its revelation and offer fresh 
insights into a hidden world. Not surprisingly, scholarly attention shifted toward 
apocalyptic texts such as Enoch and its key concepts, that is, the high priesthood, 
the angels, the celestial things, and the Revelation, which is the beginning of the 
reign of God on earth, the Kingdom. Therefore, the Enoch literature (including 
Jubilee), an ancient Jewish apocalyptic religious body of work, became crucial to 
most recent scholarly studies of Judaism and established apocalyptic—in the words 
of Protestant scholar Ernst Käsemann—as the mother of Christian theology.4

In the apocalyptic genre, or literature of revelation, the revelation is not car-
ried by a prophet but by ancient historical mediators, that is, biblical characters 
with impressive resumes. Fragments found among the Dead Sea Scrolls concern-
ing Melchizedek, the obscure king and priest of Shalem at the time of Abraham, 
mentioned him eleven times, a surprising number of references due to the lim-
ited information about him in Genesis 14. Understanding how the Jews thought 
of Melchizedek colors scholarly understanding of what the writer of Hebrews is 
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arguing concerning Melchizedek in Hebrews 7. Through the lens of a fragmen-
tary scroll from the Qumran library of the Dead Sea Scrolls (11QMelchizedek 
or formally 11Q13), Melchizedek is not merely human. How divine he is, how 
close he is to God himself, however, is unclear. The author also quotes Psalm 
82:1 (“Elohim stands in the council of El”) but inserts “Melchizedek” in place of 
“Elohim” (God). Within the Enochic priestly tradition, to which Melchizedek 
belonged, Melchizedek was a pre-partition sacerdotal order. What followed the 
discovery of the scrolls concerning Melchizedek was a renewal of the so-called lit-
erature of the Patriarchs, the biblical and proto-biblical literature of the pre-Egyp-
tian history of the Hebrews and all of humanity. The Patriarchs (patriarch means 
‘father-ruler’) are narrowly defined as Abraham and his lineage (his son Isaac and 
Isaac’s son Jacob, also named Israel, the ancestor of the Israelites). More broadly, 
the definition includes also the Antediluvian Patriarchs, that is, Adam, Seth, Enos, 
Kenan, Mahalel, Jared, Enoch, Methusalem, Lamech, Noah, and—depending on 
the source—Melchizedek.

One provocative and interesting facet of Enochic Judaism, a point that has 
become increasingly manifest in recent years, is that in it the priestly tradition and 
the cosmic covenant can be seen as related concepts. The cosmic covenant is the 
proclamation, to borrow the words of Robert Murray, of a “divinely willed order 
harmoniously linking heaven and earth … [that] was established at creation, when 
the cosmic elements were fixed and bound to maintain the order.”5 Through these 
lenses, scholars are reminded of the Hebrew backdrop to the New Testament. The 
cosmic covenant, or ‘eternal covenant,’ is based on Enochic, not Mosaic, Law and is 
really ‘cosmic’ in scope, expressing more formally the belief of the elect community 
that God’s salvation will ultimately be extended to those outside of national Israel.

Melchizedek

Melchizedek is one of the more enigmatic figures in the Bible. He is mentioned 
in only two passages in the Old Testament (Genesis 14:17–24; Psalm 110) and in 
Hebrews (Hebrews 5, 6 and 7). In Genesis 14:17–18, Melchizedek is the king-
priest:  the text reads as follows in the NJB in the context of the Melchizedek-
Abram meeting:  “Melchizedek king of Salem brought bread and wine; he was 
a priest of God Most High.” So, Melchizedek is the royal priest, king of the 
pre-Israelite Jerusalem (Salem) as well as priest of “God Most High, creator of 
heaven and earth,” that is, “Yahweh, God Most High, creator of heaven and earth” 
(Genesis 14:20). Melchizedek comes to meet Abraham. Here there is a question 
of rank. The Christians claim that Abraham gave a tithe to Melchizedek (Hebrew 
7:2–4), implying that Melchizedek is the greater. Genesis 14:20 reads as follows 
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in the NJB: “And Abram gave him a tithe of everything.” However, the Hebrew 
text of Genesis is ambiguous here, saying simply that “he received a tithe.” Nearly 
everything said about Melchizedek in the Old and New Testaments seems to pro-
duce interpretive problems. Another reference to Melchizedek in Psalm 110 shows 
that the Davidic kings in Jerusalem retained the Melchizedek priesthood, which 
was rooted in the phase of Hebrew history represented by Abraham rather than 
by Moses. However, the Hebrew of Psalm 110 is notoriously difficult to translate.

Melchizedek is a minor character in the Old Testament, where he is men-
tioned only two times (Genesis 14:17–24 and Psalm 110:4).6 However, he received 
ample attention during the period (ca. 500 BCE–70 CE) and the New Testament. 
Over time, certain elaborations were made on the Old Testament material, so that 
earlier Jewish sources described him as a king-priest, and Second Temple liter-
ature as a king-priest and a heavenly being, associated with messianic kingship 
(Psalm 110). Christian texts say he was a type or prototype of Christ, although not 
Christ himself (Hebrews 5:6, 10; 6:20–7:28). Melchizedek is also one of the more 
enigmatic figures in the Bible.7 A simple question like, “Who was Melchizedek?” 
morphs into a dozen other questions, including speculation on the nature and 
meaning of his name. Was it a name or was it a title? His name could either be 
some sort of description (“my king is righteous”) or it could be a theophoric name 
(“my king is Tsedeq”—or Zedek). A theophoric name is a name that includes in it 
the name of a deity. He is king of righteousness and also king of peace (Hebrews 
7:2). His identity as a Canaanite (non-Israelite) raises questions as well about his 
priesthood in respect to the priesthood of Aaron. Melchizedek is easily one of the 
most complex topics in biblical studies.8

Melchizedek is king of Salem and priest of Most High God (ְןֵהכֹאוּהו, 
 w’hû khohën l’ël el’yôn) (Genesis 14:18). He is not an Israelite; he is a—ןוֹילְֶעלֵאלְ
Canaanite. If, as it should be, Salem (Greek: Salem; Hebrew: Shalem; then known 
as Yerushalayim) is Jerusalem (Psalm 76:2), then at the time of Melchizedek, 
Jerusalem would have been considered a Canaanite city. Abraham met Melchizedek 
in Canaan.9 What does it mean that a Canaanite is the priest of the Most High 
God, the God of Israel? It means that Melchizedek chooses to worship the true 
God—the Most High God, that is, Yahweh. He worships Yahweh, however, as a 
Canaanite. In fact, he is the high priest of the god Tsedeq, or Zedek, head of the 
Canaanite pantheon. However, Zedek is the Canaanite name of the Most High 
God, the same god the Israelites identify as Yahweh. Here is the interpretation 
offered by scholar Bernard Batto:

Aspects of the West Semitic god Zedek were absorbed into Yahwism (see MAY 1937 
and RESENBERG, 1965). Rather than remaining as an independent deity, Ṣedeq, 
‘Righteousness’, was translated as a quality of Yahweh. Thus, at times Ṣedeq and 
Yahweh are found in synonymous parallelism.10
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The Most High God is a deity that goes by different names among different peo-
ple or groups. Melchizedek could bear the name Zedek and refer to him as Most 
High because Zedek is Yahweh. In summary, Melchizedek is the Canaanite king 
of pre-Israelite Jerusalem and the high priest of Zedek, the Canaanite name of 
the Most High God, the same deity the Israelites call Yahweh.11 At no point in 
Genesis 14:17–24 is there any sense that Melchizedek is a divine being.

The Second Temple literature focuses mostly on Psalm 110, especially verse 4, 
where Yahweh makes the Davidic king a Melchizedek priest, but the process and 
the setting are unclear.12 This literature shows an eschatological tendency and con-
nects Melchizedek to the messiah. The messiah plays both roles: he is the ruler and 
the priest. As a king and a priest, Melchizedek validates the figure of the messiah. 
Verse 4 states: “You [i.e., David] are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” 
Here the Septuagint version conforms to the Hebrew text, and Melchizedek’s 
priestly order might be better understood in terms of ‘according to the nature, in 
the manner, in the likeness,’ rather than a lineage or a specific institute of ecclesi-
astical priesthood. A possible translation is as follows: “You are a priest forever, in 
the manner of Melchizedek.”

In the New Testament, Melchizedek is the focus of Hebrews, in which he 
is mentioned eight times.13 In the Hebrews, Melchizedek represents a priest-
hood that is linked to Abraham, that is, to the pre-Mosaic era of Hebrew history, 
when the promise was given to Abraham long before the Law was given to Moses 
(Romans 4). Consequently, the Melchizedek priesthood is most fundamentally 
different from the Levitical priesthood because it is not dependent on tribal lin-
eage. Moreover, the order of Melchizedek is declared to be an eternal order. This 
affirmation does not apply to the Aaronic order of priesthood; in other words, 
Melchizedek represents a priesthood higher than the Aaronic or Levitical priest-
hoods. The Melchizedek priesthood precedes not only chronologically but also 
hierarchically the subsequent priesthoods. The author of Hebrews, moreover, links 
Melchizedek to Jesus in the sense that the Melchizedek priesthood foreshadows 
the priesthood of Christ, which is independent of lineage. Because Melchizedek 
resembles Jesus, Melchizedek’s priesthood is to be understood as independent of 
lineage, too (Hebrews, 7:3).

In Hebrews, Melchizedek is compared to Jesus. The two passages at the end 
of Hebrews 6 and into Hebrews 7 reads in the NJB that “Jesus has entered before 
us and on our behalf [into the inner place behind the veil], to become a high 
priest of the order of Melchizedek, and for ever” (Hebrews 6:20). Here Jesus is 
addressed in terms of priestly qualification: he is the high priest, the only priest 
who can enter in the inner apartment of the sanctuary, or ‘most holy place’; he is 
the priest who alone can minister in the tabernacle before his Lord and creator. 
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Then the text mentions that Melchizedek “is like the Son of God. He remains 
a priest for ever” (Hebrews 7:3). It is Melchizedek who resembles the Son of 
God. The old priest, Melchizedek, was raised up in the likeness of Jesus, where 
‘likeness’ is probably quoting Psalm 110:4, although not the Old Greek version. 
Because Melchizedek resembles Jesus, Melchizedek’s priesthood is to be under-
stood as being independent of tribal lineage. His priesthood preceded Levi and 
temporarily coexisted with the Levitical priesthood. Melchizedek’s priesthood 
was the priesthood of the resurrected, who do not die, and so it was the eternal 
priesthood. To put it differently, Melchizedek priesthood is the alpha and omega 
of priesthood: it is the primeval priesthood and the last one, the priesthood of the 
resurrected.

However, traditions diverge regarding the nature of such a link: because Christ 
is the high priest, Melchizedek must be a heavenly being or even the Lord (Philo).14 
In Hebrews, however, it is clear that Melchizedek is compared to Jesus, not the 
other way around. Melchizedek was made by God to resemble the son of God who 
would come. Jerome follows this tradition.15 In other traditions, Melchizedek is 
seen as an angelic figure. Ambrose, writing in Milan at the end of the 4th century 
CE, regards the appearance of Melchizedek to Abraham as a theophany.16

The Jewish para-biblical (i.e., pseudepigraphon) literature shows a distinct 
interest in the Melchizedek priesthood. In the Qumran library of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, 11QMelchizedek (or formally 11Q13) depicts Melchizedek as a divine 
rescuer. In particular, fragment 11QMelch 2.15–16 represents him as an ange-
lomorphic figure.17 Melchizedek is also assimilated into the Enochic tradition 
(1 Enoch and 2 Enoch).18 According to this tradition, Enoch walked with God 
(Genesis 5:21–14), and he alone is given secret divine knowledge (1 Enoch 41:1, 
72:1, 74:2, and 80:1). He has a tour of the cosmos, thus his knowledge is cos-
mic and applies to all people. In this tradition, Enoch is the initiator of an ante-
diluvian priesthood of priest-kings. From 2 Enoch, we are told that this list of 
priest-kings ends with the Patriarch Melchizedek who survived the Great Flood 
because Gabriel took him to heaven (2 Enoch 70–73). What the Enochic tradition 
is saying is that the Melchizedek priesthood was in line with the tradition of the 
priesthood of Enoch and the generation before and after the Flood.19 I will return 
to this later. The Book of Jubilees claims that many of the prescriptions of the 
Torah were far older than Moses and had been given to Noah by his ancestors, the 
ancient king-priests ( Jubilees 7.34–9; 10.13).20 The Enoch tradition also offers a 
third account of Melchizedek’s origin. The Christians claimed that Melchizedek 
was without father or mother or genealogy (Hebrews 7:3), and the Jews said he 
was in fact Shem, son of Noah. Giving him a genealogy emphasized that he was 
not an angel. The Books of Enoch claim that Melchizedek was the great-great 
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grandson of Enoch, Noah’s nephew, who was born miraculously after the death of 
his father, Nir.

In sum, who is Melchizedek and what is his function? Old Testament scholar 
Michael S. Heiser summarizes the nature of Melchizedek as follows: “He is the 
prototype. Other than being a person in history in the life of Abraham, he is 
the prototype for the human king-priest. He’s a human leader, but he also has a 
mediatorial role to all other humans and back to the nations.”21 Throughout this 
discussion, it becomes clear that no separation is allowed between Melchizedek’s 
identity and his function. As an historical being, in Genesis 14:17–20 Melchizedek 
is linked to the Abrahamic covenant. As a heavenly being, Melchizedek is also 
involved with the Davidic covenant (Psalm 110:4). Finally, in Hebrews, he is con-
nected as a type of Christ to the new covenant. As to his function, most texts, 
both biblical and para-biblical, convey the message that Melchizedek is king of 
Salem and high priest and therefore frame him in the light of the royal priesthood. 
As such, Melchizedek is the prototype (a type) of Jesus, and Jesus is the specific 
seed of Abraham and the only one High Priest in the new covenant, the one who 
informs Christian ministers. But Melchizedek, in Heiser’s view, is also associated 
with ‘the nations.’ In Genesis 10, the writers of the Hebrew Bible applied the term 
‘nations’ to various peoples in a list of more than seventy nations, excluding Israel. 
These are the ‘disinherited nations.’ I adopt the same meaning of ‘nation’ here.

I already mentioned the impact of the discovery of the Qumran manuscripts 
and the translation of Mesopotamian literature of the great antediluvian sages on 
scholarly understanding of the Book of Genesis. Today scholars acknowledge the 
connections of Genesis to Enoch tradition as well as the original Mesopotamian 
backstory to Genesis 6:1–4.22 In other words, they recognize the necessity of an 
intertextual reading of the Mesopotamian, biblical, and Enochic sources on the 
primeval history.23 From the perspective of this intertextual reading, the Flood and 
the cosmic covenant come after the second of three important ‘transgressions,’ to 
use St. Paul’s term in the Letter to the Galatians (3:19): the transgression that 
brings on the corruption of mankind (Genesis 6:1–4). The other transgressions 
are Adam’s and Eve’s sin (Genesis 3) and the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9).24 
The second transgression results in the breaking of the original covenant, which 
in turn leads to the Flood, the covenant with Noah’s sons, and ultimately to the 
Table of Nations (Genesis 10). The original covenant, or eternal covenant, or 
cosmic covenant, was a system of bonds which set and maintained the creation, 
constraining and controlling the forces of chaos. The covenant is never mentioned 
directly, but its existence is assumed in several biblical passages. See, for exam-
ple, the Book of Job: “Who pent up the sea behind closed doors when it leaped 
tumultuous out of the womb?” ( Job 38:8–10) and Psalm 104: “you imposed the 
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limits they must never cross again, or they would once more flood the land” (Psalm 
104:9). In the Enochic (but also in the Mesopotamian) tradition, the reality of 
sin results in the breaking of the covenant and the release of the forces of chaos, 
that is, the Flood.

After the Flood wiped out everybody except the household of Noah (Matthew 
24:39), God was in a covenant relationship with all the descendants of Noah 
(Genesis 8:20–9–17), that is, with all of humankind. After the Flood, the fabric of 
creation was renewed and returned to its pre-diluvial state. Moreover, the covenant 
was restored, and peace and safety returned to earth. As a re-installment of the 
Edenic covenant (Genesis 1:22, 28), the cosmic covenant can be seen as the orig-
inal covenant. No biblical source establishes a connection between Melchizedek 
and the cosmic covenant. Interestingly, non-biblical sources manage to evade men-
tioning the cosmic covenant.25 Para-biblical sources such as 2 Enoch acknowledge 
Melchizedek as representative of the priestly Enochic tradition, an ancient priest-
hood represented in the biblical texts by the figure of Melchizedek. The Enochic 
priestly tradition preceded the partition of the post-diluvial nations into the disin-
herited nations, on one side, and Israel (God’s portion), His elect heritage (Genesis 
12:1–3 and Deuteronomy 32:8–9), on the other. Genesis 12 explains that the third 
transgression, the Tower of Babel, ultimately created a fork: the Most High God 
dispersed the nations, and Deuteronomy 32 describes the allocation of the nations 
to the sons of God. All nations but Israel were allocated, because Israel was God’s 
portion; these are the ‘disinherited nations.’ Israel had been reserved to God as 
His portion. The Abrahamitic covenant refers to the initial promise to Abraham 
in Genesis 15:17–21 under which God’s ‘portion’ will gradually dispossess those 
nations who are under the sons of God. The Abrahamic Covenant would produce 
a seed which takes the lineage to David and the Davidic dynasty, then finally 
to Jesus.

The Enochic priestly tradition, to which Melchizedek belonged, was a 
pre-partition sacerdotal order. Priests of this tradition celebrated the rite of the 
atonement, the rite associated with the restoration of the covenant. From the Book 
of the Leviticus, scholar Mary Douglas extracts a definition of ‘atonement.’ She 
notes that

According to the illustrative cases from Leviticus, to atone means to cover or recover, 
cover again, to repair a hole, cure a sickness, mend a rift, make good a torn or bro-
ken covering. As a noun, what is translated atonement, expiation or purgation means 
integument made good.26

Atonement means reparation, and therefore the atonement rite repaired the cov-
enant and its systems of bonds which maintain in place the created order. The 
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atonement rite was an exact replica of the service of heaven, and the high priest 
was the Lord on earth, that is, he was the counterpart on earth of the Lord of 
heaven. Thus, the Lord was the one who repaired the broken covenant of bonds; 
however, since what was performed in the temple was the service of heaven, the 
rite of atonement performed by the high priest ultimately and effectively restored 
the covenant. To put it differently, the earthly rite had a heavenly counterpart; 
the association of earthly and heavenly realities suggests that an association exists 
between the atonement rite performed by the high priest and the restoration of the 
covenant of creation by the Lord.

In sum, Melchizedek is linked with Jesus through Abraham and Abraham’s 
seed (Psalm 110), but he is also connected to the fate of all nations because he is 
the priest of the pre-partition era. He is the mediator between the nations of a 
pre-Israelite age and Elyon (the Most High God) when it comes to peace and 
wholeness. The Melchizedek priesthood is rooted in the phase of Hebrew history 
represented by Enoch and Noah rather than by Abraham.

Cosmic Priesthood

The cosmic covenant, or eternal covenant, was the original and most fundamental 
covenant of all. It consisted of a system of bonds which restrained cosmic forces 
and conserved the order of creation and allowed humans to live peacefully and 
safety. The establishing of the eternal covenant is nowhere described in the Old 
Testament, but several passages assumed its existence. “I have established my cov-
enant with day and night” ( Jeremiah 33:25). As Jeremiah 33 indicates, God made 
the first divine covenant, not with humanity, but with ‘day’ and ‘night.’27 In the Old 
Testament there are several covenants: with Noah, with Abraham, with Moses, 
and with David. Jeremiah looked forward to a new covenant, which will become 
the Christic covenant of the New Testament.

Panikkar’s interest in the eternal (Cosmic) covenant has been connected with 
the previous work of Romano Guardini (1885–1968), Jean Danielou, and Henri 
de Lubac, each of whom adopted the notion of cosmic covenant in the context of 
fulfilment theology to describe the relationship between Christianity and other 
religions. The cosmic (or ‘eternal,’ or ‘Noahic’) covenant, which is between Christos 
Pantokrator and the whole creation, and the sacerdotal lineage à la Melchizedek that 
comes with it (Genesis 9:1–17), underlie and antedate the better known covenant 
patterns of the Old Testament. I will return to the notion of Christ Pantocrator 
later (see chapter ‘Theology of the Unknown’). Here it is sufficient to say that the 
Pantocrator is the ruler of all. Christ is the ruler of all things. This primal covenant 
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is between the Pantocrator and “every living creature of all flesh” (Genesis 9:17), 
that is, between Christ and life. The scholarly literature on the eternal covenant, 
or the covenant of eternity, is evidence of the increasing importance that scholars 
have attached in recent years to the particular brand of Enochic literature, both as 
a framework for understanding Qumran origins as well as early Christianity. The 
writers of 1 Enoch conceive of the cosmic dimensions of evil, that is, evil is not 
of superhuman origin, and can therefore be contained within precise boundaries 
through prescribed ritual action.

The eternal covenant, or the covenant of eternity, was also described as the 
priestly covenant, because the atoning power was assigned to priests. Only in later 
times did tradition transfer the atoning power to God.28 The eternal covenant, or 
the covenant of peace or wholeness, bound all creation together in its bonds, but 
these bonds could be broken by human sin. Isaiah includes a vivid picture of how 
the creation collapses under the weight of human sin. Then creation was frag-
mented and collapsing because it had lost its union with the Creator. The bonds 
of the covenant were restored by atonement, and thus the creation was reunited 
with the Creator and renewed at the start of the year. The Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 25:9) was a rite which restored the eternal covenant and enabled the 
whole creation, not just the people of Israel but all things, to be reinstated to its 
original state. On the Day of Atonement, the Jubilee year was proclaimed; in the 
Year of Jubilee, society was recreated by restoring people to their own ends and by 
removing the burden of slavery and debt. The rite of atonement was officiated by 
the high priest, who was the visible presence of the Lord on earth, and just as the 
Lord had ordered creation at the beginning, so He recreated it. Thus, the atone-
ment was the rite associated with covenant and the renewal of creation: all creation 
returned to its original state.

The Day of Atonement was the one day during the year on which the high 
priest of ancient Israel was permitted to enter the Holy of Holies in the temple.29 
The ancient Israelite temple was divided between the great hall and the sanctuary, 
or ‘the Holy of Holies.’ The Holy of Holies was hidden behind the Great Curtain, 
the veil of the temple, which separated the holy places from the most holy. The 
veil was a huge curtain woven from four different colors—red, blue, purple, and 
white—representing the four elements from which the material world had been 
created (red symbolized fire, blue the air, purple the sea, and white the earth). The 
distinction between the holy places and the most holy place, or Holy of Holies, 
operates as follows: holy means that the person, place, or item has received holiness 
but cannot pass it on; most holy, instead, means that the person, place, or item is 
actively holy and can confer holiness. The most holy place, therefore, imparted 
holiness to any person or object that had been beyond the veil (Exodus 30:29). The 
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ritual of the Holy of Holies affirmed holiness, and the most holy one imparted 
holiness to others who became the holy ones.

A reminiscence of this ritual can be found in the Gospel of John. Chapter 17 
is titled “The priestly prayer of Christ” in NJB, but it should be more properly titled 
“The highly priestly prayer of Christ” (like ESV does). The passage “Consecrate 
them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent 
them into the world, and for their sake I consecrate myself so that they too may be 
consecrated in truth” ( John 17:17–19) is a reference to the transmission of holi-
ness: Jesus the high priest consecrates himself—and consecrates means to ‘make 
holy’—by entering the Holy of Holies so that he can impart holiness to his disci-
ples. It was therefore Jesus’s holiness that was the source of his disciples’ holiness. 
In John 17 the notion of the transfer of the holiness is retold: “Now, Father, it is 
time for you to glorify me with that glory I had with you … I have given them 
the glory you gave to me” ( John 17:5, 22). Biblical scholar Crispin Fletcher-Louis 
describes what appears to take place: “There is a chain of glory: the high priest is 
glorified and then his fellow worshippers are glorified.”30

In the temple, the priests remained part of the undivided holiness of the 
divine presence beyond the veil, whether they remained inside the holy place or 
outside of it. Accordingly, Jesus’s holiness was the source of the undivided holi-
ness of his disciples: “I have given them the glory you gave to me, that they may 
be one as we are one” ( John 17:22). Moreover, Jesus’s holiness was the evidence of 
the divine origin of his mission and message. This is the immediate background to 
the arguments in St. John’s Gospel, where Jesus, debating with the Jews, asks: “Yet 
you say to someone the Father has consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are 
blaspheming,’ because he says, ‘I am the Son of God.’ ” ( John 10:36). The conse-
crated one was the high priest, consecrated in the Holy of Holies that represented 
heaven, and then sent out into the world: “Father, may them be one in us as you 
are in me and I am in you, so that the world may believe it was you who sent me” 
( John 17:21).

The temple represented creation, both visible and invisible, and the high priest 
represented the Creator. The eternal, incorporeal, divine realm was recreated in 
the sacred space, in the Holy of Holies. The Holy of Holies represented a state 
outside time and matter, the state to which only the high priest had access; he 
alone had direct contact with eternity. As Old Testament scholar Margaret Bakker 
summarizes,

The Holy of Holies represented … the beginning of creation … the time of unity, 
the time when God was one with his creation. This was the undivided or predivided 
state, the unity underlying the visible temporal creation. Genesis 1 then goes on to 
describe how this unity was divided and separated, each according to its kind. “In the 
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beginning,” represented in the temple by the Holy of Holies, was the state in which 
creation originated and not an indication of the time when it originated.31

The first chapter of Genesis does not mention the creation of the angels or the 
spiritual world. However, in the book of Job it is said that the angels had been 
already present at the first stage of the visible creation: “Where were you when 
I laid the earth’s foundations … when all the stars of the morning were singing 
with joy, and the Sons of God in chorus were chanting praise?” ( Job 38:4–7). The 
book of Jubilees, which is an ancient, alternative version of Genesis, tells how the 
angels were created on Day One ( Jubilees 2:2), not ‘the first day’ of several English 
translations. Thus, the Holy of Holies represented the state of unity underlying 
and sustaining the whole creation, as well as the angels and the sons of God and 
the entire invisible creation. The divine creatures were part of the primordial unity 
and perceived as angels and sons of God only when distinct from the primordial 
unity, that is, when they appear outside the veil. In the temple, the Holy of Holies 
and the great hall were divided by the veil, which probably corresponded to Day 
Two, the time of division and separation within the primordial unity. The veil that 
separated the Holy of Holies from the hall of the temple represented the firma-
ment separating what is above from what is below. Thus, the Holy of Holies cor-
responded to the invisible creation, and the great hall corresponded to the visible 
creation.

The Book of Hebrews echoes in many ways most of this tradition. In Hebrews, 
in fact, the body of Jesus is described as the temple veil: “He has opened for us, 
a living opening through the curtain, that is to say, his body” (Hebrews 10:20). 
In Salomon’s temple, all priests could enter the great hall of the temple, that is, 
the holy places, but only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies. But the 
Hebrews notes that “through the blood of Jesus we have the right to enter the 
sanctuary [i.e., the Holy of Holies], by a new way which he has opened for us, a 
living opening through the curtain, that is to say, his body” (Hebrews 10:20–21). 
Jesus’s body opens to all the way to the sanctuary. The parallels between the ancient 
tradition and the New Testament do not stop here. In the ancient temple, the veil 
veiled the glory of the Lord within the creation: the Lord was present in the heart 
of the creation but was veiled from human eyes. In the Gospel of John, Jesus asks 
the Father to “glorify me in your own presence with the glory I had with you before 
the world was made” ( John 17:5). The Holy of Holies represented the glory of God 
in the heart of the visible creation.

Thus, the cosmos was the temple of the living God. The first human being, 
Adam, was the high priest and had access to the presence of god at the heart of 
creation. The high priest performed the ritual, and the ritual postulated a relation-
ship between the sacred service and the cosmic order. More precisely, an inherent 
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harmony was supposed between the heavenly order and the earthly order, and the 
sacred service performed by the high priest maintained such a harmony. Temple 
realities were the counterpart of the realities of heaven: “Your kingdom come, your 
will be done, on earth as in heaven” (or, “on earth as it is in heaven”) (Matthew 
6:10). As a matter of fact, temple rites were an exact replica of the rites of heaven. 
The rite was simultaneously operating in heaven and earth. The implications of this 
alignment of earth and heaven were that first, the service performed in the temple 
was the service performed in heaven, and second, the high priest was the coun-
terpart of the Lord. Accordingly, the high priest was ultimately bringing peace to 
creation. He was a healing priest, a priest of peace to creation, harmony between 
heaven and earth, and restoration of the eternal covenant.

In Solomon’s Temple, the high priest celebrated the ritual of the Day of 
Atonement, the bonding together of the creation and the restoration of the eternal 
covenant that had been broken by human sins. Isaiah offers a vivid description of 
the collapse of the creation due to the broken covenant: “The earth mourns and 
withers, the world languishes and withers, the heavens languish together with the 
earth. The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants, for they have transgressed the 
laws, violated the statutes, broken the eternal covenant” (Isaiah 24:4–5). The ritual 
of the Day of Atonement is described in Leviticus 16. Two goats were chosen 
by lot, and one was sacrificed, its blood taken by the high priest into the Holy 
of Holies. The creation was renewed by blood. The bonds of the covenant were 
restored by atonement, and thus the creation was reunited with the Creator. In 
Christianity, however, the high priest representing the creator is Jesus Christ. The 
Book of Hebrews mentions that “through the blood of Jesus we have the right to 
enter the sanctuary…. So as we go in, let us be sincere in heart and filled with faith, 
our minds sprinkled and free from any trace of bad conscience and our bodies 
washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19, 23). We enter the sanctuary, the Holy 
of Holies, with our bodies washed from the blood of Jesus with pure water. Thus, 
“when the Anointed One appeared as a high priest … he entered once for all into 
the holy place, taking not the blood of goats and calves, but his own blood thus 
securing an eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:11–12).

In Christianity, the great ritual performed to restore the bonds of the covenant 
and reunify the creation to its Creator is the Eucharist. There can be no certainty 
about the original context of the Eucharist: because Jesus was crucified at Passover 
(to pass over, Exodus 12:13), it may be that the Last Supper was a Passover meal. 
But the liturgy of the Eucharist seems more akin to the Day of Atonement. The 
bread of the Eucharist opens a living way of divine participation of the creation. 
In the temple, the high priest and the priests could eat the bread ‘of the presence’ 
of the Lord (Leviticus 24:5–9). Since it was taken in the temple, the bread became 
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‘most holy,’ that is, it became an item that imparted holiness. For the Christians, 
the bread of the Eucharist, the most holy bread, is the body of Jesus that renews 
the broken covenant and restores the creation to unity with the Creator. Jesus not 
only opens to all the way to the Holy of Holies with his blood, he also healed with 
his body the bonds of material creation that had been destroyed by human sin. 
Thus, Paul can write of the “plan he so kindly made in Christ … that he would 
bring everything together under Christ, as head, everything in the heavens and 
everything on earth” (Ephesians 1:10) and, “all things to be reconciled through 
him and for him, everything in heaven and everything on earth, when he made 
peace by his death on the cross” (Colossians 1:20).

Conclusion

In this chapter I  proposed an investigation of the status of biblical scholarship 
on Melchizedek and the cosmic covenant in the period immediately preced-
ing the publication of Meditation. I believe that in looking at the biblical debate 
related to Kingdom and Antediluvian Patriarchs I can help make more intelligi-
ble Panikkar’s intellectual preoccupations and achievements in Meditation. In the 
next chapter, I will address Meditation, Panikkar’s reflection of the priesthood à la 
Melchizedek. In that chapter, Melchizedek priesthood operates as an entry point 
into two important elements of Panikkar’s early theology: (1) universal priesthood 
and (2) cosmic priesthood.
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pre-Levitical priesthood and Salomon’s temple, the divide and continuity between the pre-Le-
vitical priesthood and the Levitical priesthood, and so on. A short historical note: priests do not 
function in a synagogue, rather in a temple. Salomon’s temple, the First Temple, was destroyed 
by the Babylonians in 586 BCE. The Second Temple was built in the 6th century BCE when 
the exiles returned from Babylon. The Second Temple was very different from Solomon’s tem-
ple:  the rituals and traditional furnishing had changed. The Second Temple was destroyed by 
the Romans in 68 CE. A biblical note: the building narrative of Salomon temple is in 1 King 
(especially  chapters 6–9) and that of the tabernacle is in Exodus 25–31 and 35–40.

 30. Crispin Fletcher-Louis, “2 Enoch and the New Perspective on Apocalyptic,” in New Perspectives 
on 2 Enoch: No Longer Slavonic Only, Andrei Orlov and Gabriele Boccaccini, eds. (Leiden: E. 
J. Brill, 2012), 125–148, 134.

 31. Margaret Barker, “The Great High Priest,” BYU Studies 42, nos. 3–4 (2003): 65–80, 66.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Priesthood in Spirit 

and Truth

… the universal and general priesthood of humanity’
Panikkar1

Melchizedek Priesthood

In 1964, Abhishiktānanda made a pilgrimage to Gangotri with his friend Raimon 
Panikkar. Abhishiktānanda and Panikkar had met for the first time in 1957, in 
the beginning of May, at the Roman Catholic seminary in Poona, India. They met 
again four months later (August 11–29, 1957) in Varanasi, where Panikkar resided 
at that time. In the first week of June 1964 ( June 1–7), the two friends met for 
the third time and traveled to Gangotri. Together, they celebrated Mass at this 
sacred site. Abhishiktānanda wrote a short account of the pilgrimage to Gangotri 
in the months immediately following the pilgrimage. In 1966, Abhishiktānanda 
published the account of their pilgrimage as The Mountain of the Lord, Pilgrimage 
to Gangotri (also, The Mountain) in English. A French edition, titled Une messe aux 
sources du Gange, was published one year later.2

The Mountain is divided into 12 chapters. In the first 8 chapters, Abhishiktānanda 
is alone; in the last 4 chapters, however, he is with Sanat Kumar. Sanat Kumar is the 
fictional name of Raimon Panikkar. It is with Sanat Kumar that Abhishiktānanda 
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reaches the source of the Gange and celebrates Mass. Chapters  8–12 of The 
Mountain mostly cover the dialogue between the two. Abhishiktānanda is the 
narrator, and he extensively quotes Panikkar. In the dialogue as reported by 
Abhishiktānanda, Panikkar sets the theme in terms of the acosmic monk and the 
cosmic priest. Abhishiktānanda is the acosmic monk; Panikkar is the cosmic priest. 
The dialogue is built around the dialectic between these polarities. Of course, there 
is no way to certify the accuracy of these quotes. It is possible that Abhishiktānanda 
had directly verified the quotes with Panikkar, since the two had met again in 
September and then in December 1964 in Shantivanam. In January 1965, they 
climbed Mt. Arunachala together. It is highly improbable that Abhishiktānanda 
would have made these quotes public if he had believed them to be imprecise. 
Plus, it is known that they frequently exchanged letters and manuscripts, and that 
they used to send copies of their books to one another for review. During the pil-
grimage to Gangotri, for example, Panikkar read the draft of Abhishiktānanda’s 
Sagesse hindue, mystique chrétienne.3 So, despite the lack of historical evidence and 
the fictional tract of the character, it may be assumed that the recollection of the 
dialogue between Abhishiktānanda and Panikkar is accurate.4

In his account, Abhishiktānanda wrote about their moment of deep unity. 
He also wrote about a difference between them: Abhishiktānanda was ‘the acos-
mic’; Panikkar was ‘the priest.’ It is well-known that Panikkar made abundant 
reflection on his priesthood in the period prior to the pilgrimage to Gangotri 
and in response to his experience as a Roman Catholic priest in India during his 
first trip there (1954–1958). Panikkar’s discomfort with the traditional interpre-
tation of Roman Catholic priesthood of his days is also well-known.5 He disliked 
the notion of priest as an administrator of the sacraments. Panikkar reinterpreted 
his priestly condition outside the standard constraints of Roman Catholic canon 
law and outside the conventional understanding of the ecclesiastic milieu of his 
time. On numerous occasions he clarified the distinction between intermediator, 
someone who links the orders of nature and the supernatural, the human and the 
divine, and mediator, one who participates in both realities. Panikkar considered 
himself a mediator, not an intermediary. He reinterpreted his priestly status in 
terms of ‘cosmic priesthood.’ In The Mountain, Panikkar self-identified as a priest 
after the order of Melchizedeck: “I am a priest of the Lord; with him and under 
him, I  am a priest ‘after the order of Melchizedek’ ” (p. 51). Then he linked his 
priesthood with the priesthood of Christ:  “And it is after his order [the order 
of Mechizedek], not after that of Aaron, the priest of the Mosaic covenant, that 
Christ became a priest—and in his priesthood mine is also included” (p. 51). In 
the New Testament, however, Melchizedek is not only a priest, but the “great high 
priest” (Hebrews 4:14; see also 8:1; 10:21). He is the type of Christ who in fact 
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is not only a priest, but the high priest. There is only one high priest, which is 
Christ; the Roman Catholic priests are His ministers. Thus, Panikkar should have 
said more precisely that Christ is the high priest ‘and in his high priesthood my 
ministry is also included.’ Then Panikkar linked the Melchizedech priesthood with 
the cosmic covenant: “Melchizedek is truly the ‘type’ or classic example of a priest 
of the cosmic covenant” (p. 51). Finally, he called himself the ‘cosmic’: “I am the 
‘cosmic’ living fully in the world, one of those sent by the Lord to prepare the way 
for him and consecrate the earth, to bring about the coming of the Kingdom in 
society and in the world” (p. 53).

The question is this: what was in Panikkar’s mind when he framed his priest-
hood in terms of Melchizedek priesthood? Was Panikkar engaged in an exercise 
of self-understanding? Or was he projecting a picture—the overall paradigm of 
the high priest—that had a profound significance for him? Scholars are famil-
iar with the dialogue between Abhishiktānanda and Panikkar during their 
pilgrimage to Gangotri, a dialogue that centers on the acosmic-cosmic polari-
ties: Abhishiktānanda is the acosmic, that is, the monk, and Panikkar is the cosmic, 
the priest. In the text, the acosmic-cosmic counterpoint is repeated several times. 
The counterpoint maintains an element of oddness, or at least extravagance, as 
both Abhishiktānanda and Panikkar were, in fact, Roman Catholic priests. The 
usual explanation suggested by scholars is that, in the dialogue, Panikkar’s cosmism 
operates as an alternative to emphasize Abhishiktānanda’s acosmism. According 
to this interpretation, Abhishiktānanda understood himself primarily as a monk, 
not as a priest. But an alternative interpretation is also possible: in the dialogue, 
Abhishiktānanda’s acosmism serves as an alternative to emphasize Panikkar’s cos-
mism. More than that, Abhishiktānanda’s priesthood serves as an alternative to 
emphasize Panikkar’s priesthood. In the dialogue, Panikkar’s peculiar interpreta-
tion of priesthood is at stake.

Abhishiktānanda recognized himself as an ‘acosmic,’ yet, he refused to 
downplay his priesthood. He seemed confident that, as a monk, he could pass 
into the mystery and, as a priest, he could reveal that mystery. In the dialogue, 
Abhishiktānanda noted that he celebrated the Eucharist in “the Himalayan vil-
lage of Gyansu” (p. 53) and in the caves of Arunachala (p. 54). His point is that 
Panikkar was not the only priest who had celebrated the Eucharist “often at vari-
ous sacred places in India … where it has never been done before” (p. 53). Yet, this 
important corrective did not seem to change the narrative: when it is Panikkar’s 
turn to comment on Abhishiktānanda’s words, Panikkar framed himself as the 
only priest:  “we are both come [to Gangotri] as forerunners of the Church,” 
Panikkar concluded, “I the priest, you the monk” (p. 55). Panikkar’s unwillingness 
to recognize Abhishiktānanda’s priestly status seems more incomprehensible if it is 
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remembered that Abhishiktānanda, like Panikkar, took his priesthood seriously and 
assigned a tremendous importance to his liturgy. Not only was Abhishiktānanda 
part of a monastic congregation in France that had been responsible for the litur-
gical renewal within the Roman Catholic Church since the second half of the 
19th century, but he was also personally experimenting in India with the liturgy 
of the Eucharist by incorporating readings and chants from Hindu Scripture 
into the regular Christian worship.6 And Panikkar was well aware of all this, as 
Abhishiktānanda used to go to Varanasi to share his liturgical experiments with 
his friend.7

What was Panikkar implying in his refusal to recognize Abhishiktānanda’s 
priesthood? Was he implying that Panikkar and Abhishiktānanda were both 
priests according to the Canon law, the corpus of ecclesiastical law that regulates 
the Roman Catholic Church, but in Panikkar’s opinion, only Panikkar himself 
was primarily and ultimately a true priest, while Abhishiktānanda was primarily 
and ultimately a monk? Not at all. In the dialogue, in fact, Panikkar made the 
point that the monk “is the high priest of solitude and also the high priest of the 
crowd” (p. 47); that is, he reframed monasticism in terms of priesthood. I can only 
speculate here. In The Mountain, two crucial distinctions are at stake in the dia-
logue between Panikkar and Abhishiktānana. The first distinction runs between 
the priest of rites and the priest in spirit and truth ( John 4:24). For both Panikkar 
and Abhishiktānana, there is the level of rites, and there is the level of the Spirit. 
Accordingly, there is the priest at the level of rites, and there is the priest at the 
level of the Spirit. Panikkar refined the difference between the two levels of priest-
hood in terms of intermediation, that is, the administration of rites, the ministry at 
the service of a bureaucracy, and mediation between the Creator and His creation, 
the ministry at the service of the mystery. In Abhishiktānana’s words, the priest 
in Spirit exercises the ministry of the “revelation to human beings of their own 
personally mystery and also of the total mystery in itself, what is called God or 
the Deity.”8 Both friends rejected the dominant interpretation of the priest within 
Catholicism as primarily ‘priest of rites’ and envisioned an interpretation of priestly 
ministry that goes beyond its ecclesial expressions. In their celebre dialogue on 
their way to the sources of the Ganger, the crux of the matter is the priesthood in 
Spirit.9 Of course, true priesthood can only be the mutual impenetration of the 
priesthood of rites and the priesthood in Spirit. This is the explanation of one of 
Panikkar’s most straightforward remarks on his priesthood:

I have always considered myself a priest, although I entered [priesthood] through a 
very narrow door, the Roman Catholic door … you have to open the door wide; and 
then, once you enter this realm of mediation, you must get rid of any mentality or 
ideology that can make you a bureaucrat, or the representative of a particular clan …. 
In any case, I am a Catholic priest.10
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One enters priesthood through the priesthood of rites, then one reaches the priest-
hood in Spirit and never goes back. One must, so to speak, throw away the ladder 
after he/she has climbed up it. Yet, once one reaches the level of the Spirit, his/her 
priesthood of rites is not replaced, abolished, or terminated, but instead elevated, 
that is, fulfilled and brought to fullness. In summary, true priesthood is the inte-
gration of the priesthoods of rites and in Spirit. Melchizedek’s order of priesthood 
is exactly that.

Then there is the second dinstinction, one between the cosmic and the acosmic 
priesthood, or, in Panikkar’s terms, between the priesthood of the crowd and the 
priesthood of solitude. A possible explanation of this dinstinction is that Panikkar 
was the cosmic priest (about which I will return soon) and Abhishiktānanda was 
the monk-priest, the priest who reveals the mystery precisely because as a monk, as 
an acosmic, he disappears into the mystery. Panikkar was assuming several strands 
of high priesthood:  “the high priest of solitude and also the high priest of the 
crowd” (p. 47), and of course the high priest of peace, that is, of unity. Eventually 
for Panikkar, each of these stands took on its own specific nature, although the 
plurality of stands is the expression of the one and same high priesthood that is 
constantly at work. In the end, these stands all maintain, renew, and cement the 
relationship between creation and Creator. In this way, all the high priestly essence 
flows together in the ensemble of strands and are fused into unity. Or, it can be said 
that the high priest of solitude, the high priest of the crowd, and the high priest of 
peace are like the rays of the sun, the sun being ‘the high priesthood.’

Universal Priesthood

The Mountain is not the only text in which Panikkar called himself a priest after 
the order (or, in Panikkar’s terms, ‘the dharma’) of Melchizedek, a mediator in 
the entire divine-cosmic struggle for salvation, a cosmic figure who participates 
in both worlds.11 In 1959, Panikkar published a paper titled “Eine Betrachtung 
fiber Melchisedech” (Meditation on Melchizedek) that provides further details on 
his view on Melchizedek priesthood. The paper was written after he returned to 
Europe from his first trip to India (1954–1958). In 1962, he published a second 
version of the same text as “Meditacion sobre Melquisedec” during his period in 
Rome. When he resided in Milan, Italy, from 1963–1964, Panikkar edited his 
doctoral dissertation for publication, which would become the original edition of 
The Unknown, and he sent “Meditacion” and other articles on Hindu-Christian 
dialogue to an Italian press house in Rome. In a compilation of articles published 
in Italian in 1966, a new version of Meditation would be published as “Meditazione 
su Melchisedek.” In March 1964, Panikkar left Milan to return to Varanasi. In 
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June he had his pilgrimage to Gangotri with Abhishiktānanda. Scholars can detect 
from a letter to his friend and Italian philosopher Enrico Castelli that Panikkar 
received news of the publication of The Unknown while at work on the first drafts 
of Meditation in Varanasi in 1964.12

In Meditation, the subtext is Panikkar’s interpretation of Melchizedek priest-
hood as well as the theological status of Brahminic priesthood. In this section, 
however, I focus only on the parts of Meditation that are relevant to Melchizedek 
and the notion of high priesthood. First, Panikkar mentioned his priesthood in 
the context of Melchizedek’s priesthood. Then he called Melchizedek the ‘cosmic 
priest.’ Finally, he claimed that Melchizedek’s task was to maintain “the continu-
ity of the priesthood since the beginning of the world” (p. 143). Here Panikkar 
was suggesting the existence of a pure prediluvian, and pre-fall, priesthood, from 
which all the subsequent priesthoods descend. Panikkar expanded this point by 
specifying Melchizedek’s mission: “meeting with Abraham in order to restore the 
bond that united him, from the beginning, to the universal and general priesthood 
of humanity” (p. 144). It is worth noting once again that Melchizedek priesthood 
is more properly high priesthood. Panikkar was saying that a sacerdotal tradition 
had existed “since the beginning of the world,” a tradition of a “universal and gen-
eral priesthood” that precedes the Israelite priesthood of Aron. This pre-Israelite 
high priestly tradition is carried by Melchizedek, who transmits the lineage of this 
universal and general high priesthood to Abraham, and through him, to Israel. 
According to Panikkar, in other words, Melchizedek meets Abraham in order to 
carry the lineage of this primeval high priesthood: the high priesthood is crucial 
for humanity and should be preserved. 

Panikkar’s appeal to the universal priesthood in the above passage is not 
unusual. In his theological writings he frequently mentioned the universal gen-
eral priesthood of humanity, Melchizedek priesthood, and the cosmic priesthood, 
giving the impression that what he was doing was simply transposing into his 
framework the great cosmic affirmations of the Scripture regarding cosmic cov-
enant and high priesthood. Panikkar further compounds the problem by simply 
referring to these notions, often vaguely, with little or no exegesis and hardly a 
mention of the sources of his thought. Perhaps I  can best disengage the vari-
ous elements—Melchizedek priesthood, universal priesthood, and cosmic priest-
hood—in Panikkar’s approach by first detecting the sources of his thought and 
then trying to determine more precisely what he meant with them. With regards 
to the universal priesthood, I already summarized the scholarship on an ancient 
sacerdotal lineage that was focused on the protection of the cosmic covenant and 
the restoration of the unity of creation and its Creator. The description of such 
an ancient priestly lineage has not survived from antiquity complete in any one 
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source, but scholars have been able to piece together the description from a variety 
of materials, including non-canonical sources such as the books of 1 Enoch and 2 
Enoch, the book of Jubilee, and some fragments found in the Qumran Caves near 
the Dead Sea.13

Although the biblical figure of Melchizedek is the natural point of entry into 
high priesthood, high priesthood is actually a much better way to penetrate the sig-
nificance of Melchizedek. It is clear at this point that when the author of Hebrews 
mentions Melchizedek, he is referring to a more ancient priesthood than that of 
Aaron, the older brother of Moses (Exodus 28:1–3). The author of the Hebrews is 
referring to a specific high priesthood, not the same that was in place in the days 
of Jesus; a pre-Levitical sacerdotal tradition to which Melchizedek belongs and 
that he somehow symbolizes (Hebrews 6:20). It must be added that this ancient 
form of priesthood recalls an antediluvian history leading up to the Flood and the 
world order established afterwards. In fact, Enoch, not Melchizedek, was the first 
priest of this ancient sacerdotal tradition. Enoch, who said he “walked with God” 
(Genesis 5:22), is a biblical figure. His story is told in three non-canonical books, 
called 1 Enoch, 2 Enoch, and 3 Enoch.14 From these books, particularly the first 
two, readers learn that Enoch was the first human being to envision the temple of 
the supreme God and to receive divine knowledge. 1Enoch in particular is a reli-
able source of material about the ancient high priesthood; it says that the first high 
priest of this ancient sacerdotal tradition was Enoch. Fletcher-Louis notes that 
“Enoch is a model, in particular, of the true priest who ascends to heaven to receive 
divine revelation just as the high priest enters God’s innermost place on the Day 
of Atonement.”15 Enoch is the father of the antediluvian high priesthood, that is, 
the lineage of the heavenly ordained priests, the guardians of the cosmic covenant. 
In the words of Jewish scholar Rachel Elior, “The beginnings of the priesthood 
were thus set back in time as far as possible, because of the relationship between 
cosmic order and ritual order.”16 The ancient sacerdotal tradition linked creation 
and covenant, eternity and time, sacred space and earthly space.

The transmission of the priesthood from Enoch to Methuselah, Lamech, Noah, 
Nir, and Melchizedek is recounted in the Genesis 5, 1 Enoch 81–82 and 106–107, 
and 2 Enoch 68–73. Enoch transmitted his priesthood to his son Methuselah, 
Methuselah to his son Lamech, Lamech to his son Noah, to Nir (Noah’s brother 
according to 2 Enoch 70), and to Melchizedek. The continuity of the high priest-
hood was maintained by generations of priests, up to Melchizedek. The chain of 
transmission then was replaced by the Levitical priestly lineage, which somehow 
obscured the previous sacerdotal tradition. In Meditation, Panikkar was in fact say-
ing that Melchizedek transmits to Abraham the lineage of this “universal and gen-
eral priesthood.” Or, if I am correct, Melchizedek transmits to Abraham the lineage 
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of the priesthood in spirit and truth. To transmit this lineage is an important task 
as this universal and general priesthood guarantees the undivided state, the unity 
underlying the visible temporal creation with the invisible spiritual creation. In 
Meditation, Panikkar notes the continuity of the blessing, that is, the continuity of 
the high priesthood throughout the ages, and the meaning of the blessing: “a bless-
ing … is a psycho-physical reality that in itself proves the deep unity that there is 
between the material and the spiritual worlds” (p. 143). Panikkar’s Melchizedek is 
not the pre-Israelite priest who brings divine protection and blessing to Abraham, 
but the post-diluvial priest who maintains the continuity of the high priesthood. 
This high priesthood was established in heaven, was taught to Enoch, and subse-
quently was passed down to Noah and Melchizedek.

Cosmic Priesthood

Panikkar reinterpreted his priestly condition in terms of ‘cosmic priesthood.’ What 
is a cosmic priest? Cosmic is the point where creation touches the uncreated. The 
created world is both the visible and the invisible, the earth and the heaven, as 
Psalm 102 puts it: “Thou, Lord, in the beginning hast laid the foundations of the 
earth; and the heavens are the work of thy hands.” Thus, cosmos is all things in 
earth and all things in heaven (Colossians 1:19–20). The created world includes 
humanity, nature, created spiritual beings, angels—that is, the entire reality that 
is non-uncreated. And what is a cosmic priest? A cosmic priest is the priest of 
the cosmic covenant. In fact, Panikkar linked Melchizedek to the cosmic cov-
enant. The connection is elaborated in the initial part of the section called ‘The 
Interpretation’ of Meditation. Here Panikkar noted that there are three covenants 
(or testaments):  the Adamic (or Edenic), the Abrahamic, and the Christic. He 
articulated his idea of Melchizedek as priest of the cosmic covenant. He argued 
that the Melchizedek priesthood was the priesthood of Noah and the generation 
after the Flood (an Enochian interpretation). He claimed a more ancient priest-
hood than of Moses, in continuity with Hebrews, but also a more ancient covenant 
than that of Abraham, a covenant represented in the biblical texts by the figure of 
Melchizedek.

Christ is the great healer of creation, the cosmic priest, the high priest of the 
rite of atonement, and, in His high priesthood, Panikkar’s ministry is also included. 
Panikkar is ministering the rite associated with the restoration of the covenant, 
because Christ, the high priest, is the high priest of the rite of atonement. Traces 
of this reasoning can be detected in Panikkar’s liturgy. His cosmic tendency was 
evident in the liturgical celebrations he performed all over the world, in a chapel in 
Madrid, in a Gothic cathedral in Saltsburg, at the sources of the Ganges, or in his 
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own home in Tavertet. His biographer Bielawski mentions a mass that Panikkar 
celebrated in Assisi, in which he threw the remains of the consecrated bread into 
the air at the end of the mass, claiming that in Assisi pigeons are not lower than 
the angels, and that they deserve to be fed with the consecrated bread.17 Joseph 
Prabhu, Panikkar’s friend and author of numerous scholarly books on Panikkar’s 
thought, recalls the lasting effect of Panikkar’s Eucharistic celebrations in the par-
ish church of Santa Barbara:

His famous Easter service in his Santa Barbara days would attract visitors from all 
corners of the globe. Well before dawn they would climb up the mountain near his 
home in Montecito, meditate quietly in the darkness once they reached the top, and 
then salute the sun as it arose over the horizon. Panikkar would bless the elements—
air, earth, water and fire—and all the surrounding forms of life—plant, animal, and 
human—and then celebrate Mass and the Eucharist. It was a profound “cosmoth-
eandric” celebration with the human, cosmic, and divine dimensions of life being 
affirmed, reverenced, and brought into a deep harmony. The celebration after the for-
mal service at Panikkar’s home resembled in some respects the feast of Pentecost as 
described in the New Testament, where peoples of many tongues engaged in animated 
conversation.18

Prabhu’s account of Panikkar’s celebrations in California emphasizes not only the 
cosmic character of these liturgies—air, earth, water, and fire—but also the sense 
of a cosmic temple. The only place for Atonement was the temple. Thus, even if 
Panikkar is not in a temple, his liturgy implies a temple setting. As a matter of 
fact, Peter claimed that Christians are the living stones of a spiritual temple (1 
Peter 2:5). Panikkar might say that, in his view, the temple is the entire cosmos. 
By paraphrasing a célèbre sentence from one of his most famous books, it could 
be said that since his early youth, he had seen himself as a high priest, but one 
without a temple or at least without a temple other than that of the entire planet.19 
This is the notion of the high priest of the temple, where the one temple is the 
entire cosmos. Finally, Prabhu’s account of Panikkar’s celebrations in California 
transmits a sense of primordial unity recovered (“deep harmony”). This is not the 
traditional liturgy of a Roman Catholic priest, the administrator of the sacrament 
of the Eucharist and the officer of the celebration of the Mass. This is the ancient 
pre-Israelite high priest at work: during the worship, the original stance of the 
cosmos is sacramentally reconstituted, and plant, animal, and human all took their 
place again in the greater order of creation. This is the task of the high priest: to 
maintain creation, visible and invisible, bounded with its creator. This is what a 
high priest in the pre-Mosaic sacerdotal tradition does: he renews the cosmos in 
the liturgy-as-microcosm. This is what Panikkar was doing: restoring cosmic order 
through the rite of the atonement.
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All Priests in Spirit and Truth Are Priests

In The Mountain Panikkar not only reinterpreted his priestly status in terms of ‘cos-
mic priesthood’ but he also clarified the relationship between the Roman Catholic 
priesthood and the Hindu priesthood in the context of the cosmic covenant. In his 
dialogue with Abhishiktānanda, Panikkar made some remarks regarding this rela-
tionship, and for the sake of this article, I mention some here. The first: “India and 
its Scripture belong to the great cosmic Covenant, which preceded the Covenant 
of Sinai as well as that which God made with Abraham—in Biblical terms we may 
call it the Covenant with Noah” (p. 38). Panikkar then called this covenant with 
Noah “the original covenant” (p. 38), and later Panikkar talked about himself in 
these terms:

I am a priest of the Lord; with him and under him, I am a priest ‘after the order of 
Melchizedek.’…. “Here in the temple of Mother Ganga as in those of Kedar, Badri 
and all the other shrines of India, there are priests whom I would regard as the broth-
ers of the biblical Melchizedek … Melchizedek is truly the ‘type’ or classic example of 
a priest of the Cosmic Covenant. And it is after his order, not after that of Aaron, the 
priest of the Mosaic Covenant, that Christ became a priest—and in his priesthood 
mine is also included (p. 51).

Panikkar said that he is a priest ‘after the order of Melchizedek.’ He also argued 
that the Hindu priests are priests after the same order on the basis of the cosmic 
covenant. Then he continued:

The sacrifice offered by Melchizedek, the priest of El-Elyon (God Most High) fore-
shadowed that of Christ. In the same way it is foreshadowed … by the offering of 
these Melchizedeks of India (p. 51).

Panikkar also explained the role of the Christian priest: “The role of the Christian 
priest is therefore to give to all these signs their eschatological fulfilment in the 
definitive sign of the Christian sacrament” (p. 52). In his narrative, Panikkar estab-
lished a link between Melchizedek and the cosmic covenant. A surface reading of 
the text seems to imply that Panikkar sensed a connection between Melchizedek as 
a prefiguration of the priesthood of Christ and of His ministers and the cosmic cov-
enant with Noah, which makes Hindu priests after the order of Melchizedek, too. 
Thus, both Hindu priests and Roman Catholic priests are priests after the order of 
Melchizedek in the context of the cosmic covenant. Is this what Panikkar meant?

In Meditation, the subtext is Panikkar’s interpretation of his own priestly 
vocation as well as the theological status of Brahminic priesthood. He was clearly 
dissatisfied with the Roman Catholic practice of those days, which equalized 
non-Christian priesthood to untrue priesthood. His intent to release Brahminic 
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priesthood from discredit is clear, as is his respect for doctrinal boundaries. In 
Meditation, Panikkar called the order of Melchizedek “the existential order” and 
made clear that this distinct order is “the factual-existential condition to human-
ity before being transformed by Christ” (p. 147). He also pointed out that this 
existential order is not ‘natural,’ that is, the non-Christian religions are not simply 
natural, because a “purely natural” state “has never existed” (p. 147). Panikkar used 
Melchizedek to bridge the Christian high priesthood and the high priesthood of 
the nations: “Melchizedek is certainly … a ‘type’ of Christ, but, however, … [he] 
blessed the father of the nations [i.e., Abraham] so that this blessing could remain 
among them” (p. 143). He also explained what a blessing means: basically, it is the 
acquisition of the presence of the Lord. “A blessed object,” here Panikkar is men-
tioning the objective reality, “contains something that an object that has not been 
blessed does not possess.” This ‘something’ is a “spiritual content” that “impregnates 
its very matter [i.e., of the object] and it bestows a new value in it” (p. 143). One 
of the roles of the high priest is, in fact, to keep the elements of creation united in 
distinction. Finally, he managed to relate Christian priesthood and non-Christian 
priesthood to one another in terms of “physical continuity” and “moral disconti-
nuity” (p. 144).

In Meditation, as mentioned above, Panikkar called the order of Melchizedek 
“the existential order,” that is, the post-Fall condition to humanity before redemp-
tion (p. 147). What is this existential order? Panikkar explained that it is the order 
“that demands to be newly elevated in order to recover its lost plenitude and that 
suffers because of its incapacity of becoming free unless a Savior comes to aid” 
(p. 147). In a nutshell, the order of Melchizedek, that is, the existential order, is 
the order of the ‘suspended middle,’ to borrow an expression from Hans Urs von 
Balthasar’s study of Henri de Lubac’s predicament.20 With regards to the order of 
Melchizedek, Panikkar noted in Meditation that in Melchizedek,

Christian tradition has seen […] the sign of the grace of Christ, of His free ‘coming’ 
and of the natural human impotence to elevate itself to the supernatural order, which 
does not come from the body of from the will of Man, but rather is born directly in 
God (p. 147).

However, and this is an important corrective,

God’s grace will always be present while the world exists because Christ was already 
before Abraham at the very beginning of creation; He is not only the Only Son, He is 
also the firstborn of all creatures (p. 147).

The ‘grace’ mentioned in the former passage is not the same ‘grace’ mentioned in 
the latter. In the first passage, Panikkar affirmed, in agreement with tradition, that 
everything comes from God and proceeds from on high. But although attention 
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is directed explicitly upon the grace as the external gift (mentioned in the first 
passage), the reality of an internal gift cannot be denied. This is the grace men-
tioned in the second passage. Panikkar was basically saying that grace is not an 
exclusive prerogative of Christianity:  the existence of this internal grace in “any 
human being after the fall of Adams” (p. 147) needs to be legitimately consid-
ered. Panikkar explained that the order of Melchizedek is part “of the Christian 
order, which can never be reduced to a devitalized, impoverished, and ‘supernat-
uralized’ order” (p. 146). Thus, the order of Melchizedek is part of the Christian 
order, which in turn is not a supernaturalized order. Is the Melchizedek order, then, 
part of a natural order? The status of Melchizedek, Panikkar continued, “is neither 
supernatural, because it is a fallen state, nor purely natural, since ‘pure nature’ has 
never existed.” He then concluded:

This is why we say existential order, the order of any human being after the fall of 
Adam, the order that demands to be newly elevated in order to recover its lost pleni-
tude and that suffers because of its incapacity of becoming free unless a Savior comes 
to aid (p. 147).

Clearly Panikkar was rephrasing de Lubac’s contribution on the nature-grace 
relationship. It is de Lubac who claims that “the state of pure nature has never 
existed in fact, even for only an instant.”21 This status, “neither supernatural […] 
nor purely natural” is for Panikkar the status of “any human being after the fall 
of Adam” (p.  147). Thus, the order of Melchizedek is the existential order (in 
Panikkar’s terms), the order of the suspended middle (in Balthasar’s terms). He 
then concluded:

This is why we say existential order, the order of any human being after the fall of 
Adam, the order that demands to be newly elevated in order to recover its lost pleni-
tude and that suffers because of its incapacity of becoming free unless a Savior comes 
to aid (p. 147).

This order demands a supernatural gift, the exterior grace, “in order to recover its 
lost plenitude.” In a word, this order needs revelation: the teaching and precepts 
of Christ, which, confided to the apostles, are communicated by the Church. I will 
return to this later.

Panikkar then linked Melchizedek to the non-Christian priesthood. In The 
Mountain, Panikkar stated that India and its Scripture belong to the great cosmic 
covenant, which preceded the Mosaic Law. He was basically saying that India 
and its Scripture belong to the Table of Nations. He was also pointing to a cov-
enant more ancient than the Law, a covenant represented in the biblical texts by 
the figure of Melchizedek. “Melchizedek is truly the ‘type’ or classic example of a 
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priest of the cosmic covenant” (p. 51), Panikkar argues. The connection between 
Melchizedek and the cosmic covenant is elaborated in the initial part of the sec-
tion of Meditation called ‘The Interpretation.’ Here Panikkar noted that there are 
three covenants (or testaments): the Adamic (or Edenic), the Abrahamic, and the 
Christic. He stressed the ‘continuity’ among these three covenants (pp. 142–143). 
He noted that the cosmic covenant is the one that includes the nations, while the 
Mosaic Law was given to the nation of Israel. In general terms, he was claim-
ing that what is theologically relevant includes all people, all nations—not only 
the Christians. He was concerned with how God’s plan of redemption works for 
the whole world, for all the nations, not only for the Christians and not just for 
the Church. Clearly, Panikkar was much grander and cosmic in his outlook. For 
Panikkar the Christians are part of something bigger, something that transcends 
Christianity as a sociological group. In Meditation he claimed that “God has never 
forgotten his creation, and [He does not] leave the rest of the nations of the cos-
mos aside” (p. 144). This is probably a paraphrase of Acts 14:16–17. The original 
phrase opens The Unknown. Back to Meditation: Panikkar assigned greater impor-
tance to a covenant that is cosmic because it has universal implications. What 
really matters—what is really significant for humans—is a covenant to all nations 
that precede the Mosaic Law (and, I may say, the Abrahamitic covenant). What 
is really significant is the cosmic reconciliation, the covenant of peace and union.

Immediately after that, Panikkar explained what seems to be the main assump-
tion behind his article:

God has never forgotten his creation, and in choosing the people of Israel and bestow-
ing them a special mission on Earth, he has not forgotten to connect them to the rest 
of the world, so as not to leave the rest of the cosmos aside (p. 147).

Although the nations and Israel are separated as far as their destiny is concerned, 
that is, the nations have been disinherited and Israel has been chosen by God, both 
remain in God’s mind, so to speak. At this point, the importance of the sacerdotal 
tradition of the pre-Israelite priests, represented in the Bible by the royal priest 
Melchizedek, is clear: “Melchizedek—Panikkar noted—embodies the priesthood 
of the first alliance between God and Man, and his priesthood … still remains in 
pre-Christian religions” (p. 144). Melchizedek becomes, in Panikkar’s essay, the 
primeval form of priesthood, not simply in chronological terms; Melchizedek is 
the original priest, and all priests are, in some way, like him:  they maintain the 
unity of the cosmos, and with ‘cosmos’ I mean the whole reality, seen and unseen. 
Melchizedek, the Canaanite priest, is the priest of the Most High God, just like 
“in a certain sense, all true priests of the only God in the multiple religions of the 
Earth participate in the priesthood of this first testament” (p. 144). Therefore, all 
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priesthoods, that is, Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist priesthoods, participate in 
the original. Panikkar claimed that not only Christian priests, but all priests of the 
nations, that is, non-Christian priests, are in effect priests. Panikkar concluded this 
section with a simple sentence: the priests of all religions are priests of the Most 
High God (p. 144).

How is that? How is it that the priests of all religions—as quoted in the epi-
graph at the beginning of this chapter—are the priests of the Most High God 
(El-Elyon is translated in the Septuagint as ‘God Most High’)? I can try to answer 
this question in a two-step process. At the level of rites, all priests are differ-
ent, but at the level of the Spirit, all priests are the same. They are the priests in 
Christ, who is Spirit. This is the first step. It starts with Panikkar’s reference on 
“the existential” line (or ‘order’). This is a phrase that Panikkar repeated in The 
Unknown: “Christianity and Hinduism … really meet … in another deeper stra-
tum that could be well called the existential level.”22 Panikkar ended the line of 
thought by saying that this meeting point is Christ: “Christianity and Hinduism 
both meet in Christ.”23 Thus, it is safe to say that this existential order has some-
thing to do with Christ. The priesthood of Melchizedek is, more properly, the 
priesthood of Christ, “the Redeemer” (p. 144), as Christ is already there, hidden 
but present, at work though still invisible.

The second step works as follows: all priests in spirit and truth are priests. In 
Meditation, Panikkar mentioned, “all true priests of the only God in the multiple 
religions of the Earth.” So, what does ‘true’ mean? It means that every act of wor-
ship—as long as it is a true act, that is, a pure act of service or love (“the pure of 
heart will see God,” Matthew 5:8), perpetrated by a priest, no matter a Christian 
or non-Christian priest—in cooperation with this Christ inward is a genuine and 
sincere gesture of worship that makes the priest a ‘true priest.’ Panikkar explains 
this line of reasoning in The Unknown:  “It is Christ who inspires the payers of 
man and ‘hears’ them. It is he who whispers to us any divine inspiration and who 
is speaks as God, whatever forms the ‘patient’ of the divine may believe in or think 
of.”24 It is Christ who suggests to the priest—as long as the priest is a true priest—
the words of his rite of atonement, and it is Christ who is the ultimate receiver of 
his prayers, regardless what god the priest believes he is worshiping. “Insofar … 
priests are truly priests,” Panikkar argues in Meditation, these priests are “medi-
ators, chosen men, chosen among the others for the salvation of their brothers” 
(p. 145). For Panikkar, priests are priests, as long as they are true priests, that is, 
priests in spirit and truth, regardless of the religions to which they belong. And the 
trues priests are, to borrow a line from Panikkar, “the true priests of the Almighty” 
(p. 148). All priests, if they are not priests only in name, not at the level of rites, but 
are priests in spirit and truth, are priests in Christ, and as such they are true priests 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



PRIESTHOOD  IN  SPIRIT  AND  TRUTH  | 133

and worship the Most Almighty God, regardless of the religions to which they 
belong. In this sense, there is only one priesthood, the priesthood of Christ, the 
only high priest, the high priest of the order of Melchizedek, in which all priests 
are “ministers of the diverse religions that exist” (p. 148).

Christian and Non-Christian Priesthoods

For Panikkar, the priesthood of Melchizedek is both the beginning and the end 
of priesthood. It is the priesthood of the first covenant, the original priesthood, 
the priesthood of human brotherhood, on one hand; on the other hand, it is also 
the universal priesthood. It is the priesthood of the cosmic covenant, and as such 
it is the “universal and general priesthood” after the order of Melchizedek, the 
pre-partition priestly tradition, which makes sure that the cosmic covenant, that 
is, the covenant between God and His entire creation, is conserved and protected. 
God holds the entire humanity in the bonds of the cosmic covenant, bonds of 
covenant that, one might say, human sin (transgression) can break. All priests, 
“the priests of all religions who truly deserve this name” (Meditation, p. 149), are 
high priests in the order of Melchizedek, that is, all priests are healing priests. The 
creation is renewed in the overthrow of sin, and all priests contribute to the cosmic 
reconciliation through the atonement rites or, more generally, the rites associated 
with the cosmic covenant. All priests are priests of peace, union, and restoration. 
All priests who are priests à la Melchizedek preserve and renew the bonds of the 
original covenant.

The Melchizedek priesthood is the beginning and the end of priesthood, and 
as such informs the relationship between Christian and non-Christian priest-
hoods. For sure, Melchizedek is the center of Panikkar’s important claims about 
Christianity and its relationship to Hinduism. The Hebrews emphasizes the 
Melchizedek-Abraham relationship in the context of Jewish-Christian debate on 
priesthood. In an interesting twist, Panikkar underscored the Melchizedek-Noah 
relationship in the context of his discussion on nations-Christian Christology. He 
transformed a Jewish-Christian debate on priesthood into a Church-nation debate 
of priesthood. He argued that the Indian priests are “the brothers of the biblical 
Melchizedek (emphasis added)” (p. 51), as he aimed to draft the contours of a spe-
cific priesthood, the priesthood of the nations. But he might also say that he and 
the Indian priests are brothers in Melchizedek. In Melchizedek, both priesthoods, 
his and their priesthoods, are included, so what did Panikkar mean when he said 
in 1964 that he and the Hindu priests belong to the same priesthood after the 
order of Melchizedek? How do the two priesthoods, that of the Church and that 
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of the nations, both priesthoods after the order of Melchizedek in the context of 
the cosmic covenant, relate to each other?

The relationship between Christian and non-Christian priesthood is asym-
metrical, an adjective which clarifies that two movements are at work in the few 
statements from The Mountains and in the manuscript of Meditation:  a move-
ment of unity of Christian and Brahminic priesthood, and a movement of dis-
tinction between Christian and Brahminic priesthood. The movement of unity 
is clear: Christian and Brahminic (and Buddhist and Muslim) priests maintain 
through their liturgical work the primordial unity of humankind with God. “Here 
in the temple of Mother Ganga as in those of Kedar, Badri and all the other shrines 
of India, there are priests whom I  would regard as the brothers of the biblical 
Melchizedek” (p. 51). These priests officiate the sacred rites and make sure that the 
cosmic covenant, that is, the covenant between God and all of humankind, is con-
served and protected. This is the function of the “universal and general priesthood” 
(p. 144) after the order of Melchizedek. But there is a second function, a function 
more specific and special, which belongs exclusively to the Roman Catholic priest-
hood. This is the second movement, a movement of distinction between Christian 
and Brahminic priesthood. This movement is described in Meditation in the final 
part of the section of the paper called ‘The Interpretation.’

Here Panikkar noted that Melchizedek “embodies the priesthood of the first 
alliance between God and Man, and his priesthood—although containing many 
strains—still remains in pre-Christian religions (emphasis added)” (p.  144). So, 
the Melchizedek priesthood contains many strains. In fact, both Christian and 
Brahminic are cosmic priests, but Christian priests are not only cosmic priests. The 
role of the Christian priest, he claims in The Mountain, is “to give to all these signs 
their eschatological fulfilment in the definitive sign of the Christian sacrament” 
(p. 52). The sacramental is the encounter of the order of nature and the supernatu-
ral. This encounter is the premise of salvation. The role of the Christian priest is to 
vehicle the supernatural ingredient that helps nature, already infused of the inter-
nal grace, transcend itself. The Christian priesthood is a cosmic priesthood because 
it is based on a cosmological belief. But the Christian priesthood is also based on 
the Christian belief in the Resurrection, which allows the Christian to see in the 
things He has made His everlasting power and deity, however invisible (Romans 
1:10). In other words, the Christian priesthood enjoys the unique fullness of the 
divine revelation, while the non-Christian priesthood’s practices express some ele-
ments of the one divine mystery.

Unity in distinction is a cardinal principle in Panikkar’s theology. In 
Meditation, the unity between Christian priest and Hindu priest is clear: they both 
belong to the cosmic covenant. They are both ‘cosmic priests.’ The distinction is 
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clear, too: the Christian priest not only recognizes the creative presence of God in 
the cosmos, but also His redemptive presence. The cosmological belief, in fact, is 
the Cosmic Christ; the Christian belief belongs to the Mystical Christ. Panikkar, 
in fact, managed to relate Christian priesthood and non-Christian priesthood to 
one another in terms of “physical continuity” and “moral discontinuity” (p. 144). 
Here he is probably echoing de Lubac, who stated that the essential distinction, 
from the Church Fathers up until the High Middle Ages, remained one between 
natural and moral. De Lubac argued that the former distinction was authentically 
Christian:

on the one hand there was created nature; on the other hand there was created spirit, 
which was free, and intellectually reflexive (‘personal’). This ‘moral’ realm was in some 
sense not just created; it bore a more radical imprint of divinity: the imago dei.25

In other words, the natural (understood not in terms of ‘pure nature’) is the essen-
tial and necessary order; the moral is the free and personal order. The distinction 
is between the natural order, that is, the cosmic order, and the moral order, that 
is, the historical-eschatological order. In the latter, the goal is the supernatural 
understood in terms of mystery, the goal of the historical-eschatological frame-
work. Thus, the distinction between Hindu priests and Roman Catholic priests is 
not built on an ontological distinction between natural religions and Christianity 
as the supernatural religion.26 Rather it is based on a distinction between a cosmic 
order and an historical-eschatological order, that is, between cosmos and mystery. 
Panikkar really means that both Hindu priests and Roman Catholic priests are 
priests after the order of Melchizedek in the context of the cosmic covenant. They 
are both ‘cosmic’ priests. However, the Melchizedek priesthood contains many 
strains, and priestly roles differ: the Hindu priests represent all nations before the 
Cosmic Christ; the Roman Catholic priests reclaim all nations for the Mystical 
Christ.

Conclusion

It is well-known that priesthood played an important role in Panikkar’s life. Later 
in life, he not only critiqued the Roman Catholic priesthood of his time, but also 
manufactured clamorous forms of protest against it. Less known, however, is the 
kind of priesthood he wanted to pursue. What type of priesthood did he have in 
mind when he critiqued the traditional Roman Catholic priesthood? In this chap-
ter, I examined Panikkar’s early notion of priesthood not only because it provides 
the context for his own self-understanding, but also because it operates as a central 
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theme in Panikkar’s early theology. Panikkar framed his interpretation of priest-
hood in terms of ‘high priesthood after the order of Melchizedek.’ Melchizedek 
priesthood, in Panikkar’s view, is a cosmic priesthood. The high priest after the 
order of Melchizedek exemplifies Panikkar’s set of ideas regarding a priestly fig-
ure who performs the rite of the atonement, that is, the rite of cosmic reconcili-
ation. While recent literature has addressed Panikkar’s Melchizedek priesthood 
from an historical and theological perspective, in this chapter I took a biblical and 
extra-biblical standpoint.27

The next step on my agenda is to move to The Unknown. My hypothesis is that 
The Unknown is less a paradigm shift and more a restoration: in reading Panikkar’s 
wide-ranging investigation, one feels the tectonic plates shifting, coming together 
in a very old configuration, and one sees the outlines of primal sources once again 
interrogated. To read and reread Panikkar’s early works is to share his sense of 
unity, to be invited into the presence of the divine embedded into the reality of 
the world. It is to become part of a universe at its beginning, when the religious is 
omnipresent and God is not a subjective choice but an objective reality. It is like 
becoming part of a divinely created order of the cosmos and sharing a primordial 
and mystical vision of reality that is crystallized in all religious traditions.
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Panikkar (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 2017), 1–34. See also: Gianni Vacchelli, 
Per un’Alleanza delle Religioni:  la Bibbia tra Panikkar e la Radice Ebraica (Milano:  Servitium, 
2010), which includes an analysis of Panikkar’s Melchizedech.
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Cosmic Sacramentalism

The Kingdom of God suffers violence

precisely because it is within us
Panikkar1

The Unknown

It is time to engage in a closer look at The Unknown. In The Unknown there is an 
impressive portfolio of creative ideas which has already attracted the attention 
of skilled scholars and commentators. I narrow the focus to what Panikkar calls 
‘Christ’ and the related concepts of ‘Christic principle’ and ‘Cosmic Christ.’ My 
main goal in this chapter is to connect theological reflection and biblical themes, 
including those of the Kingdom. I establish a link between one main subject of The 
Unknown—that is, the Cosmic Christ—and the biblical theme of the Kingdom. 
In the next chapter I will expand the link between theology and biblical scholar-
ship with reference to Acts 17.

Previously, I mentioned Robin Boyd’s review of The Unknown. His review car-
ries the classic interpretation of The Unknown’s thesis: Christ is hidden in Hinduism 
and fully revealed in Christianity. Accordingly, the mission of Christians is to 
unveil the hidden Christ and help Hinduism to accede the truth and to convert, 
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that is, to become Christianity. Boyd supports his interpretation through a handful 
of quotes from The Unknown: “That Christ which is already in Hinduism, which, 
therefore, Christianity recognizes and worship, that Christ has not unveiled his 
whole face … there. He still has to grow up and to be recognized.”2 Thus, the same 
Christ that Christians already recognize, Hindus have yet to recognize. At this 
point Panikkar adds the following: “He [Christ] has to be crucified there, dying 
with Hinduism as he dies with Judaism and with the Hellenistic religions in order 
to rise again.” As for now, Hinduism is a true religion: “For Christianity, Christ is 
already there in Hinduism in so far as Hinduism is a true religion” (emphasis added). 
These and other quotations seem to sustain Boyd’s interpretation of The Unknown, 
an interpretation that is shared by several others.

Panikkar, however, disagreed with this interpretation. In the revised edition of 
The Unknown, as already noted in a previous chapter, Panikkar stated that

my main concern was not to speak of a) an unknown Christ of Hindus who is ‘known’ 
by Christians, nor b) of an unknown Christ of Christians who is ‘known’ to Hindu, 
under whatever form and name … my primary intention was to speak c) about the 
‘unknown’ Christ of Hinduism, which can be either unknown, or known qua Christ, 
to Christians and Hindus alike.3

I already alluded to scholars who suspect that in his revised edition, Panikkar does 
not make explicit his original thesis, but rather elaborates and eventually departs 
from it.4 He denied this allegation and remained firm on this view for the rest of his 
life, constantly maintaining the point that even the original edition of The Unknown 
carried the same message: not unknown to Hindus and revealed to Christians, but 
somehow unknown to both. This is the author’s position and deserves to be taken 
seriously. Moreover, in the second part of the Foreword of The Unknown, written 
by Panikkar in Rome in 1962, he anticipates, almost word for word, what he will 
repeat in 1981: “As an introduction to that book (i.e., ‘a book on Christ, making 
sense for Hinduism’) the author [Panikkar himself ] sometimes feels tempted to 
write, if at all, a volume called: ‘The Unknown Christ of Christianity.’ ”5 Although 
framed vaguely, it seems that already, in the first edition of The Unknown, Panikkar 
argues that Christ is unknown to both Hindus and Christians. Thus, his thesis 
remains unchanged through the different editions of the book.

In “A Self-Critical Dialogue,” one of many essays from the last part of his life, 
Panikkar displays a grand amount of scholarship and once again returns to the 
issue and explains his view. In this text he masterfully harmonized the findings of 
his life-long philosophical and theological work and merged them into a complex 
web of simple, clear sentences. “My study,” he notes with regard to The Unknown, 
“did not refer to the known Christ of christians or to any ‘Christ in itself ’ on which 
christians know one aspect and hindus another aspect under another name.”6 His 
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study, in fact, presented one harmonious vision in which the entire creation reflects 
the glory of God and Christ is charged with the task of raising all of creation to 
union with the Godhead. In Panikkar’s opinion, The Unknown is, in a nutshell, a 
Trinitarian vision of the cosmos, of Christ within that cosmos, and therefore of the 
economy of salvation, the salvific interplay between the cosmic, the human, and the 
divine. For Panikkar, Christ is much broader than a rescuer from sin and death, a 
Divine undoing of man’s mistake, but points rather to God’s eternal plan for whole 
creation. In the Preface of the 2007 edition of The Unknown of Hinduism, Panikkar 
made some comments that, for the sake of this present study, are worth quoting in 
their entirety here:

I enphasize that the adjective ‘unknown,’ as referring to Christ, is also applicable 
to historical Christianity. I have repeatedly suggested that the meeting of religions, 
which is indispensable today, implies a mutation in the actual self-understanding of 
religions, and in this case of Christianity itself. After being historically anchored for 
almost two thousand years to the monotheistic traditions originated from Abraham, 
Christianity, if it claims to be Catholic, must meditate deeply on the kenosis of Christ 
and have the courage, as it did at the first Council of Jerusalem, to free itself from the 
Jewish tradition … and from the Roman tradition … without breaking with them, and 
let itself be fertilized by the other traditions of humanity.7

In the conclusive commentary of The Unknown Christ of Hinduism written by 
its author, Hinduism is barely mentioned. Panikkar’s focus was Christianity. He 
devoted the whole preface to clarifying that the unknown Christ is unknown to 
all religions, including Christianity (seen as a religion) and drafting a picture of 
Christianity from the first generation onwards. He claimed that Christianity lost 
his way after the First Council of Jerusalem, so that it must meditate on the kenosis 
of Christ, to transform itself toward becoming something else in order to meet the 
other religions.

Reading The Unknown through the eyes of biblical sources requires shedding 
the filters of a mixture of creedal statements and modern rationalism: Panikkar 
was less prone than most of his colleagues to conceptualize. At the very beginning 
of The Unknown, Panikkar quotes Gregory of Sinai to say that the true knowledge 
is reached through the guide of the Spirit: “the mind guided by the Spirit, traces 
words in the pure hearts of those who listen.” Then he locates his source of inspi-
ration, his locus theologicus maximus, in the blessed ignorance and sacred silence.8 
As a matter of fact, only God knows God; the Father alone knows the mystery of 
Christ. Panikkar developed an experiential concept of knowledge of the Mystery 
based upon the notion that God is not known through a purely intellectual process; 
when one is in communion with God (i.e., restored to his/her natural state), one 
can and even must enjoy a direct knowledge and experience of his/her Creator.9 
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This property is not simply intellectual; it implies purification of the whole being, 
ascetical detachment, and ethical progress. This is to say that in any systematic 
presentation of Panikkar’s thought, there is always the danger of forcing it into 
the mold of rational categories foreign to its very nature. This is precisely what 
occurs in several commentaries on Panikkar’s theology, which claim to interpret 
faithfully his theology without showing his same unity of method and congeniality 
of approach. Commentators generally take for granted that the dramatic character 
of the theology of the unknown is philosophical in character, but Panikkar most 
explicitly formulated it in terms of the ineffable and of silence. 

Christ and Christic Principle

As a case in point, in The Unknown Panikkar writes that Christ is a symbol of the 
Mystery.

What is the Mystery? In first approximation, for Panikkar the Mystery is the 
Ultimate, the Absolute. “All that has been said about truth, goodness and beauty,” 
he explains, “are all aspect of the Mystery.”10 It is clear that the category of ‘the 
Mystery’ serves to integrate some of the most important themes in The Unknown. 
In this sense, ‘the Mystery’ provides an excellent point of entry into a framework 
otherwise characterized by a diversity of nuances and evolving reconceptualiza-
tions. All of this of course leads to the important question: what precisely does 
Panikkar mean by ‘the Mystery’? Before proceeding, it is worth noting a certain 
ambiguity in Panikkar’s account of ‘the Mystery.’ In the Introduction of the first 
edition, the two Introductions of the revised edition of The Unknown, and the 
innumerable manuscripts in which he returns to the vexata questio of the thesis 
(what I called ‘unknown Christ,’ the meaning behind the title of The Unknown), 
the phrases ‘the Mystery,’ ‘Christ the Mystery,’ ‘the Mystery that Christians call 
Christ,’ and ‘the Mystery of Christ’ are sometimes specified and distinguished 
and in other instances used interchangeably. Panikkar seems to sometimes over-
lap between the Trinitarian and the Christic levels. In his Introduction to The 
Unknown 2, Panikkar notes that “though Christ is the Mystery in the sense that 
to see Christ is to reach the Mystery, still the Mystery cannot be totally identified 
with Christ.” In sum, it is through Christ that the Mystery can be reached; yet, the 
Mystery cannot be totally identified with Christ. Still, Christ is the symbol of the 
Mystery and the Mystery itself. In another paragraph, he explains: “the paradigm 
for this Mystery is the Trinity” (original emphasis).11 A tension can be perceived 
between the Mystery as Trinity and the Mystery of Christ: in fact, Panikkar dis-
tinguishes and mingles at the same time the Mystery as Trinity and the Mystery 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



COSMIC  SACRAMENTALISM  | 143

of Christ because, of course, the three persons of the triune God are distinct from 
one another and yet inseparable. How can (the Mystery of ) Christ be approached 
in isolation from the (Mystery of the) Trinity?12 I personally believe that this is 
Trinitarian language, the same language readers can find in Acts 16, in which the 
Spirit is addressed first as ‘Holy Spirit’ (16:6) and then as ‘Spirit of Jesus’ (16:7): the 
Spirit is distinct, yet united to Christ. In the same way, Christ is distinct, yet united 
with the Trinity. The same can be said about Christ in the mentioned passages of 
The Unknown, in which He is depicted simultaneously as present reality and part 
of the Mystery of the Trinity that surpasses all definitions. Christ is the Mystery, 
but the Mystery is not exhausted in Christ. Panikkar will elaborate on the relation 
between the Trinitarian hypostases in later works.13 Without further dispensing 
with the intentional semantic ambiguity in Panikkar’s account, at this point suffice 
it to say that in The Unknown, readers can detect a distinct form of Christocentric 
Trinitarianism.

In The Unknown, the Mystery is another word for the hidden presence of God 
within the reality—in Panikkar’s words, “all that exists, i.e., the whole of reality, 
is nothing but God: Father Christ and Holy Spirit.”14 For Panikkar, the Trinity 
is not something that refers exclusively to God but to the entire reality. What 
Christians call the Mystery refers to the Trinitarian core at the heart of whole cre-
ation. Minds which are filled with modern preconceptions, which try always to see 
relations between beings as material and logical, are quite content to think of the 
Mystery by analogy with the architecture of reality. For them it is much more like 
a structure than a gratuitous movement of divine love in the triune God’s own life. 
The point is that the Mystery is neither structurally part of reality nor simply jux-
taposed to reality. The Mystery is the revelation of the ground of all, of the Source 
of all, and of the relationship of not-otherness between the two: the Source and 
all are not other to each other. To put it differently, the Mystery is the Trinitarian 
character of an underlying core of whole reality, in which the reciprocal, interpen-
etrating, dynamic relation internal to the Godhead permeates and preserves the 
reality. This is Panikkar’s sacramental theology. At this point one discovers that the 
notion of Trinity, as expressed by Panikkar, leads to a distinction in the Godhead 
between His transcendent essence and His properties, such as ‘power’ or ‘goodness,’ 
or ‘truth,’ which express His existence and action ad extra, not His essence. The 
dynamism of the Trinity makes communion the true purpose of creation, which is 
transparent to divine action in the world. Accordingly, the reality in The Unknown 
is considered to be completely and fully Trinitized, that is, the created is saturated 
with the tri-unity of the divine Godhead. The reality is, to borrow a quote from 
Pope Paul VI, “impregnated by the presence of God and of a nature, consequently, 
that permits a constant self-exploring.”15 Some commentators understand the 
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Mystery in Panikkar’s thought as extrinsic to creation.16 It is not. For Panikkar, 
the Mystery is at the very heart of creation. In this sense, for Panikkar “there is 
nothing but God.”17 For him, everything is sacred; reality cannot be conceived 
independent of the Mystery. The Mystery is not about things which bypass human 
reason. The Mystery surely surpasses human reason, but it is eventually embedded 
in human reason—embedded in the whole reality. A self-contained, self-sufficient, 
and autonomous reality, without reference to the Mystery, is not good Christian 
theology. This sacramental understanding of reality is lost in most of the rational-
istic analysis of The Unknown.

Christians identify the Mystery with Christ. This is the language of St. Paul, 
according to whom Christ is “the mystery of our religion” (1 Tim 3:16). It is like-
wise the position of St. Augustine, who maintains that Non estaliud Dei mysterium, 
nisi Christus [there is no other mystery of God, apart from Christ].18 Thus, there 
is only a Mystery: the Mystery of Christ. In the Introduction to The Unknown 2, 
Panikkar is careful to stress “the presence of the one Mystery (not necessary the 
‘same’ Mystery) in both traditions [i.e., Christianity and Hinduism]” (emphasis 
added).19 I  interpret this sentence as follows:  Panikkar highlights the fact that 
the Mystery is constituted by many mysteries, and he understands that each mys-
tery always expresses the whole of the Mystery. For Panikkar, the Mystery that 
Christians call Christ does not stand alongside other mysteries as one particu-
lar instantiation of a more general relationship between humanity and God. The 
Mystery is rather the one mystery to which all other mysteries bear a strictly deriv-
ative relation. Thus, Panikkar expands Christ to the point of becoming the unique 
point of insertion of any human being into the Mystery.

With the Trinitarian framework firmly established at the very core of reality, 
one can begin to look at Christ’s central position in Panikkar’s The Unknown, in 
which the fate of humanity is tied to that of the entire cosmos. Panikkar realized 
that there is more to this link than humanity and God. The entire universe—the 
cosmos—is also part of this intimate bond. The visible and invisible aspects of the 
universe constitute but one cosmos. In this context, the triune God in the second 
person, that is, Christ, the Son of God, brings not only humanity, but all of cre-
ation (both visible and invisible) into a deific union in the life of the Trinity. Thus, 
Christ is the ontological link between creator and creation. Christ is the interme-
diary between God and the world, but this intermediary is nothing less than God 
Himself, who in this way leads the whole creation, visible and invisible, natural 
and supernatural, to the profundity of His immanent, Trinitarian, transforming 
action. For Panikkar, the fact that Christ acts as mediator, that Christ recapitulates 
in himself the elements of the entire world, is relevant for the outlining of this 
active role of mediating: “the symbol Christ … ‘recapitulates’ in itself the Real in 
its totality, created and uncreated.”20
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Thus, Christ is the mediator, the Way, as Panikkar calls Him.21 Yet in exercis-
ing this mediating role, Christ must at the same time and in some way sanctify 
creation itself, and in so doing bring to it a promise of continuous healing and 
purification. Panikkar amplifies the dimensions of Christ: not simply the media-
tor, but the reconciliator, who reunifies the created and the uncreated. In fact, in 
Christ, the duality between the created and the uncreated is transformed, through 
an act of gratuity and love, into a unity unthreatened by dissolution. Panikkar is an 
orthodox thinker, for whom divine ‘nature’ and created ‘nature’ are distinguished 
and show totally dissimilar modes of existence. The first is totally free from the 
second, while the second depends upon the first. For a Christian (a Catholic), the 
forces of nature cannot be divine, nor can they be subject to any form of natural 
determinism. Yet, divine nature and created nature are united. For a Christian, the 
forces of nature are sanctified, which implies that they are restored to the original 
and natural order of the world. Nature has not been created as an autonomous 
or self-sufficient being; its very nature is truly itself only in as much as it exists 
‘in God’ or ‘in grace.’ Grace therefore gives man his ‘natural’ status. At all times 
Panikkar remains doggedly committed to Chalcedonian orthodoxy.

This task of healing, recreation, and reunification makes Christ the unifier 
of reality. This is not divinization (or Christopantheist, that is, absorption, fusion, 
assimilation); it is constant, permanent reunification (or panchristism, as Panikkar’s 
friend, Jules Monchanin, would call it: the idea that Christ is at work in every lit-
tle thing). What Christians call ‘Christ’ is the unity that is present in the Trine 
God and radiates and vitalizes all of reality.22 He is the full manifestation of the 
immense love of God, who penetrates the whole universe. Christ is the bounder of 
creation who unifies the tangible and intangible worlds, and in this capacity, He is 
universal. As universal, He is present anywhere. He is at work everywhere, and He 
penetrates everything. In sum, the presence of Christ at the heart of all things is 
intimate and distinct at the same time; His presence not only unifies the creation, 
but also vivifies and elevates the creation.

This is, in a nutshell, the generation of the Christ principle. The spirit is the 
active, generative principle. And Christ, who is spirit, is that principle, the vivific, 
unifying, purifying principle of creation. This action of mediation and unification, 
of uniting created and uncreated, intelligible and sensible, heaven and earth, par-
adise and universe, that is, of uniting diversity, with all diversity preserved, is the 
Christic principle.23 For Panikkar, “in the heart of this Reality, Christ, the Lord, 
stands for the universal principle, the ultimate pivot of everything, the beginning 
and end of reality.”24 Panikkar also calls this principle ‘Trinitarian,’ which even-
tually stands not so much on the immanent Trinity as on the cosmotheandric 
character of reality.25 With ‘cosmotheatric’ I mean—in the context of the unknown 
Christ—that Christ is at the heart of all the realms of being:  cosmic, human, 
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and divine. Christ intends to rule over creation in a relationship of love and to 
establish and protect the harmony of the whole creation. The fate of all creation 
is tied to its agent in creating, ordering, and healing, that is (in biblical terms, as 
I will show later), to be its king and high priest, and thus in His turning toward 
God, the entire cosmos is turned toward God. To put it differently, He brings the 
entire cosmos—visible and invisible—back to the Father. Christ is the principle 
that ties together all that is, the universal principle of all. For Panikkar, Christ is 
this active principle “seeing and recreating all hearts and renewing the face of the 
earth.”26 The principle remains privileged and its purpose of turning it all toward 
God remains unchanged, but its mode of existence is inconstant according to its 
intentional decisions.

Theology of Cosmic Christ

The origins of the phrase ‘Cosmic (or ‘cosmic’) Christ’ in the realm of the theol-
ogy of religions are sometimes traced back to Joseph Sittler’s address to the 1961 
World Council of Churches Assembly meeting in Delhi. His address was based 
on Paul’s passages such as Colossians 1:15–20 in which the word ‘all’ is mentioned 
six times. According to Sittler (1904–1987), God’s redemption is for all, that is, 
it is “cosmic in scope,” and the Christ envisaged in those passages is the “cosmic 
Christ.”27 Others identify Paul David Devanandan as the person who can be cred-
ited with the phrase ‘Cosmic Christ.’ In his address at the same 1961 meeting, he 
suggested from Ephesians 1:10 that a Cosmic Christ unites all things to Himself. 
In his address, Devanandan (1901–1962) recapitulates his theological thought: the 
work of the Holy Spirit in history, the gathering of all people into the Kingdom of 
God, the hidden Christ at work by renewing Hinduism. In Christ’s new creation 
and new humanity, Christ unites non-Christian religions to Himself.28

The important writings of these Protestant theologians were probably indebted 
to the immense work of Eastern Orthodox scholars who redeemed Maximus the 
Confessor (580–662) from obscurity and brought his cosmic theology back to 
light in the first half of the 20th century. Maximus has undergone a remarkable 
rediscovery in modern times, and his conception of the Word of God’s perme-
ation of the entire cosmos to transfigure it has become one of the most profound 
and far-reaching intellectual contributions to theology since the mid-20th cen-
tury. During the same period, Roman Catholic theologians turned to Maximus’ 
penetrating theological vision and have attempted to reconcile it with Western 
Christian thought and to investigate the implications of such a vision with regard 
to theological and spiritual concerns of this present era. This rediscovery has 
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occurred against the dominant Neo-scholastic tendencies of the early 20th century 
which somewhat sidelined the importance of Maximus’s profound spiritual expe-
riences and penetrating theological vision, not only within the Byzantine thought 
but the whole Christian tradition.29 Orthodox and Catholic theologians in the first 
half of the 20th century have agreed about the establishment of the reputation of 
Saint Maximus the Confessor as the greatest of all Byzantine theologians, with a 
wholeness of vision that speaks directly to many of our concerns today.

In 1915, Sergey L.  Epifanovich wrote in Russian a pioneering work on 
Maximus.30 Epifanovich’s originality was to treat Maximus’s work not only as a 
synthesizer of the previous Greek Patristic tradition, but as an initiator of a new 
era of Byzantine theology. While Epifanovich’s thesis was initially received with 
skepticism, it would become the mainstream interpretation in the second half of 
the century. In the 1920s, the work of Venance Grumel on Maximus’s dogmatic 
theology, and his encyclopedic entry on Maximus for the Dictionnaire de Théologie 
catholique, reintroduced Maximus to Catholic theological reflection.31 A decade 
later, Marcel Viller established the link between Maximus and Evagrius of Pontus 
and emphasized the orthodoxy of the former compared to some disputable con-
tributions of the latter.32 In the same period, Catholic thinkers such as the Jesuit 
patrologist Irénée Hausherr and philosopher and historian of medieval thought 
Etienne Gilson proved the role of absolute relevance of Maximus in the Christian 
tradition.33 They confirmed that so thoroughly did Maximus’s thought come to 
influence the Byzantine theological tradition that it is impossible to trace the sub-
sequent history of Orthodox Christianity without knowledge of his work. At the 
same time, two translations of Maximus’s ‘Mystagogia’ appeared in Italian and 
French, while Russian theologian Georges Vasilievich Florovsky wrote a dense 
and profound study on the organic character of Maximus’s theological thought.34

In 1941, Hans Urs von Balthasar, a prominent Swiss theologian, considered 
to be one of the most important Catholic dogmatic theologians of the 20th cen-
tury, addressed Maximus in one of the finest works on the Byzantine theologian. 
Von Balthasar’s book, written in German and titled Kosmische Liturgie (tr. Cosmic 
Liturgy), contributed greatly to the rediscovery of the paramount significance of 
Maximus’s theological legacy in the West.35 Von Balthasar’s aim was to unfold 
a comprehensive picture of Maximus’ theological vision through a concrete and 
rigorous analysis of the structure and meaning of Maximus’ writings. The fact is, 
in von Balthasar’s opinion, Maximus’ ‘cosmic liturgy’ relies widely on the patristic 
reference to the idea of the liturgy as an icon of heaven on earth. The liturgy is for 
Maximus more than a mere symbol; it is effective, that is, an operation to effec-
tively transform the reality into transfigured, elevated existence. For Maximus, as 
perceived by von Balthasar, “the liturgy is ultimately always ‘cosmic liturgy’: a way 
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of drawing the entire world into the hypostatic union, because both world and 
liturgy share a christological foundation.”36

This form of Eucharistic spirituality and cosmic reference became common in 
the Catholic milieu into the 1950s. Theologians like Monchanin, Henri de Lubac, 
and Pierre Charles (1883–1954) and poets like Paul Claudel (1869–1956) articu-
lated distinct styles of sacramental theology, sometimes associated with the work 
of Christ, sometimes rooted in the Church. The teachings of Maximus readily 
support this sacramental view of creation by affirming a universal, ontological, 
and real presence of the Logos of God. Teilhard de Chardin’s theology is, above 
all, based on his profound conviction of God’s presence and, more immediately, 
Christ’s presence throughout the universe. Teilhard demonstrated an awareness of 
the teachings of Maximus that suggests an introduction to the Cosmic Christ tra-
dition as early as 1916. While the term “Christogenesis” was not coined until 1939, 
in this early essay the relationship between Christ and the cosmos—a relationship 
that will become one of Teilhard’s master ideas—is already present:

the Body of Christ must be understood boldly, as it was seen and loved by St. John, 
St. Paul, and the Fathers. It forms in nature a world which is new, an organism mov-
ing and alive in which we are all united physically, biologically…. It is first by the 
Incarnation and next by the Eucharist that [Christ] organizes us for Himself and 
imposes Himself upon us…. By His Incarnation He inserted Himself not just into 
humanity but into the universe which supports humanity, and He did so not simply as 
another connected element, but with the dignity and function of a directing principle, 
of a Center toward which everything converges in harmony and in love.37

The above passage is interesting for a number of reasons, including its reference 
to the world as organism, the significant mention of the Eucharist as organizing 
opus operandi, and the assigned function of ‘directing principle’ to Christ. Teilhard 
appeared to have in his sights the cosmic theology of Maximus, although with an 
important difference: Maximus placed the Cosmic Christ in the context of a static 
universe, while Teilhard puts it in the context of an evolutionary universe: “Christ,” 
he says, “has a cosmic body that extends throughout the universe.”38 Thanks to the 
work of theologians such as Teilhard, Catholicism embraced a highly dynamic 
concept of universe, which is driven by the creative power of Christ’s love. Fourteen 
years later, in an academic lecture, Teilhard defined the relationship between Christ 
and the cosmos:

Let us remember that the supernatural nourishes itself on everything, and let us accept 
fully those magnificent perspectives according to which the Christ of St. Paul appears 
to us as He in whom all has been created and He in whom the whole world finds 
its stability, with all its height and depth, its grandeur and greatness, with all that is 
material and all that is spiritual.39
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He believed that it is legitimate, while remaining faithful to the sources of reve-
lation, to speak of a genesis which is Christic as well as one which is cosmic. It is 
against this background that I place my analysis of Panikkar’s thought on Cosmic 
Christ. 

Panikkar’s Cosmic Christ

For Panikkar, the whole mystery of Christ is that everything is held together 
in Christ (Col. 1:16–20). Christ is the beginning, middle, and end of all cre-
ation. In The Unknown, he mentioned exactly that:  “He … the beginning and 
the end….”40 In Panikkar’s view, the intermediating and reunifying action of 
Christ is the lens through which to interpret the beginning and the goal of the 
universe. The theology of the unknown Christ is cosmological: Christ is at the 
very center of creation, the mediator and the reunificator, and He brings the 
entirety of creation with Him into the divine life of the Trinity. The kenotic 
love of Christ is naturally inclined to the task of unifying the multiplicity and 
divisions of creation and offering it back to God. This Christic principle, this 
dynamic foundation of all things, this ground of being that is essentially active, 
is the Cosmic Christ. Some scholars believe that the Christic principle corre-
sponds functionally to the role of Cosmic Christ in Christian thought. I share 
their opinion and therefore I would call it this way, although Panikkar himself 
rarely used the expression ‘Cosmic Christ,’ and rather talked about ‘the cosmic 
mystery of Christ.’41 In this study I use both expressions. While I share the opin-
ion of those scholars who see a cosmic character in Panikkar’s Christology, here 
I embrace the task of narrowing down a more precise definition of Panikkar’s 
Cosmic Christ. Once his arguments are put back into context, their distinct 
meaning becomes all the more apparent.

The term ‘cosmic’ is used to designate more than a geographical location: it 
stands for a reality set apart because of a divine presence or operation, which is 
related to the created world and that is ordering, healing, or stabilizing that cre-
ated world. I do not think it is too audacious a claim to argue that—in Panikkar’s 
view—cosmos is a synonym for ‘life.’ The Cosmic Christ, in other words, creates, 
orders, and preserves life: “I am the light of the kosmou (cosmos), whoever follows 
me … shall have the light of life”: Christ is “the light of the cosmos” and “the light 
of life” ( John 8:12). For Panikkar, the Cosmic Christ, or better, the cosmic mys-
tery of Christ, is nothing less than the voluntary, gratuitous action of progressive 
movement of sanctification of the cosmos led by Christ. In this movement, the 
multiplicity and divisions of creation find their unifying principle in Christ (i.e., 
the Christic principle).
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Panikkar mentioned the Cosmic Christ at the very end of The Unknown: “how 
in Christ the hidden mystery of God has been revealed and how he, the Pantocrator, 
the cosmic redeemer, the beginning and the end ….”42 Here Panikkar was mostly 
rephrasing Revelation 21:6. He used the term ‘Pantocrator’ (or Pantokrator), the 
title given to the Father by the Jews of Alexandria in their Greek translation of the 
Old Testament. Where one would expect to see God the Father creating, however, 
one sees instead his Word, Jesus Christ, making the cosmos and being the light 
of the cosmos ( John 8.12). The Pantocrator is Christ the Creator and Ruler of 
all things—the Christ of Glory, the Enthroned Christ. Pantokraror as a divine 
designation intends to express something similar to the more dynamic concept 
of the kingdom of God, namely that God is the Lord of his Creation and that in 
it he has realized or shall realize his will. The Pantocrator is Christ the Almighty 
(Revelation 1:8).

Seen through the lens of Catholic theology of the mid-20th century, the early 
Panikkar central theme of the Cosmic Christ must be understood in the fol-
lowing terms: Christ is not upon nature, or added (as a principle) to nature, but 
already present in the natural order. Strictly speaking, a natural order, understood 
as autonomous from Christ, does not exist. By virtue of this intimate participation 
in Christ, Panikkar believed that the generation of the Son, in Teilhard’s line of 
thought, is concomitantly to the creation of the world. In other words, the whole 
creation, visible and invisible, natural and spiritual—I quote Panikkar here—
belongs entirely “to the kingdom and sphere of the Son.”43 The entire creation 
is thus virtually (potentially) the same as the Kingdom. At the same time, Christ 
cannot be considered a physical agent (or principle) of the same order as nature. 
Christ comes sacramentally, that is, as a real presence and as a sign that not only 
points beyond itself to the supernatural but also makes present that to which it 
points. In Panikkar’s words:

Christ, manifest or hidden, is the only way to God. Even by definition the unique link 
between the created and the uncreated, the relative and the Absolute, the temporal 
and the eternal, earth and heaven is Christ, the only mediator. Between these two 
poles everything that functions as intermediary, link, ‘conveyor’, is Christ, the sole priest 
of the cosmic priesthood, Ruler of the Universe par excellence (emphasis added).44

The Cosmic Christ is not only the ruler: He has a sacerdotal status. For Panikkar, 
Christ is a Melchizedek figure, the eternal universality of Christ’s mystery and 
ministry above all creeds and denominations. In Panikkar’s words:  “Christ [is] 
the sole priest of the cosmic priesthood, Ruler of the Universe par excellence.”45 
According to Panikkar, His kingdom is more precisely a priestly kingdom, and His 
rule is more correctly a priestly lordship. To understand what Panikkar meant by 
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the Kingdom, therefore, it is necessary to recover both the high priesthood and the 
kingship of Christ. I already addressed the required literature. 

Scripture does not only label Melchizedek the high priest, but both priest and 
king. He maintains that double title. The order of Melchizedek is an order of priestly 
kingship. Melchizedek is the unique type of Christ, the incarnate God, who is at 
the same time the high priest and the one divine king. This interpretation of the 
priestly kingship of Melchizedek, which finds its entire fulfillment in the manifes-
tation of Christ, shows the symbiotic exercise of Melchizedek’s office. Christ is the 
priest-king. As a ruler, Christ brings the Kingdom, that is, He renovates the whole 
creation; as a priest, however, He is the healer, the unifier, the sanctifier. Christ is the 
healing ruler, the unifying lord of all, the royal high priest, the sanctifier of His own 
dominion. If this argument is valid, what Panikkar had in mind when he wrote The 
Unknown and Meditation was not the theological concept of the Cosmic Christ—
that is, creating, ordering, and sustaining the universe—but the biblical-driven idea 
of the indissoluble unity of Christ’s act of healing and ruling.

For Panikkar, it is the primeval landscape of the Kingdom that drew humanity 
to a deeper participation in the divine life. As anticipation for a point I will address 
more precisely in the next chapter, however, I must add that not only is Christ’s 
priestly kingdom everywhere, but also in Christ’s priestly kingdom everything is, 
for in His priestly kingdom everyone lives, moves, and exists (Acts 17:28). I take 
as an example the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter. It is included in The 
Unknown and it states: “the Kingdom of God suffers violence precisely because it 
is within us.” (p. xiii). In later works, Panikkar will change his view—and accord-
ingly the interpretation of the original phrase from the Book of Luke—to say that 
unlike the King James translation of Luke, which says that the kingdom of God 
is within you, or the New English Bible which has God’s kingdom among you, 
he finds it more correct to know that the Kingdom of God is between you, which 
is what the Greek preposition ‘entos’ means and which clearly emphasizes the 
relational nature of everyone with God.46 What he will never change is this idea 
of the Kingdom in the midst, that this relational nature can be understood in the 
dual sense that Christ’s sacerdotal lordship is everywhere and in it everything is. 
He knew his Hebrews well (The Unknown begins with two quotes from Hebrews); 
Christ is the high priest: “Jesus has entered before us and on our behalf [into the 
inner place behind the veil], to become a high priest of the order of Melchizedek, 
and for ever” (Hebrews 6:20). In the so-called priestly prayer of Christ in NJB, 
Jesus mentioned the glory he had shared with the Father before the world was 
ever made ( John 17:5). Panikkar believed that Jesus was their high priest. He also 
believed everyone is ‘in Christ.’ And since everyone is in Christ, everyone can enter 
the Kingdom.
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Scholars of The Unknown are suggested to consider Christ’s priestly lordship, 
or the unknown Christ, at work everywhere, hidden in the very heart of creation, 
and therefore in Christianity as well as in Hinduism. And through his priestly 
lordship over the cosmos, He brings all of creation into a deific union in the life of 
the Trinity. The royal priesthood, or the priestly lordship, is central—I believe—to 
a deeper understanding of The Unknown and Meditation. Another way to put it is 
that the indefectible integration of political and ecclesial powers in the figure of 
Melchizedek make the possibility of worldly rulers and spiritual priests, so familiar 
to modern minds, unfeasible to Panikkar’s early theology.

In Panikkar, the generation of the Son and the creation of the world are one 
and the same act. In The Unknown, Panikkar adopts the same framework: “Christ 
is not only at the end but also at the beginning.”47 Christ is not only the goal 
of creation but also the prime mover. Christ is the principle and the end, for all 
things come from him, by him, and toward him (Romans 11:36). In biblical terms, 
it means that the Lord of the Old Testament is the Lord of the New Testament, 
exactly as St. John explained in his prologue. For Panikkar, the Son of God has 
been manifested both as the Lord in the Old Testament and as Christ the Lord in 
the New Testament. In the Old Testament, the Son had been described both as the 
Spirit which inspired the prophets and also as Wisdom. In the New Testament is 
the risen Lord. Thus, the editors of the Jerusalem Bible, who chose to use Yahweh 
in the Old Testament and the Lord in the New Testament, destroyed, with one 
editorial decision, the unity of Scripture. For Panikkar, like Philo and Justin before 
him, the Old Testament is not about God the Father; he found the Son of God in 
the Old Testament.

It would not be too much to say, by way of conclusion, that the Cosmic Christ, 
“the sole priest of the cosmic priesthood, Ruler of the Universe,” the source as well 
as the ruler and the healer of creation, the cosmic redeemer, provides an entry point 
to the most-guarded edifice of Panikkar’s thesis of the unknown. Essentially, such 
an entry point is an extension and further clarification, within a different system 
of thought, of traditional teaching concerning the Kingdom of God and the figure 
of Melchizedek. If the generation of the Son and the creation of the world are one 
and the same act, so that the whole creation belongs entirely to the Kingdom and 
sphere of the Son as Panikkar states, then it follows that Christ is not King of the 
world because His Father has declared Him to be such, but because He is indis-
solubly united to the world, infinitely intimate and yet at the same time infinitely 
far away. There are two reasons for such a pronouncement. The first is that the 
link between Christ and creation is not juridical. Here the reader can probably 
see once again at work Panikkar’s reaction to the juridical approach, this time in 
the domain of Christology. The second is that Christ is not extrinsic to creation. 
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It has been said that He is the Lord of all because all has been given to Him, like 
a spiritual reality added and juxtaposed to creation. Nothing can be further from 
the truth: Christ and creation constitute an organic whole. Or, to put it differently, 
Christ’s Lordship and high priesthood over creation are mystical, that is, sacra-
mental in character. In this context, Christ is the substantial bond linking together 
the universe to the Godhead and unifying, healing, and restoring all creation.

Panikkar’s Cosmic Christ in Context

From a very cursory summary of a modern theological trend, it is possible to con-
clude that Panikkar’s thought—with regard to The Unknown and more generally 
to Panikkar’s early theology—is much closer to the contributions of some Catholic 
theologians that proceeded him than it is generally recognized. With that, I am not 
arguing that what he did was simply transposing into a pluralistic framework the 
great cosmic affirmations of von Balthasar, Monchanin, de Lubac, and Teilhard; on 
the contrary, Panikkar was sometime critical of the work of other Catholic think-
ers: a case in point is Teilhard. I am rather noting that Panikkar’s project has strong 
affinities with those of certain Catholic thinkers. I propose a short list of these 
affinities: the Christ principle (Teilhard), the sacramental character of reality (von 
Balthasar, Monchanin, de Lubac, and Teilhard), and the panchristism (Monchanin 
and Teilhard). Another trait common to all of them (including Panikkar) is the 
idea that Christ is the mysterious inner principle or power of the entire cosmos, 
perpetuating itself through all times, continually living and yet expressing itself 
in physical forms. These theologians belong to a generation of Catholic thinkers 
that became dissatisfied with Neo-scholasticism and its distinction between the 
supposedly natural order and the supernatural order. This generation rejected the 
notions of both the naturalization of the supernatural, that is, the supernatural 
manifests itself in natural forms, and the spiritualization of matter, that is, matter 
assumes supernatural qualities. Human beings do not live in two-tier universe, 
in which an autonomous physical level (our reality) runs parallel to a similarly 
autonomous spiritual level. The two levels, so to speak, maintain their distinction, 
but they are united. The sign, the liturgy, the Church—each of these realities plays 
a mediating role in linking the natural to the supernatural. Panikkar would agree 
with some if not all elements of this list, adding to it one more element, mysticism, 
understood here as ‘reading of signs.’

For this generation of Catholic thinkers, Christ is the mystery, and this 
should be understood as both the essential mystery of Christ and the historical 
dimensions of the mystery. Here ‘mystery’ stands for a truth that reveals God to 

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



154 | THE  UNKNOWN  CHRIST  OF  CHRISTIANIT Y

us. In Catholicism, the term is often used interchangeably with ‘sacrament.’ This 
mystery of Christ appears more properly like the framework within which all the 
other mysteries have their place—not in the sense that one mystery stands along-
side another, but that they are complementary expressions of a single Christian 
mystery, including that of the intimate relationship between the supernatural 
and nature. The ‘mystery of Christ’ is, in fact, the sacramental sign as well as 
the reality and serves as a key to enter into the nature-supernatural relationship. 
This relationship is itself a mystery because it relates wholly to Christ:  in their 
relationship—and here I borrow a statement from de Lubac—the two elements, 
nature and the supernatural, “have been joined in intimate union in dependence 
on and in the image of the two natures in Christ.”48 This dual-aspect concept 
of Christ—sacramental sign and reality on one hand and the entry point into 
the nature-supernatural relationship on the other—taken together refers to the 
fact that the mystery of Christ is not completely spiritual, but exists and acts in 
the midst of the world. This language of ‘mystery’ became an abiding element of 
Catholic theology of mid-century.

This is not a study on the direct or indirect influence of von Balthasar, 
Monchanin, and Teilhard’s writings on Panikkar (for that, someone with the 
talents and experience of a Veliath or an Ursula King would be required). It is 
enough here to note the striking similarity of the basic orientation of these think-
ers, and to therefore pay due attention to a certain Catholic flavor in Panikkar’s 
vision, of which I offer some evidence: first, I mention the beautiful Mass on the 
Altar of the World, one of the finest examples of Teilhard’s spiritual writing. On the 
Feast of the Transfiguration in 1923, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin found himself 
alone at sunrise, under a tree in an oasis of sorts in the Ordos Desert of Inner 
Mongolia. As the sun came up, Teilhard wrote, “Over there on the horizon, the 
sun has just touched with light the outermost fringe of the eastern sky. Once 
again, beneath this moving sheet of fire, the living surface of the earth wakes and 
trembles.”49 He was deeply moved and wanted to celebrate mass. But he had no 
altar, no bread, and no wine. So, he resolved to consecrate the whole world to 
Christ with no altar, no bread, and no wine. He eventually made the world itself 
his altar and the circumstances and worldly affairs the bread and the wine for his 
mass. I believe that Mass on the Altar of the World—“I, your priest, will make the 
whole earth my altar”—can be seen as a precedent to Panikkar’s celebration of the 
cosmic Eucharist.50 Second, I consider the already-mentioned term Pantocrator 
(or Pantokrator), which can be found at the very end of The Unknown. I believe, 
although I  cannot prove it (notably, I  cannot disprove it either) that Panikkar 
borrowed this term from Monchanin, who was the first to reintroduce it into 
Catholic theological discourse via his 1937–1938 lecture series at the La Ligue 
missionnaire des Etudiants de France.51
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Conclusion

This chapter has offered a closer look at The Unknown. I have been particularly 
interested in the interpretation of the book, and I have tried to offer some sug-
gestions in this regard; I have also placed the book in the much greater context of 
the Catholic contributions to the cosmic theology of those days. At the same time, 
I have aimed to identify a link between theological reflection and biblical sources 
with regard to the Cosmic Christ and to see how this task presented itself to 
Panikkar. The stage is thus set for a deeper investigation of The Unknown.

Notes

 1. Foreword (written in 1962 by Panikkar) in The Unknown, xiii.
 2. The Unknown, 17.
 3. The Unknown 2, 25–26.
 4. Jyri Komulainen presents a carefully drafted analysis of Panikkar’s Forwards to The Unknown 

2. While Komulainen recognizes the continuity between The Unknown and The Unknown 2, 
he stresses the change: “[The Unknown 2] differs significantly from the first edition” (emphasis 
added). If I understand Komulainen correctly, he thinks that the change may involve the big 
picture, that is, Panikkar’s systematic thinking about Christ; he does not argue specifically that 
the distinct argument that is the object of this study has changed between the two editions of 
The Unknown. Also, Dupuis and Ranstrom seem to focus their reflections on the trajectory of 
Panikkar’s thought, not on the thesis of The Unknown. So, I think it is safe to say, in a nutshell, 
that some scholars believe Panikkar’s theology may be evolved, as consequently, so has his argu-
ment. In my opinion, Panikkar sustains that his thought may be evolved, but his argument has 
remained the same. See Komulainen, An Emerging Cosmotheandric Religion?, 25, 125, 127.

 5. The Unknown, xiii.
 6. Raimon Panikkar, “A Self-Critical Dialogue,” in Prabhu, ed., The Intercultural Challenge of 

Raimon Panikkar, 268.
 7. Panikkar, Hinduism and Christianity: Opera Omnia Vol. VII (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2006), 6.
 8. The Unknown, xiii.
 9. Panikkar insists that Man is the undivided Anthropos. Man is rooted is manas, mind, and con-

sciousness and is not gender exclusive.
 10. Panikkar, “A Self-Critical Dialogue,” in Prabhu, ed., The Intercultural Challenge of Raimon 

Panikkar, 269.
 11. The Unknown 2, 24–25 and 23.
 12. Daniel P. Sheridan argues, in fact, that The Unknown is a work of theology of the Trinity rather 

than of Christology. See: Sheridan, “Faith in Jesus Christ in the Presence of Hindu Theism,” in 
Joseph Prabhu, ed., The Intercultural Challenge of Raimon Panikkar (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996), 
145–161, 151.

 13. See, for example:  Raimon Panikkar, The Silence of God:  The Answer of Buddha (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 1989).

 14. The Unknown, 131.

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



156 | THE  UNKNOWN  CHRIST  OF  CHRISTIANIT Y

 15. Paul VI, speech at the opening general congregation of the second session of the Second Vatican 
Council, September 29, 1963.

 16. See, for example, the quotation: “ ‘Mystery’ is a concept denoting a meta-level,” in Komulainen, 
An Emerging Cosmotheandric Religion?, 100.

 17. The Unknown, 130. In his letter to Abhishiktananda, Panikkar quotes Thomas a Kempis: “quiq-
uid Deus non est: nihil est” (and whatsoever is not God, it is nothing). Panikkar qualifies Thomas 
as ‘sober,’ to indicate the total orthodoxy of this concept. See Raimund Panikkar, “Letter to 
Abhishiktananda on Eastern-Western Monasticism,” Studies in Formative Spirituality 3, no. 3 
(1982): 429–451, 446. For the quote, see: Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, trans. and 
edited by Ronald Knox and Michael Oakley (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 161.

 18. Augustine, Letter 187 (to Dardanus), c. 11, n. 34. For a translation in English, see: St. Augustine, 
Letters 156-210 (High Park, NY: New City Press, 1995).

 19. The Unknown 2, 28.
 20. The Unknown, 28.
 21. “He is the Way” (original emphasis). See The Unknown 2, 25.
 22. For Monchanin’s panchristism, see: Monchanin, Ecrits Spirituels, ‘Panchristisme,’ 160. The notion 

of pancristism is well rooted in modern Catholic theology. Maurice Blondel wrote a whole 
philosophical treatise in which he tried to explain how Christ is the substantial ‘bond’ linking 
together the universe and giving life to all creation. See Maurice Blondel, Une Enigme Historique, 
le ‘Vinculum Substantiate,’ d’après Leibniz et l ’Ebauche d’un Réalisme Supérieur (Paris: Éditions 
Gabriel Beauchesne, 1930).

 23. See, for example: Panikkar, “The Jordan, the Tiber, and the Ganges: Three Kairological Moments 
of Christie Self-Consciousness,” 89–116, 113.

 24. Panikkar, “Christianity and World Religions,” 102.
 25. The Unknown 2, 29.
 26. The Unknown 2, 20.
 27. Sunand Sumithra, “Conversion: To Cosmic Christ,” address to the Third Assembly of the World 

Council of Churches meeting, New Delhi, 1961. Published as Sunand Sumithra, “Conversion: To 
Cosmic Christ,” Evangelical Review of Theology 16 (1992), 385–397.

 28. Paul David Devanandan, “Called to Witness,” address to the Third Assembly of the World 
Council of Churches meeting, New Delhi, 1961.

 29. See, among many other studies on this topic:  Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor 
(New York: Routledge, 1996); Lars Thumberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of St Maximus the 
Confessor (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); Enzo Bellini, “Maxime interprète de 
Pseudo-Denys l’Aréopagite: Analyse de l’Ambiguum ad Thomam,” in Maximus Confessor: Actes 
du symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur, Fribourg, 2–5 septembre, 1980, ed. Felix Heinzer and 
Christoph Schönborn, Paradosis 27 (Fribourg: Éditions Universitaires Fribourg, 1982); George 
C. Berthold, “The Cappadocian Roots of Maximus the Confessor,” in Maximus Confessor: Actes 
du Symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur; Alain Riou, Le Monde et l’Église Selon Maxime le 
Confesseur, Théologie Historique 22 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1973); Polycarp Sherwood, “The Earlier 
Ambigua of Saint Maximus the Confessor and His Refutation of Origenism,” Studia Anselmiana, 
Philosophica, Theologica Vol. 36 (Rome: Orbis, 1955).

 30. Sergey L.  Epifanovich, Prepodobnyi Maksim Ispovednik i Vizantiiskfie bogoslovie (Kiev:  n.p., 
1915), 136–137.

 31. Venance Grumel, “ L’union Hypostatique et la Comparaison de l’Âme et du Corps chez Léonce de 
Byzance et Saint Maxime le Confesseur,” Revue des etudes byzantines 144 (1926): 393–406; Venance 
Grumel, “Maxime le Confesseur,” Dictionnaire de Théologie catholique, t. 10(1928): coll. 448–459.

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



COSMIC  SACRAMENTALISM  | 157

 32. Marcel Viller, “Aux Sources de la Spiritualité de Saint Maxime:  les Oeuvres d’Evagre le 
Pontique,” Revue d’Ascétique et de Mystique11 (1930): 156–184, 239–268, 331–336.

 33. Irénée Hausherr, “Ignorance Infinie,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 2 (1936): 351–302; Etienne 
Gilson, “Maxime, Érigène, Saint Bernard,” in Aus der Geisleswelt des Mittelalters, Studien und 
Texte Martin Grabmann zur Vollendung des 60. Lebensjahres gewidmet, Supplementband III, Part 
I (Münster: Aschendorff, 1935), 188–195.

 34. Massimo Confessore, La Mistagogia ed Altri Scritti, trans. Raffaele Cantarella (Florence: Testi 
Cristiani 1931); Myrrha Lot-Borodine, “Mystagogie de Saint Maxime,” Irénikon Vol.  13 
(1936): 466–472, 595–597, 717–720; see Vol. 14 (1937): 66–69, 182–185, 282–284, 444–448; 
see Vol. 15 (1938): 71–74, 185–186, 276–278, 390–391, 488–492; Georges Vasilievich Florovsky, 
The Byzantine Fathers of the Sixth to Eighth Century (Paris: Cerf, 1933).

 35. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Komische Liturgie: Das Weltbild Maximus des Bekenners (City: Freigorg, 
1941).

 36. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy:  The Universe According to Maximus the Confessor 
(Washington, D.C.: Communio Books, 2003), 322.

 37. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, “La Vie Cosmique,” (written in 1916, unpublished), in Écrits du 
Temps de la Guerre: 1916–1919 (Paris: Seuil, 1965), 24–25, 30.

 38. de Chardin, “La Vie Cosmique,” (1916), XII, 58 E; 67 F.
 39. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, “Essai d’Intégration de l’Homme dans l’Univers,” (1930), Lecture 4, 

12; MD, 153; Eng. tr., 114.
 40. The Unknown, 138.
 41. For Jyri Komulainen, “the strongest association Panikkar’s name evokes in the minds of most 

theologians is probably with cosmic Christology.” See: Komulainen, An Emerging Cosmotheandric 
Religion?, 125.

 42. The Unknown, 138.
 43. Panikkar, The Trinity and World Religions: Icon-Person-Mystery, 54.
 44. Panikkar, The Trinity and World Religions: Icon-Person-Mystery, 52.
 45. Panikkar, The Trinity and World Religions: Icon-Person-Mystery, 52.
 46. See: Raimon Panikkar, Myth, Faith and Hermeneutics (New York: Paulist Press, 1979), 334.
 47. The Unknown, x.
 48. Henri de Lubac, A Brief Catechesis on Nature and Grace, trans. Richard Arnandez (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1984), 85; quoted in Susan Wood, Spiritual Exegesis and the Church in 
the Theology of Henri de Lubac (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 126.

 49. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hymn of the Universe (New York: Harper & Row, 1961). A previous 
and somehow distinct version of the work, titled The Priest, was written in 1918 in the Forest of 
Laigue, where Teilhard was serving as a stretcher-bearer during the World War I. In that version, 
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, “The Priest,” in Writings in Time of War (London: Collins, 1968), 
203–224, 205.

 50. Yet, a fundamental difference remains between Teilhard and Panikkar with regard to the meaning 
of the cosmic Eucharist: for the latter, it was the rite of healing and recreation rather than propi-
tiation. Also, once being asked to write something about ‘The Mass on the Altar of the World,’ 
Panikkar answered that he would rather write ‘The Mass of the World’ (not on the world), 
which makes a difference. See Maciej Bielawski, “Evoluzione e Armonia. Teilhard de Chardin e 
Raimon Panikkar,” in Teilhard Aujourd’hui. Rivista Centro Europeo Teilhard de Chardin, Versione 
italiana Vol. 10 (2012): 64–70.

 51. Monchanin, Théologie et Spiritualité Missionnaires, 121.

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Theology of the Unknown

The mystery of the hidden Christ.
Panikkar1

Pauline Material

At the end of the Intriduction, I  posed a question about The Unknown which 
I claimed would shed light on the real significance of its thesis, that is, Christ is 
unknown to both Hindus and Christians. That question was: what problem of the-
ology of religions did Panikkar himself already have in mind, before he ever started 
writing The Unknown, and hoped to find a solution for through The Unknown and 
Meditation? I have stated that the problem was the unreadiness of both Hindus 
and Christians in meeting each other in Christ. I already tried to prove my point 
by looking at Panikkar’s life, his relationship with Abhishiktānana, his view of the 
Church as spiritual Kingdom rather than people of God, and several other themes 
that run parallel to his intellectual career in the years in which he composed The 
Unknown. In this chapter, I take another route: I explore how Panikkar read the 
Pauline sentences in Acts 17 in light of not only his own theological system, but 
also of his biblical readings and interpretations. I  begin addressing a problem 
of interpretation of St. Paul, and I spotlight that problem because this serves to 
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illustrate a central point of my main narrative on the rites-spirit relationship in The 
Unknown: namely, that The Unknown rests on the distinction between the level of 
rites and the level of the Spirit.

As previously mentioned, difference of opinion continues to exist among 
scholars on the meaning of Panikkar’s unknown Christ. This study takes at face 
value Panikkar’s assertion that the unknown Christ is justified by Paul’s reference 
to the unknown God. Panikkar claimed in the first edition of The Unknown that 
his book “could … draw light and inspiration [to] that remarkable encounter of 
Saint Paul with the men of Athens.” Although this second remark conveniently 
disappeared in the second edition of his book, readers are allowed to believe that, 
in Panikkar’s opinion, The Unknown is not simply a study based on Acts 17, but 
also a study of Acts 17. To put it differently, Acts 17 operates both as a source of 
The Unknown and as the object of a theological investigation in the sense that the 
content of Acts 17 clarifies the difference between the level of the known Christ 
of rites and the level of the unknown Christ in spirit.

The Unknown is a comparative reflection in both Thomistic and Vedantic fash-
ion on such texts as Acts 14:16–17, Acts 17:23, and Brahma Sutra 1:1.2. Panikkar 
translates Acts 14:16–17 as follows: “in the ages that are past He let all people 
follow their own ways, and yet He did not leave Himself without testimony.” With 
regard to Acts 17:23, he does not provide a straight translation, but instead argues 
that “Paul said that he was proclaiming that very God whom they, without know-
ing it, were worshipping.”2 Panikkar continues by saying that “he [Paul] says … 
that He is not far from any one of his ‘pagan’ listeners,” an indirect quote of Acts 
17:27, and concludes by mentioning Acts 17:28: “for in Him we live and move 
and ‘are;’ ” here Panikkar quotes Paul, mentioning the “saying of a Greek poet: ‘for 
we are also his offspring’.” Both references to Acts 14 and Acts 17 are obviously 
important: I will address both in more detail later in this chapter. For now I sug-
gest consideration of some comments Panikkar made with regard to Acts 17 as the 
entry point to unlocking the sources of The Unknown.

Near the end of The Unknown Christ of Hinduism, Panikkar shifts his narra-
tive from St. Thomas to St. Paul. It is an audacious move. He argues that “minutis 
minuendis, we think that our attempt could both draw light and inspiration and 
get some justification from that remarkable encounter of Saint Paul with the men 
of Athens.” Panikkar believes that The Unknown Christ of Hinduism can both illu-
minate the discourse of Saint Paul in front of the Areopagus and receive some 
justification from it (Acts 17:16–34). It is a bold statement. “Nevertheless to say,” 
Panikkar continues, “it was not a zealous ‘strategy’ which led Paul to utter such 
memorable worlds and to adopt such an attitude.”3 I believe I can interpret this 
passage in the following way: Paul did not make it up. His claim that the unknown 
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God of the Greek was the God of the Bible did not function as a means to an end. 
His claim was not part of a strategy of persuasion, nor was it a rhetorical expedient. 
He was proclaiming the truth.

In the 6th century BCE, Athens suffered a terrible plague and the city elders 
were at a loss as to how to abate it. They believed the city was under a curse 
because they were guilty of treachery against the followers of Cylon who were 
slayed after they had been promised amnesty. They had tried sacrificial offerings 
to no avail. Turning to the Oracle for wisdom, the priestess said there was another 
god who remained unappeased for their treachery. Who was this unknown god? 
The priestess did not know but advised that they should send a ship to the island 
of Crete and fetch a man called Epimenides who would know how to appease 
the offended god. Epimenides was a 6th-century BCE philosopher and religious 
prophet, as well as a contemporary of more famous philosophers like Aristotle and 
Plato, each of whom referred to Epimenides in their own writings. Epimenides 
arrived in Athens and postulated that indeed there must still be a god unknown 
to Athenians, great enough and good enough to do something about the plague if 
they invoked his help. But the elders questioned how they could call upon a god 
whose name remained unknown. Epimenides responded that any god good and 
great enough to do something about the plague is probably also great and good 
enough to smile on their ignorance, if they acknowledged their ignorance and 
called upon him. Epimenides advised the elders, they followed his instructions, 
and within one week, the Athenians stricken by the plague recovered. Six centu-
ries later, in his visit to Athens, Paul found, among other objects of worship, an 
altar with the inscription, “To an unknown god.” Then he stood in front of the 
Areopagus to deliver a speech in which he announced that the unknown god was 
the Christian God, Christ. Or, to put it differently, he said that Christ was not a 
“foreign god” as his adversaries claimed (Acts 17:18) but a God who had already 
saved the Athenians. Panikkar summarizes Paul’s speech as follows: “there was a 
pagan shrine to an unknown and nameless God, and Paul said that he was pro-
claiming that very God whom they, without knowing it, were worshiping.”

Fast forward now to Panikkar’s book from the 20th century CE. According to 
Panikkar, The Unknown both provides insight and receives justification from Paul’s 
speech. How could Paul be so sure that the Unknown God was Christ? What did 
he have in mind when he said, “I noticed, as I strolled around admiring your sacred 
monuments, that you had an altar inscribed: To an Unknown God. Well, the God 
whom I proclaim is in fact the one whom you already worship without knowing 
it” (Acts 17:23)? If Panikkar is correct, the answer to this question, the question of 
how Paul came to the conclusion that the Unknown God was Christ, can provide 
some justification for The Unknown. In turn, The Unknown can shed light on that 
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answer. The above quote would disappear in the edited, enlarged second edition 
from 1981.

I need to go back once again to this crucial sentence: “minutis minuendis, we 
think that our attempt could both draw light and inspiration and get some justi-
fication from that remarkable encounter of Saint Paul with the men of Athens.” 
I explain this sentence as a dual movement at work in The Unknown: first, Panikkar 
incorporated into his own theological system elements of Paul’s thought; then, 
he applied this system in which he has assimilated the Pauline insights to the 
Pauline sentences in Acts 17. What Pauline elements did he incorporate into his 
theological system? In first approximation, I would do well to extricate the various 
elements of Paul’s cosmic theology in order to try to determine the extent to which 
Panikkar’s thought can be supported by the teaching of St. Paul. The problem with 
this plan is that the cosmic function attributed to Christ in the epistles of St. Paul 
is an aspect of Paul’s thought which itself has received relatively little attention and 
almost no development since the time of the Greek Fathers, especially Maximus 
the Confessor. To put it differently, the whole question of the relationship between 
Christ and the cosmos has never been denied: Paul’s insistence that the whole of 
creation, humankind included, which is the object of redemption (Rom 8:19–23), 
is easily detectable. And equally evident is his firm belief that Christ is Kyrios, 
Lord and Master, pre-existent with the Father, in whose image He is the source as 
well as the instrument and final end of creation (Col 1:15–20). It is only in recent 
years, however, that the so-called cosmic texts of St. Paul have emerged as subjects 
of discussion and debate.

I believe that in The Unknown, Panikkar makes clear that he is aware that 
the data of the Pauline Cosmic Christ (Romans 8:19–23; Colossians 1:15–20; 
Ephesians 1:9–10, 22–23) is not the data of Paul’s ‘in Christ’ (Romans 5:17, 6:11, 
8:2, 8:17, 8:27, 8:33: Colossians 1:13, 2:10; Ephesians 1:4, 1:7, 2:5; 2 Corinthians 
5:17, etc.). That said, he is likewise convinced that the two lines of thought are 
ultimately dealing with one and the same reality. Panikkar’s Cosmic Christ is the 
result of a consolidation of two Pauline Christological views: the Cosmic Christ 
and ‘in Christ.’ A quick look at the Pauline sources quoted in the book shows the 
validity of the argument.4 To put it differently, in The Unknown, Christ is at work 
“not only when God was forming all things … but also when the rsis were singing 
and handling down the ‘Scriptures,’ ” (p. 134) “for in Him we live and move and 
‘are’ ” (p. 137). The last phrase is taken from Acts 17:28. For Panikkar, as for Paul, 
in Him “we” live, we have life, continuing life, life that does not end, self-perpet-
uating life (Ephesian 2:5), and in Him we “are” in Christ, who is perpetual life. 
Panikkar, like Paul, believed that each living thing is stationing in this one life. 
We are organically united to this one life, as a limb is in the body or a branch is 
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in the tree. Everything that lives is organically united to this one life. Everything 
that lives is in it. We are in it, but so are birds, flowers, plants, and even grains of 
sand. And just who is this ‘we’? We, Panikkar claimed with Paul, are one nation, 
one people, one humanity, one brotherhood. We, because we are in Christ, are one 
with all. Panikkar is dramatically Christ-centered.

Then, Panikkar applied his system in which he has assimilated the Pauline 
insights to the Pauline sentences in Acts 17. But how to explain this audacious 
move on the part of Panikkar? I think the reason is, in a nutshell, that Paul says 
that the unknown god is Christ, not why the unknown god is Christ. The ‘cosmic 
texts’ of St. Paul were not conceived as part of a theological system. Paul has no 
desire to elaborate a cosmic theology as such, and therefore no intention whatso-
ever of explaining, for example, how Christ extends His work of redemption to the 
whole cosmos, the whole of creation. For Panikkar, on the other hand, a cosmic 
theology is at the heart of his whole system, and his appeals to St. Paul are made 
with the precise purpose of explaining this ‘how.’ Thus, in his attempt to develop 
theologically The Unknown, Panikkar is facing a dual problem: on one hand, he 
must refer to Paul to demonstrate his fundamental proposition (Paul is the point 
of departure). On the other hand, though, Panikkar needs to supplement Paul 
when he places Christ in relationship with the whole of the cosmos (Panikkar 
must integrate Paul).

The Unknown Christ

When Paul proclaimed that the unknown god was, in effect, Christ—Panikkar 
stated it in the last pages of The Unknown—he was not fabricating an argument; he 
was speaking the truth. It should be carefully noted that in making this statement, 
Panikkar is aware that Paul is not explaining the rationale of his statement, which 
is why Panikkar thought his book could illuminate the matter. The whole sense of 
Panikkar’s attempt to bring light to Paul’s speech in Athens, therefore, must reside 
in the speech itself, once it has been filtered through the lens of Panikkar’s system. 
At this point I  ask the reader to remember the assumption at the basis of this 
study: the central feature of the biblical scholarship in the process of assimilating 
the important results of the archaeological discoveries of the first half of the cen-
tury struck deeply into Panikkar’s reflection, shaping and conditioning the central 
and common preoccupations of his early writings. Moreover, I remind of Panikkar’s 
peculiar understanding of the Cosmic Christ. My point is that Panikkar’s under-
standing of the Cosmic Christ as Christ being everywhere and everything being 
in Him, and his biblical understanding of Acts 14 and 17, are put forward to offer 
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a plausible explanation for what Paul’s sentences might mean. Fundamental to this 
whole effort are the direct or indirect citations from Acts that are mentioned in The 
Unknown (and eventually in Meditation).

The first citation stands as one of the two epigraphs of the entire book. 
Panikkar translated Acts 14:16–17 as follows:  “In the ages that in are past He 
let all people follow their own ways, and yet He did not leave Himself without tes-
timony.” Here Luke is describing Barnabas and Paul addressing a crowd at Lystra, 
a city in central Anatolia that is now part of modern Turkey. In previous sections 
of this study, I have stated that in Meditation, Panikkar offered a paraphrase of Acts 
14:16–17: “God has never forgotten his creation, and [He does not] leave the rest 
of the nations of the cosmos aside” (p. 144). In the translation of NJB, the verses 
read as follows: “In the past he allowed all the nations to go their own way; but 
even then he did not leave you without evidence of himself in the good things he 
does for you.” Finally, I offer a brief exegesis of Acts 14:16–17. Two themes are 
connected here: first, the theme of the nations and second, the theme of God’s wit-
ness. I focus now on the first. As I will soon show, in Acts 14:16 there is an oblique 
reference to the fact that God has scattered the nations, dividing the nations up 
according to the number of the sons of god. He assigned the nations and allotted 
them to other gods. In Acts 17:26, this time facing the people of Athens, Paul 
returned again to this situation; he claimed that God made the nations by “having 
determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place.”

The second citation from Acts that is mentioned in The Unknown is Acts 
17:16–34. It covers from Paul’s arrival to Athens to his departure, including his 
speech, or sermon, delivered at the Areopagus, or Mars Hill. The core of the ser-
mon is recounted in Acts 17:22–32; Panikkar seems to focus his attention on 
verses 22–28. Here is the translation from NJB:

22 So Paul stood before the whole council of the Areopagus and made his speech: Men 
of Athens, I have seen by myself how extremely scrupulous you are in all religious 
matters.

23. Because, as I strolled round looking at your sacred monuments, I noticed among 
other things an altar inscribed: to an Unknown God. In fact, the unknown god you 
revere is the one I proclaim to you.

24. Since the God who made the world and everything in it is himself Lord of heaven 
and earth, he does not make his home in shrines made by human hands.

25. Nor is he in need of anything, that he should be served by human hands; on the 
contrary, it is he who gives everything—including life and breath—to everyone.

26. From one single principle he not only created the whole human race so that they 
could occupy the entire earth, but he decreed the times and limits of their habitation.

Biblioteca Virtual Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer y Opus Dei



THEOLOGY  OF  THE  UNKNOWN  | 165

27. And he did this so that they might seek the deity and, by feeling their way towards 
him, succeed in finding him; an indeed he is not far from any of us.

28. Since it is in him that we live, and move, and exist, as indeed some of your own 
writers have said: we are all his children.

In his speech, Paul praised his crowd for not being prone to superstition. Then he 
mentioned the altar of the unknown god. He claimed that the God he preached 
to the Athenians is the very same unknown god they worshiped. His God is the 
creator of all, the Ruler of all, and is not an idol that can be found in temples and 
served by human hands. He is the God of life. From one single man [Adam], 
He made all humanity, then [He divided the nations up to the number of the 
sons of god, who have administrated the nations ever since, but] He maintained 
the control of the history of these nations and the boundaries of their dwelling 
places (here Paul is simply paraphrasing Isaiah 10:13, where Yahweh is in control 
of the boundaries of the nations). Why should the Athenians care that He is 
really the one in control [and not, in effect, the other gods]? The answer is that 
the gods they know are not the gods in control. It is the one god they do not 
know that is in control. This is not Paul’s core message at Mars Hill, but it plays 
a crucial role in framing the asymmetric parallel between gods and God. Verse 
27 comes with an important affirmation: He, God, can be found, if one would 
search of Him. Verse 28 delivers the equally important message that everyone 
is ‘in Christ.’ In summary, Paul’s crucial message is—at least for now—that the 
unknown god is the Creator and Ruler of all, including the nations that may 
be under the jurisdiction of the known gods. Regardless of this situation, in 
Panikkar’s translation of Acts 14:17, God “does not leave the rest of the nations 
[i.e., the other nations, the disinherited nations, the nations that are not His 
inheritance, Israel] … aside.”

Before I continue, a couple of observations: first, I may warn the reader that 
the translation of Acts 14:16–17 and 17:23–27 from NJB is not Panikkar’s. That 
is, Panikkar made his own translations. I leave it to the reader to assess the dif-
ferences. Of course, Panikkar’s translations are more functional for the case I am 
building here than are the NJB’s translations. Second, I may add that what was 
probably in Paul’s mind at Mars Hill is not necessarily the same thing that was in 
the mind of the Greeks. For Paul, Christ is the God of all gods, the Almighty God, 
the omnipresent, omnipotent God. The other gods, the sons of god, the members 
of the divine council, are administrators of the nations (e.g., they would assist their 
peoples in threat of war), and as such they should be recognized and tolerated but 
not worshiped.5 For the Greeks, however, it was a different matter. For Greeks, 
gods did not create the cosmos, but came to being after the cosmos. They were 
considered immortal, not eternal.6
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Who are these known gods in Paul’s speech? One answer is that they are, pure 
and simple, false. They do not exist. They are idols, to adopt Pauline language. This 
scholarly instinct is, of course, driven by the label of monotheism—a modern term, 
appropriated and popularized by deists during the Enlightenment—applied to the 
ancient Israelite belief system.7 Monotheism is in turn defined as the exclusion 
of other gods. Monotheism, then, amounts to the denial of the existence of other 
gods. As Mark S. Smith states:

Monotheistic exclusivity is not simply a matter of cultic observance, as in the First 
Commandment’s prohibition against ‘no other gods before me’ in Exodos 20:3 and 
Deuteronomy 5:7. It extends further to an understanding of deities in the cosmos (no 
other gods, period).8

In a previous chapter I mentioned that modern scholarship is slowly and painfully 
coming to the conclusion that in the Hebrew Bible, statements of incompara-
bility are excluded. What appealed to some as exclusivistic monotheism is today 
seen to merely frame an argument for Yahweh’s greater potency, not his exclusive 
existence. So, the gods are real. As noted in the earlier discussion with respect to 
attempts to redefine biblical scholarship in the days of The Unknown, the result 
of all the scholarly emphasis on the restriction of worship to one divine being 
is monolatry, not monotheism. Monolatry is the acceptance of one supreme god 
among the gods that turns to the insistence that only the supreme god be wor-
shiped. Scholars identify different grades of monolatry, from ‘tolerant’ to ‘intoler-
ant’ monolatry. For example, Panikkar’s acceptance of the worship of other gods 
by the non-Christian worshipper, on the condition that the belief in the existence 
of other gods were genuine (‘Priesthood in Spirit and Truth’), is not only biblically 
sound (Psalms 95:3; 96:4; 97:7–9; 135:5; 138:1), but it can also be considered a 
case of tolerant monolatry.

This distinction between monotheism and monolatry raises an inevitable ques-
tion: why the other gods cannot be worshiped? Why this prohibition? I already 
mentioned that it is evident from the data that Jews of the Old Testament saw no 
contradiction or insurmountable difficulty in reserving worship to one deity while 
accepting the divine status of other heavenly beings. In Deuteronomy 29:25, the 
text explicitly refers to Israel’s crime of worshipping gods other than Yahweh: “They 
[Israel] turned to the service of other gods and worshiped them, gods whom they 
had not experienced and whom He had not allotted to them.” He has assigned, 
He has allotted the other nations to the other gods, and the other gods to them. 
The other gods are meant for the other nations, not for Israel. Why this prohi-
bition about worship? Taking the idea of Yahweh’s uniqueness further, it could 
perhaps be argued that assertions of incomparability amount to the affirmation 
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that other gods were ontologically inferior to a “species-unique” being. Yahweh 
is distinguished as the creator of all other gods, the pre-existent One, making 
him ontologically distinct. By virtue of ontological superiority, Yahweh alone is 
deserving of worship. Another option refers to hierarchy, not to ontological sta-
tus: Yahweh is the one who has authority over the gods of those nations. Yahweh 
is consistently depicted in Deuteronomy as willfully exercising uncompromised 
dominion over other gods, gods who govern the other nations. Yahweh alone is 
sovereign and thus deserving of worship. If I bring these two options into Paul’s 
speech in Athens, its meaning would probably go like this: the known gods one 
worships are the ones that do not matter. The one that matters is the unknown one, 
who is either a unique being (ontological difference) or the powerful one. Yet, this 
unique or powerful god remains unknown, probably for some reason related to the 
notion of Deus absconditus: hidden, remote, unreachable God.

I turn now to the second theme in Acts 14:16–17: the theme of God’s witness. 
I already mentioned that here Paul seems to maintain the same line of thought 
that he will show in Romans 1:19–20:  “For what can be known about God is 
perfectly plain to them [the pagans, the Gentiles], since God has made it plan to 
them” (19). God is not remote; he is close to everyone. I mention Romans 1:19–20 
because it is one of the sources mentioned in Meditation. Then Paul adds: “Ever 
since the creation of the world, the invisible existence of God and his everlasting 
power have been clearly seen in the things that have been made. And so these 
people [pagans, Gentiles] have no excuse” (20).9 So, these people have no excuse. 
What does it mean? Perhaps that these people have had the chance to perceive the 
existence and power of God in the things all around them, and so they have no 
excuse if they do not do that? Not at all.

In Acts 17:22–28 the theme of God’s witness is repeated. From the second part 
of verse 27 to the end of verse 28, the theme of God’s closeness is highlighted: God 
is not far from any one of Paul’s listeners, for in Him everyone is and moves and 
lives. In the first part of verse 27, however, another concept is delivered: He, God, 
can be found, if one would search of Him. It is the same concept already found in 
Romans 1:19–20. Here, however, the essential condition is made more manifest 
than it is in Romans 1:19–20: God can be found if one would search for Him. In 
Paul’s mind, people of the nations are supposed to tolerate the gods of the nations 
and “seek God” (Acts 17:27), that is, to worship God, something of course they do 
not do but instead they worship the gods assigned to them. People of the nations 
are supposed to seek God, that is, to worship God, the unknown god; what they do 
instead is worship the known gods. This feature, that only Yahweh deserved Israel’s 
worship, is transformed by Paul in the heart of a Christian monolatry and has great 
explanatory power for his speech in Athens.
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The confessional statements of Acts 17: 22–28 must be viewed against the 
backdrop of the Most High’s dealings with the Gentile nations and the gods he 
appointed to govern them, as well as the prohibition to the Gentile nations to 
worship those gods. God did it so that these other nations “might seek the deity 
[Christ] and, by feeling their way towards him, succeed in finding him” (17:27). 
This is the unknown god of Mars Hill, unknown but present and at work in the 
other nations; in Panikkar’s translation of Acts 14:17, “He does not leave” these 
other nations “aside.” The men of Athens do have a knowledge of God, passed 
down through the ages. They also have a tradition of a deity in whom “we live 
and move and be” in God. Now Paul comes declaring that this God, who had 
withdrawn himself from the nations, has never been distant from the nations but 
is immanently near. The other gods, the gods of the nations, are not idols but they 
become so when people break the prohibition of worshiping only God. They trans-
form gods into idols by means of worshiping them: they place these gods (‘spirits’) 
in a temple and serve them (gods are served by human beings; another translation 
reads, “made with hands”). At the same time, by worshiping them, they stop seek-
ing God. And for this crime they “have no excuse” (Romans 1:20).

I believe this is Panikkar’s interpretation of Pauline passages in Acts 17: 22–28. 
If I am correct, Panikkar applied this Pauline statement on monolatry to Hindus 
and Christians, and by doing so he provided a distinct meaning to The Unknown. 
Accordingly, this meaning would probably be as follows: the gods that one knows 
are not the gods to be worshiped. It is the one a person does not know that should 
be searched. In fact, the gods at the level of rites are not the Almighty God, and 
the Almighty God is not the gods at the level of rites. More precisely: the god the 
Christians worship at the level of rites is not the Almighty God, and the Almighty 
God is not the god the Christians worship at the level of rites. The Almighty God 
is at the level of the Spirit. As such, this one God remains unknown, or, I would say 
instead, He remains unknown except at a level of spiritual form. Both Hindus and 
Christians are required to tolerate but not worship the known gods, the national 
gods, the gods of Hinduism and the god of Christianity. These gods, who can be 
taken for granted and worshiped in temples and churches, and who are known and 
remain known, become idols. Both Hindus and Christians are supposed to discern 
between the known gods and the unknown God, to avoid confusion between the 
two, and they are supposed to reserve their worship for the latter. Both Hindus and 
Christians are supposed to seek (worship) the Unknown Christ, who is unknown 
and therefore should be searched and who remains unknown; for that, He should 
be constantly sought. Christ is not at the level of rites but at the level of the spirit. 
Once Christ is worshiped at the level of rites, he is transformed into a known god. 
Christ is not the known god of rites but the spiritual reality of the kingdom. Christ 
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is close to both Hindus and Christians, as He is everywhere and everyone is in 
Him and can be found. Thus, the meeting between Hindus and Christians requires 
a conversion of both Hindus and Christians.

But, and here I turn to Christians only, Christianity still believes in its known 
god, its national god, its tribal god (“a tribal Christology,” as Panikkar would call it 
in another manuscript).10 Christians make confusion between known god and God, 
and between known Christ and unknown Christ, and they worship the former. In 
doing so, Christians build an idol out of it, meaning that, in Panikkar’s opinion, 
Christ is regarded and worshiped as a national deity. At the same time, Christians 
stop seeking God, and for that, Christianity needs conversion. Panikkar expresses 
grief for the separation of the Church from the Source; regardless, he asked for 
purification and reconciliation. Christianity is not ready to meet Hinduism at 
the Source, in Christ, who is present everywhere and in whom everything is. The 
hidden message of The Unknown is that Christianity is quite unready to meet in 
Christ the other religions. This is why Panikkar never ceased repeating that his 
book is about the unknown Christ of both Hindus and Christians. The unknown 
Christ of Hinduism is also unknown to Christianity. This point must be insisted 
upon, since it has been the subject of frequent misunderstanding.

The Unknown is about a meeting between Hinduism and Christianity at 
existential and analogical levels, because “any encounter—Panikkar argued at the 
very beginning of The Unknown—must be mutual” (p. 4). But it is a preliminary 
meeting, because the only possible meeting is in Christ. At the same time that 
Panikkar was writing a first version of The Unknown, Monchanin reached the con-
clusion that India and Hinduism were not ready to assimilate the spiritual trea-
sures of Christianity. But, he noted, he was probably too Greek, too embedded 
in the semitic-Greek matrix, to assess facts fairly. Panikkar, who met Monchanin 
in India and with whom he had long conversations, recognized that Hinduism is 
not ready: it has still to ‘pass over,’ to borrow the words he used in The Unknown, 
that is, to complete the exodus, to move from slavery to liberation. Hinduism has 
not received revelation yet. This “is the Paschal adventure of Hinduism” still to be 
concluded (p. xi). But Christianity also remains unprepared, as it “is also on pil-
grimage” (p. xi).

In his book, Panikkar framed the unknown Christ of Hinduism but men-
tioned the unknown Christ in Christianity, too; Christianity is not yet in Christ, 
the only possible meeting point with Hinduism. In his later works, he would iden-
tify the source of this unreadiness in a tribal tendency within Christianity, a “tribal 
Christiology that has prevailed for the past two thousand years of Christian his-
tory, and that has been quite exclusively centered on its own interests.”11 Panikkar, 
in his late theology, elaborated at length the causes and remedies of Christianity’s 
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unreadiness, particularly through the notion of Christophany. But the seed of that 
line of thought was already present in The Unknown—the essential necessity of a 
reform, a purification, or a conversion of Christianity was already there, although 
cryptically, as Panikkar would recognize years later. The necessity emerged in his 
1965 question to Pope Paul VI on whether or not Christians needed to be spiritu-
ally Semitic and intellectually Hellenic. He was not the only Western Christian in 
India to question that semitic-Greek tradition. His friend Abhishiktānanda shared 
the same opinion and so did a Protestant theologian whom I already mentioned 
and who spent considerable time in India as a missionary. In 1974, in fact, Robin 
Boyd published a book titled India and the Latin Captivity of the Church, which 
echoes Panikkar’s concerns.12

In a classic Catholic fashion, Panikkar came to the conclusion that the only 
way for Christianity to meet Hinduism in Christ was to go back to the beginning, 
to the Source, eventually exemplified by the very first generation of Christians 
of the First Council of Jerusalem, as he called it, and start over. In the specific 
vernacular adopted during the Vatican Council II, one can say that Panikkar envi-
sioned and promoted a ressourcement, a return to the source, in order to provoke an 
aggiornamento, a form of theology that speaks to the Church’s present situation. 
These two terms, ressourcement and aggiornamento, are linked because the present 
relevance of theology lays in the creative recovery of its past. The Christianization 
of India requires a dual reform, a reform in Hinduism (ad extra) and another in the 
very core of Christianity (ad intra). A new innocence, a purification, or a conver-
sion is required for Christianity to leave behind its semitic and Greek skin and to 
become truly universal, that is, to reconnect to the Source, embrace a more univer-
sal path, and successfully complete its pilgrimage on this earth.

Addendum

For Panikkar, the people of Athens do have a knowledge of God, passed down 
through the ages. They also have a tradition of a deity in whom “we live and move 
and have our being.” In his view, Paul comes declaring that this God, who had 
withdrawn himself from the nations, has never been distant from the nations but 
instead is immanently near. As a matter of fact, it is not a plain interpretation of 
Paul’s speech. The people of Athens do have a knowledge of God, passed down 
through the ages. They even have a tradition of a deity in whom “we live and move 
and exist.” This is the pre-Abrahamic history. Then, God had withdrawn himself 
from the nations, so that only through the seed of Abraham could he be known 
again. Now Paul, an Israelite and descendent of Abraham, comes declaring that 
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very God to them. And this God is no longer distant from the nations, but is 
immanently near: “the times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands 
all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge 
the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has 
given assurance to all by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:30–31). Since God 
has drawn near to the world in Christ, and the boundaries between Israel and the 
nations are being broken down, he now calls “all people everywhere” to repent of 
ignorance. Something significant for the way in which the world works happens 
when Jesus dies and rises from the dead and ascends to heaven. It is the momen-
tous event that terminates the separation between Israel and the other nations.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I worked primarily on Panikkar’s thesis of the unknown Christ, 
pointing out connections to his understanding of the divine plurality in light of 
the biblical scholarship of that period. I argued that these two topics were closely 
connected in Panikkar’s mind and that it was his understanding of divine plurality 
that provided an entry point into the thesis of The Unknown. While the purpose 
of the previous chapters was to identify a proper context in which to unlock the 
guiding biblical intuition of Panikkar’s early theology, the next chapter offers some 
conclusive statements as far as the main output and limits of this study, as well as 
possible paths of investigation.
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 1. Mountain, 51.
 2. For the translation of Acts 14:16–17, see The Unknown, vii. For the quote on Acts 17:23, see The 

Unknown, 137.
 3. The Unknown, 137.
 4. In The Unknown, Panikkar mentioned Romans 8:19; Colossians 1:15–17; Ephesians 1:9–10; 
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Conclusion

The acts of a free mind are not simply produced by nature

but occur in the context of historical decisions.
Hans Urs von Balthasar1

Panikkar

Panikkar was a remarkable man who lived a remarkable life. He spent most of 
his adult life as a Catholic priest, and anyone who had the chance of knowing 
Panikkar personally soon found that he had personal interests in spiritual and 
creative freedom. Though by profession an academic, by inclination Panikkar was 
a free thinker (or eventually a free mind, to be aligned with von Balthasar’s remark 
quoted in the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter), preoccupied throughout 
his life with the larger problem of the role of religion in a modern world. A sat-
isfactory answer to this problem, Panikkar believed, could do much to bridge the 
gulf which exists today between faith and worldly life. This he felt to be a question 
not for philosophy and theology alone but for life as well, and his own life was an 
attempt to enlarge the traditional boundaries of priesthood so as to frame Catholic 
priesthood as an entry door into a primeval, ancestral sacerdotium.2 Panikkar has 
been labelled the pioneer of interfaith dialogue and the advocate for a universal, 
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really ‘catholic’ religion, a religion without limitation of dogmas, cults, and struc-
tures. He has been celebrated as the eminent scholar, the great philosopher and 
theologian, and I do not say anything in this study to cast doubt on any of these 
attributes. He was even called ‘apostle of inter-faith dialogue,’ a portrayal that 
makes perfect sense when Panikkar is framed against a scholarly background.3 He 
was quite often described as a ‘mystic,’ although his aspiration to intimate knowl-
edge of the Holy Trinity was grounded in, and integrated with, a cosmopolitan and 
untroubled life, not the contemplative and ascetic life of a monk, which is a form 
of life he personally thought was no longer suited to this late modernity era.4 His 
friend Abhishiktānanda asked himself if Panikkar, who often shows in his writings 
a mystical inclination, “realized what he was writing.”5

Panikkar has been addressed primarily as a scholar and a mystic, and I believe 
that both labels have ultimately defused the impact of his personality and religious 
passion as completely as they had neutralized his theological project. Panikkar 
should instead be treated as a Christian thinker who was concerned about the 
reformation of Catholicism in the meeting of other religions in Christ. He was 
committed to a theological project of religious reconciliation and purification, a 
project that implied a return to the sources of Christian faith, that is, not only to 
life and Spirit, but ultimately to the Mystery of Christ, and then, Panikkar would 
have added, to start over and see in Christ no longer the Lord of history, but the 
mystery of God reflecting everywhere.

The source of Panikkar’s charisma, or what some may call ‘ambiguity,’ does not, 
in my opinion, lie in mystical orientation, but instead in the tension between his 
mystical orientation and his role within the Catholic Church. It is in this tension 
between a Pauline instinct and a Petrine status that scholars might more accurately 
locate the source of his appeal. His Pauline instinct led him to depart from the 
insistence of a mediating figure between mankind and God; there is no need of a 
mediating character between the two. His priestly status with the Catholic Church, 
however, re-enacts the command of a mediating character. Panikkar shares with 
Paul this tremendous emphasis on personal liberty, as well as the disciplining of 
life required to entangle liberty with service. Still, Panikkar maintained his loyalty 
to the church and his obedience to the hierarchy.6 It comes as no surprise that 
Panikkar felt compelled to stretch his definition of priesthood to put this tension 
to rest.

This tension within Panikkar between ‘the Christ of Paul and the Jesus of 
Peter,’ to borrow a sentence from British author Gerald Massey (1828–1907), is 
detectable in several traits of his own theology: his universalism, for example, that 
is, God is available to all, although hidden and unknown.7 Yet, the complete reve-
lation of this universalism comes with the ultimate and definitive mediator, Christ. 
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Panikkar extends the Pauline “Christ in you” to all of humanity and to all of cre-
ation. In Christ the universe lives, is continuously restored, and expects the future 
visible return from heaven of Jesus, to raise the dead, hold the last judgment, and 
set up formally and gloriously the kingdom of God.8 But from the very begin-
ning of all up to the Parousia (or the second coming of Christ in glory), passing 
through the historical manifestation of Jesus, the growth of His Church reveals 
the Eucharistic Christ at the heart of the whole movement of the universe. And 
then, of course, there is his cosmic sense, the idea that Christ is God’s creative 
and bonding power. Yet, the magisterium teaches that the world was created by 
God and recreated through the work of Jesus Christ, through the massive event 
of Incarnation. It can be easily seen, since this tension had an enormous effect on 
Panikkar’s writings and somehow directed his thought. It is a testimony of his 
theological acumen and philosophical skills that he was never the object of an 
investigation by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

One cannot, however, fully understand Panikkar’s thought if one believes that 
his analysis of religion in the modern world constitutes his total intellectual con-
cern. For as a Christian author and a Catholic priest, he was led to undertake a 
more specific project: to rethink Christianity within a global setting. This Panikkar 
tried to do primarily because he believed that the proper context of Christianity, 
especially in an era of globalization, is to be found in the contemporary situation 
characterized by religious pluralism. Panikkar was clearly moved by an inner drive, 
according to which Christian theology can no longer wash its hands of religious 
pluralism, simply to declare that no opposition exists between Christianity and 
other religions. Something had to be done to demonstrate concretely how world 
religions can exist in harmony and mutual enrichment. Until recently, Panikkar 
once argued, it was impossible for theologians to either deal with or describe the 
concrete reality of religious pluralism other than in terms of ecclesiology. Now, 
however, it was possible to place Christology in relationship to religious pluralism.

In addition to this, he believed that another problem, as old as the epistles 
of St. Paul, namely the relationship of cosmos to Christ, was in itself a problem 
of immense theological importance. Panikkar can be called a cosmic theologian, 
and rightly so. Fundamental to all his work, including his first writings, is the 
conviction that the data of Christian revelation concerning the other religions 
can legitimately be rethought within the background of Christ’s relationship to 
the universe as a whole, that is, the Cosmic Christ. As an implication of such 
rethinking, theologians will be put in a position to give a new and deeper and more 
complete theological significance to the whole phenomenon of religious pluralism. 
The juxtaposition of these two theological concepts—that is, religious pluralism 
and Cosmic Christ—was in large part responsible for what scholars claim is on 
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one hand the fundamental drive of his intellectual life and, on the other, the main 
cause of his non-conformity to mainstream teaching.

Scripture and Theology

This book’s point of departure is that The Unknown readily reveals less than 
Panikkar meant, and to unveil this hidden meaning, a closer look at Panikkar’s 
life and biblical view is necessary. In this study I focus on both. With regard to 
Panikkar’s early theology, most researchers have been content to conduct a search 
for theological parallels with contemporary theology or official teaching. While 
this method has afforded some helpful insights, it has not offered conclusive 
answers. A case in point is The Unknown: differences of opinion persist among 
scholars about the real meaning of the ‘unknown Christ’:  what does Panikkar 
mean exactly with ‘the unknown Christ of Hinduism and Christianity’? In some 
ways, in fact, this approach has succeeded in shifting the focus from a careful 
understanding of the biblical background of The Unknown. If Panikkar’s writings 
would do scholars the favor of mirroring their own current specializations, the sep-
aration of the unknown Christ and its biblical and extra-biblical resources might 
indeed be legitimate and relevant. As it is, though, scholars overlook, at their peril, 
the interdependence of Panikkar’s theology and his biblical interpretations. It was 
argued in this study, among other things, what is really important in Panikkar’s 
early theology cannot be detached from the context of the biblical scholarship 
from which it emerges. Thus, my view of the unknown Christ developed squarely 
on the shoulders of Panikkar’s biblical world view. The close chronological prox-
imity of Panikkar’s publications on Melchizedek (the already cited Meditation) 
and that of The Unknown indicate that he was simultaneously mining he same 
topics. In making visible for the first time this connection between The Unknown 
and Meditation on one hand and the biblical resources on the other, I attempted to 
clarify if not the fine logic of its author, at least the inspiration behind such logic; 
by doing so, I planned to resolve some of the controversies that arose at the time 
of publication, controversies that still affect The Unknown. I believe that by identi-
fying the biblical and extra-biblical roots of The Unknown, I made its thesis more 
intelligible. I also hope I provided readers with a lens for a fresh and sprightly look 
at Panikkar’s early theology of priesthood.

As said, the relationship between theology and Scripture, that is, Panikkar’s 
theological ideas and biblical scholarship, is the underlying theme of this study. 
My assumption is that in order to illuminate the thesis of the unknown Christ and 
the ultimate meaning of Panikkar’s cosmic priest, scholars need to integrate the 
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theological reflections included in The Unknown and Meditation back with their 
biblical justifications. Methodologically, I  sought first to move from Panikkar’s 
theological ideas in The Unknown back to the related biblical themes and argu-
ments. From that point, I moved in the reverse direction, that is, from these biblical 
themes and interpretations to the theology of The Unknown. The same was true 
with Meditation. For reasons that I explained earlier, I was compelled to assemble 
a substantial body of circumstantial evidence to support the following point: the 
central contributions of a certain biblical scholarship struck deep into Panikkar’s 
mind, shaping and conditioning his theological ideas. These ideas are epitomized 
most concisely in Panikkar’s The Unknown and Meditation. If I  am correct, the 
biblical scholarship of the 1950s and 1960s, committed to the task of assimilation 
of the important findings of the Qumran Scrolls and other archaeological dis-
coveries—that is, cosmicization of covenant, Melchizedek priesthood, and divine 
council—can shed light on Panikkar’s deepest and most controversial statements.

Brief Summary

At the beginning of this study, I introduced Panikkar the man and Panikkar the 
theologian; then I deal with one of his main contributions in the area of interfaith 
dialogue, The Unknown. I  identified a problem of interpretation, a problem that 
I framed as follows: why did Panikkar maintain for all his life that the thesis of the 
unknown Christ is that Christ is unknown to both Hindus and Christians? In the 
Introduction I also presented my argument and contributions.

In the first chapter (‘Methodological Issues’) I mentioned a second problem, 
a problem of sources: when it came to unveiling his sources, Panikkar did not play 
according to the ordinary rules of the scholarly game. I  stated that a prejudice 
about Panikkar exists in scholarship: he is the eminent scholar, who happened to 
be a priest. However, so long as I treat the validity of his contributions as technical, 
some of the most striking things about Panikkar’s sources—that is, he relied on 
the inexhaustible procession of inner life rather than philosophical and theolog-
ical literature, and ultimately considered himself a ‘source’—will remain not just 
unexplained but inexplicable. I suggested to place The Unknown in the context of 
Panikkar’s life and biblical scholarship, and I offered some reason for that. In this 
chapter I also presented other details related to terminology, the methodological 
limits of this study, and its structure.

The second chapter (‘Religious Reformer’) is dedicated entirely to Panikkar’s 
life as a source of understanding of his early theology. The final result is the 
redefinition of Panikkar the man and Panikkar the theologian. Once Panikkar is 
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perceived as a countercultural personality who was engaged in a theological proj-
ect of reform, the task of connecting his writings to his sources can be achieved 
without great effort. For Panikkar, the meeting of Hinduism and Christianity is in 
Christ, but neither Hindus nor Christians are ready. Panikkar’s mission was to help 
Christians penetrate more deeply into the data of revelation to be, one day, ready 
for the encounter. In order to reach this goal, Panikkar turned back to the Source 
of all and started over.

The third chapter is focused on the ‘Christian unreadiness,’ that is, the Church 
is unready to meet Hinduism at the very Source, who is Christ, because she traded 
the notion that the Spirit reveals Himself freely in His own way for the ambition 
to become a religion, a much more powerful religion than Judaism. Christians have 
forgotten the wonder of discovering the Spirit everywhere and prefer to worship 
their God. Some of the contributions to this thesis were probably the brainchild of 
Panikkar’s friend Abhishiktānanda. In this chapter I also connect Panikkar’s early 
theology to biblical scholarship, and I pointout that the biblical context in this case 
should be understood as the one at the time of the writing of The Unknown.

In the fourth and fifth chapters (‘Kingdom’ and ‘Melchizedek’) I address the 
biblical scholarship that dates to the1950s and 1960s. It was a special period, in 
which the results of some important archaeological discoveries were assimilated 
into biblical scholarship. I summarized the advancements of biblical studies in the 
1950s and 1960s and its contributions in fields such as the high priesthood and 
God’s kingdom. More precisely, the chapter addresses the biblical scholarship rel-
evant to important themes such as (1) the Melchizedek tradition within Enochic 
and biblical literature and (2) the Kingdom and its administration according to the 
key concepts of divine bureaucracy and divine plurality.

The sixth chapter is devoted to a study of Meditation. The chapter works as a 
validation of the biblical context adopted as well as an introduction into Panikkar’s 
deeper thoughts. I investigated the universal character of priesthood in spirit and 
truth in Panikkar’s early theology and the fact that he understood the sacerdotal 
status in terms of the rite of atonement. In a nutshell, Christ is the high priest 
of the rite of atonement and this characterizes the ministry of Panikkar and all 
priests. Moreover, I addressed the priests of the other religions: I claimed that for 
Panikkar, all priests belong to the same, original priestly tradition of Melchizedek. 
For reasons that I explained in that chapter, for Panikkar, all true priests worship 
the unique true God.

The seventh and eighth chapters (‘Cosmic Sacramentalism’ and ‘Theology of 
the Unknown’) are a study of The Unknown. While my main goal was to explain 
why Panikkar sustained in The Unknown that the unknown Christ is unknown to 
both Hindus and Christians, in these two chapters I piled up other contributions, 
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including a precise definition of Panikkar’s Cosmic Christ as a combination of 
Pauline Cosmic texts and ‘in Christ’ verses. I also redefine the role of Melchizedek 
in Panikkar’s early theology.

In summary, I worked primarily on Panikkar’s thesis of the unknown Christ, 
pointing out connections with his understanding of the divine plurality and 
Melchizedek priesthood in light of the biblical scholarship of that period. I argued 
that these two topics were closely connected in Panikkar’s mind, and that it was 
his understanding of divine plurality that provided an entry point into the thesis 
of The Unknown. I also address Panikkar’s interpretation of Cosmic Christ in terms 
of an integration of St. Paul’s Cosmic Christ and Pauline ‘in Christ.’ Finally, I dealt 
with the theme of the Melchizedek priesthood through the prism of cosmicization 
of the covenant.

In conclusion, I  attempted to show that biblical sources are important in 
Panikkar’s early writings. The Unknown starts and ends with citations from Acts 
14 and 17, and I offered some explanation about why these citations are included 
in the text and what role they play in Panikkar’s narrative. I suggested that the rela-
tionship between Panikkar’s early and late theologies needs to be redefined: while 
in his late theology he went the extra mile to investigate the causes for, and sug-
gested remedies for, Christianity’s unreadiness, the topic was already present, 
although implicitly, in the first version of The Unknown. Moreover, I argued that 
Panikkar had some reason for claiming that his book had been misunderstood, and 
that in the second edition of The Unknown he made explicit what was written too 
cryptically in the first version.

On Limits

This is an introductory, limited, and circumstantial study of some issues related 
to Panikkar’s early theology. It can be considered an experiment. It is built on the 
assumption that Panikkar’s life, theological reflections on the status of Christianity 
as a religion, and biblical interpretations are useful elements to build a proper 
context in which to place his early theology. A note of caution is required with 
regards to both the ecclesiological question and the biblical landscape behind 
Panikkar’s theological thought. In the absence of previous work on the same topic, 
this book is a move into virtually uncharted territory. It is limited in scope and size, 
as it addresses only Panikkar’s early thought and focuses narrowly on a couple of 
Panikkar’s writings (although one of them is the celebrated The Unknown). This 
is a circumstantial study because it has little direct evidence to offer; most of the 
claims I make in this book are speculative. It is a good thing, however, that these 
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claims are consistent with Panikkar’s own accounts and his theological work as 
a whole.

While I  address directly only two works, The Unknown and Meditation, 
I  scanned a much wider portion of Panikkar’s writings, with a specific interest 
in those that can be considered chronologically parallel to The Unknown. Thus, if 
the material I address directly is limited, it is placed in the much larger context of 
Panikkar’s early work. The methodological limit, however, is another matter. In 
fact, one main limitation of this study is methodological and is concentrated in 
the supposed connection between Panikkar’s early thought and the ecclesiological 
question as well as the biblical scholarship. I assumed the ecclesiological question 
is the result of conversations with Abhishiktānanda in the 1950s and 1960s and 
more generally of reflections made during Panikkar’s periods in India. While I have 
direct evidence that Panikkar embraced the ecclesiological question later in his life 
and I have indirect evidence that he may have discussed it with Abhishiktānanda, 
I did not find the smoking gun, the direct evidence that Panikkar committed to the 
ecclesiological question while he was writing The Unknown. I built a circumstantial 
case. To be honest, I am quite sure historians of Panikkar’s thought will find the 
needed direct evidence. More complicated to prove is the connection between 
Panikkar’s early theology and the biblical scholarship. I have no direct evidence to 
offer to sustain this connection. My main argument is that the early Panikkar par-
tially depends on the status of biblical scholarship in the period in which Panikkar 
wrote The Unknown and Meditation. More precisely, my argument can be framed 
as follows: given the situation of the biblical scholarship of the mid-20th century, 
and given Panikkar’s own theological and biblical education before and during his 
studies at the Pontificial Lateran University in Rome, and also given his fellowship 
to the Enrico Castelli Meetings and, more generally, to the best Catholic milieu 
of Rome during the pre-council works and the first session of the Council, he was 
uniquely placed to feel the full force of effect of the archaeological discoveries 
on (1)  the interpretation of the Jewish Bible and (2)  the intellectual context of 
Christian origins. It would be against this background that Panikkar elaborated his 
interpretation of the Pauline position in Acts 17 that is epitomized most concisely 
in The Unknown.

I have mentioned several times that this argument is speculative, and in con-
clusion, I offer an example of what I mean by ‘speculative argument.’ I refer to the 
two chapters on Meditation and the effect of biblical scholarship on Panikkar’s 
ideas of Melchizedek priesthood, universal priesthood, and priesthood of the 
nations. I begin with his interpretation of Melchizedek priesthood. Priesthood was 
a fundamental element of Panikkar’s self-understanding. Bielawski correctly notes 
that priesthood was one of Panikkar’s strongest and most peculiar traits.9 Panikkar 
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called himself a cosmic priest after the order of Melchizedek. A question must be 
asked: was Melchizedek priesthood simply part of Panikkar’s self-understanding, 
or was it a central theme in his thought? I  can only speculate. In considering 
the first option, the crux of the matter was the difference between the letter and 
the spirit of the Roman Catholic priesthood today. The post-Tridentine Roman 
Catholic priest, who was a minister of Jesus Christ, the High priest after the order 
of Melchizedek, more concretely was a parish priest dependent upon catechism 
and breviary. To put it differently, the Roman Catholic priest was already in persona 
Christi a Melchizedek priest, but only formally. The form was empty of Spirit and 
full of ritual content and administrative tasks. The member of the parish clergy 
was a seminary-trained priest who operates as a local agent of the Church with 
administrative tasks to accomplish. If this was the case, Panikkar aimed to distance 
himself from a literal form of worship performed by an earthly ordained priest and 
embrace a spiritual form of worship officiated by a heavenly ordained priest.

Assuming the Melchizedek priesthood was a central theme in Panikkar’s 
thought, it is easy to recognize the paradigm of the healing priest behind some of 
Panikkar’s most important intellectual contributions to scholarship. The cosmoth-
eandric intuition, the sacred secularity, the new monk—all are concepts that imply 
an undivided vision of the totality and reveal an indomitable spirit of reunification. 
When the analysis moves to a more granular level, however, this idea of the healing 
priest comes out much less clear. To begin with, what was Panikkar’s intention? 
Was he trying to recover an ancient sacerdotal tradition and eventually assimilated 
it into his greater project of theological aggiornamento? Or rather, was Panikkar’s 
interest in the ancient high priesthood a project of ressourcement, an investigation 
into deeper biblical sources? Was Panikkar’s engagement with the ancient sacerdo-
tal tradition of the pre-Israelite period liturgically driven rather than theologically 
based? In this case, his thought on Melchizedek priesthood should be addressed 
and examined through liturgical categories, not theological categories. Finally, is it 
possible that Panikkar did not aim to recover the ancient sacerdotal lineage from 
oblivion, but that instead he wanted to witness it?

Moreover, what might Panikkar have known about the ancient sacerdotal tra-
dition up to 1965? How can the parallels between the Enochic tradition and related 
scholarship on one hand and Panikkar’s interpretation of priesthood on the other 
be explained? The universal and general priesthood of humanity that Panikkar 
described, the high priestly tradition that continues since the beginning of the 
world and is linked to the cosmic covenant, has a name in scholarship: Noachic 
(or Enochic, or Ancient) priestly tradition. The problem is that most of this spe-
cific scholarly research has been developed in the decades after the publication 
of The Mountain and Meditation, the texts I  investigated. On the contrary, the 
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original sources have been available to scholars since the 19th century.10 1 Enoch 
is generally understood to have been introduced to the West at the beginning of 
the 19th century in its Ethiopian version (the only complete version of all 108 
chapters). Richard Laurence published the first English translation of 1 Enoch in 
1883, followed by R. H. Charles (Oxford, 1893, revised in 1913). The discovery 
of Aramaic fragments of 1 Enoch among the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran has 
motivated a more intense critical study of the book. 2 Enoch has been available for 
discussion since the 14th century and has been preserved in a complete version only 
in Slavonic. In 2009 it was announced that Coptic fragments have been found in 
Nubia. The first systematic exploration of the text was published in 1896 by R. H. 
Charles. While scholarship has for many years engaged 1 and 2 Enoch, in different 
languages and from different perspectives, most of the literature on the subject 
was developed in the aftermath of the Sixties.11 Of course, the possibility exists 
that Panikkar developed his interpretation of the ancient sacerdotal lineage inde-
pendently from other scholars and even from the reading of the books of Enoch. 
The existence and availability of the books of Enoch and some literature on the 
subject increases the credibility of the theory that Panikkar read Enoch or at least 
some literature about it. As said, in this book I sustain the hypothesis that Panikkar 
could have known the growing scholarship on the ancient priesthood tradition and 
perhaps been influenced by it.

On the other side, Panikkar’s comparison between the order of Melchizedek 
and the Aaronic or Levitical priesthood is rooted in the Hebrews. The author of 
the Hebrews relates the Melchizedek priesthood and the Aaronic or Levitical 
priesthood to assert the superiority of the high priesthood of Jesus to the Levitical 
priesthood of the Old Testament on the basis of his connection to Melchizedek. 
Panikkar reinterpreted the Hebrews to emphasize the Melchizedek priesthood, 
which was rooted in the phase of Hebrew history represented by Noah rather than 
by Moses. One problem with this interpretation is that in the Book of Romans, 
Paul claims that Christianity was rooted in the pre-Mosaic era of Hebrew history, 
that is, in the promise given to Abraham long before the Law was given to Moses 
(Romans 4). The implication is that Melchizedek is linked to Abraham, not to 
Noah. When Panikkar placed Melchizedek in connection with the cosmic cove-
nant, a possibility exists that Panikkar was following the tradition that Melchizedek 
was Noah’s son Shem and the nations come from Noah’s offspring. But the pos-
sibility is low because the author of the Hebrews states that Melchizedek has no 
genealogy (Hebrews 7:3), and Hebrews 7:3 operates as the basis for most Catholic 
interpretation of the figure of Melchizedek.

In the Old Testament, Melchizedek is linked to Abraham. In the New 
Testament, the Hebrews places Melchizedek in the context of Jewish-Christian 
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debate on priesthood. In an interesting twist, Panikkar linked Melchizedek with 
Noah and placed the Melchizedek priesthood in the context of his discussion 
on nations-Christian Christology. Even a surface reading of the biblical sources 
and Panikkar’s statements shows a common historical and theological setting: a 
priesthood in the pre-Mosaic era of Hebrew history. They differ, however, on an 
important point: biblical sources emphasize the promise given to Abraham long 
before the Law was given to Moses (Romans 4); Panikkar stresses the promise 
given to Noah and his descendants before the promise given to Abraham. This 
connection between Noah and Melchizedek is definitely an Enoich twist (i.e., the 
list of Antediluvian Patriarchs).

Let me move on to Panikkar’s notion of priesthood of the nations. In Meditation, 
Panikkar listed only biblical sources. He quoted Genesis 14 and Psalms 110 in the 
main text but did not include these two references in the list of sources that “justify 
the main idea of this study” (p. 137). He did not include in this list Gen 5 (Enoch) 
or 6 (Noah) or 10 (Table of Nations). He mentioned Hebrews 5:6–10 (Christ is 
acclaimed by God with the title of high priest of the order of Melchizedek). He 
referred to the Books of Daniel, Isaiah, Numbers, and Acts. He also enlisted Pauls’ 
letters to Romans, 1 Corinthians, Ephesians, Tito, and Philemon. This list could 
not be considered complete, as Panikkar ended the list of sources with an “ecc.” He 
did not include in the list the work of Jean Daniélou, who is considered by some 
scholars, probably with good reasons, Panikkar’s main source of inspiration on this 
Melchizedek-cosmic covenant relationship, together with Romano Guardini and 
Henri de Lubac. It is an object of speculation how the two thoughts related to each 
other—that of Daniélou and that of Panikkar.12 In Meditation, Panikkar summa-
rized the position of Tradition on Melchizedek by claiming that

from the beginning, the Fathers of the Church have considered the ‘mysterious’ figure 
of this king and priest not only as a ‘type’ and precursor of Christ, but also as a rep-
resentative of divine priesthood on Earth since the creation of the World. We could 
quote, among others, Justin, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Augustine, and others. 
(p. 140)

Then, Panikkar quoted Ambrose and John Chrysostom, but included no reference 
specifically dedicated to the Melchizedek-cosmic covenant relationship.

It is difficult to say whether or not Panikkar had access in those days to the 
Qumran Scrolls.13 He may have had access to the Ethiopic version of 1 Enoch 
and the Slavonic version of 2 Enoch, or more generally recognized the interde-
pendence of Noahitic and Enochic traditions.14 If not the Qumran Scrolls directly, 
he could have consulted the scholarship that, after the discovery of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, then returned with more interest and discipline to the books of Enoch and 
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the Book of the Jubilee. Again, it is difficult to say. He seems definitely uninter-
ested in Second Temple and Enochic forms of exalted priesthood. Yet, his incli-
nation toward a more ancient covenant than that of Moses, and a post-deluge 
priesthood represented in the biblical texts by the figure of Melchizedek, reveals an 
Enochic predisposition. So, who or what is the source of Panikkar’s Melchizedek? 
The answer is probably hidden in the biblical sources listed in the first footnote in 
Meditation. These sources include Daniel 2:21 (“His, to control the procession of 
times and seasons, to make and unmake kings, to confer wisdom on the wise, and 
knowledge on those with wit to discern”), Isaiah 6:9–10 (“Go, and say to this peo-
ple, ‘Hear and hear again, but do not understand; see and see again, but do not per-
ceive.’ Make the heart of this people gross, its cars dull; shut its eyes, so that it will 
not see with its eyes, hear with its ears, understand with its heart, and be converted 
and healed”), and Romans 1:19–10 (“For what can be known about God is per-
fectly plain to them since God himself has made it plain. Ever since God created 
the world his everlasting power and deity however invisible have been there for 
the mind to see in the things he has made”). Apart from the last one, scholars do 
not expect to find these sources listed in an article on Melchizedek. A viable path 
connecting these biblical sources to Panikkar’s thought on Melchizedek is undis-
cernible, although this does not mean that there is none. But it is likely that the 
role of these sources is inspirational: God confers “knowledge on those with wit to 
discern” (Daniel 2:21); He orders to “hear and hear again, but do not understand” 
(Isaiah 6:9); His “everlasting power and deity however invisible have been there 
for the mind to see in the things he has made” (Romans 1:10).15 These sources 
are not quoted to build a circumstantial case, rather to manifest the Source from 
which Panikkar felt inspired, although not in the sense that Panikkar’s article was 
inspired.16 Thus, inspired by these biblical passages, Panikkar hears and hears again, 
discerns, and ultimately shows a high level of theological freedom of creativity, in 
the positive sense of the word. What Panikkar really was into is not sustaining his 
case with references, but rather pursuing creative exegesis of the sources. To put it 
differently, the sources of Panikkar’s Melchizedek manifest the spiritual inclina-
tion of his theology of the sources. In the end, Melchizedek has been panikkarized.

Further Directions

Here I  suggest three topics that may deserve further scholarly attention:  (1) 
Panikkar’s countercultural orientation; (2)  the link between Panikkar’s theology 
and apocalyptic mindset; and (3)  the connection between Panikkar’s Cosmic 
Christ and his distinct interpretation of the Church in his theology. I will start 
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with the first topic. I addressed Panikkar’s countercultural orientation as part of 
a greater project, to describe Panikkar as a Catholic thinker. Having said that, 
my interest in the relationship between counterculture and Panikkar is not in the 
direct or indirect influence of the former on the latter, much less on the ques-
tion of whether his work can be seen as in any way influenced by countercultural 
themes. Rather, I am interested here in what must remain a kind of allusive affin-
ity between counterculture and Panikkar’s mindset. I  believe that such a coun-
tercultural affinity would deserve a study of its own. For those scholars who are 
familiar with the phenomenon, Panikkar’s countercultural orientation is unmis-
takable. First, the idea that we live in a paradigm, that this paradigm is old and 
passed, that a new paradigm is emerging, and that this emergent paradigm differs 
radically from the old one. It is a faith in a sort of paradigm shift in which an 
old era is replaced by a new era and a new perception of reality pervades and 
influences not only religion but all dimensions of human existence. The same can 
be said with regard to the character of the old and new paradigms:  the former 
is rationalistic in kind—some countercultural thinkers name this old paradigm 
in terms of Cartesian dualism—and presupposes an understanding of nature as 
static and inert matter, sometimes labelled Newtonian and mechanicistic. The old 
paradigm is also non-inclusive, dogmatic, and centered on a single, unique source. 
The new paradigm, on the contrary, is inclusive, non-dogmatic, and open to mul-
tiple sources. Moreover, the new paradigm is post-cartesian (i.e., post-dualizing 
philosophy, constructionism, second-order cybernetics), organic and dynamic, and 
embeds an inherently holistic, ecological consciousness. In the new paradigm, one 
sees the world as an integrated whole rather than a dissociated collection of parts. 
This view reflects a profound and religiously driven awareness of the fundamental 
interdependence of all phenomena: what one calls ‘parts’ are merely a pattern in 
an inseparable web of relationships. Another parallel between Panikkar and the 
counterculture is the substitution of linear thinking with systemic thinking: the 
new perspective is about interaction and interdependence in a non-hierarchical 
and mysterious world; the old one is all about separation and reductionism. I could 
go on but I stop here.

Now I  move to the second topic:  the link between Panikkar’s theology 
and apocalyptic mindset. In this book I carefully designed the perimeter of my 
assumption: I do not argue that there is a direct link between Enoch literature and 
Panikkar’s thought. In other words, I never assumed a direct influence of Enochic 
literature on Panikkar’s thought; rather, I suggest one should look at the influence 
of biblical scholarship on Panikkar, influence that was the result of a progressive 
incorporation of new resources made available by archeological discoveries. Thus, 
I do not claim the existence of any Enochic traits in Panikkar’s writings. I avoid 
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making this claim not only because it is outside the scope of my study, but also 
because it would be paradoxical to assert that Panikkar, who complained for the 
semitic socio-historical matrix that still constrains Christianity and binds it to a 
certain degree of parochial particularism, was attracted by an ancient apocalyptic 
form of Judaism. Yet, I wonder whether the question should be raised, after all, 
about a possible connection between Panikkar’s early writings and a certain apoc-
alyptic mindset.

I would not describe Panikkar as an apocalyptic writer. In fact, his writings 
are everything but apocalyptic. I would be rather open to a possible description 
of Panikkar as an apocalyptic thinker who never wrote apocalypses. This descrip-
tion is based on a distinction between ‘apocalypse’ as a form-critical category 
and ‘apocalyptic’ as a set of values or conceptual features that are characteris-
tic of many apocalyptic thinkers but also found in other types of works. The 
characteristic features, which certainly cannot be construed as a rigid checklist, 
include a claim to original knowledge, cosmological speculations, a deterministic 
conception of history, and eschatological expectations. With that said, I  think 
scholars should be somewhat cautious of labelling Panikkar as an apocalyptic 
thinker through an analysis of some potential apocalyptic features in his writ-
ings. The point is to suggest that the way to proceed in reflecting on the relation 
between Panikkar and apocalyptic is not by making a checklist of apocalyptic 
concepts and seeing how many we find in Panikkar’s texts but, instead by looking 
at his sources of thought. The link between apocalyptic literature and Panikkar, 
that is, an investigation on Panikkar as a thinker characterized by an apocalyp-
tic mentality, would quite inevitably open a much greater—and interesting—
debate within Catholicism about the apocalyptic. Since the second half of the 
20th century, apocalyptic forms of theology have been developed in Catholicism, 
including those of Johann Baptist Metz and Hans Urs von Balthasar.17 The 
latter, in particular, draws a line in the sand to mark a distinction within the 
genre as a whole that favors canonic apocalypses over apocalypses of the Ezra 
and Enoch traditions.18 On the other side, authors such as Henri de Lubac and 
Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) have been suspicious about apocalyptic 
discourse and the practices and forms of life that such discourse encourages.19 
In this context, Panikkar’s Melchizedek would represent Panikkar’s apocalyptic 
tendency, that is, the apocalyptic genre within his writings, as well as his inten-
tion to overcome von Balthasar’s line in the sand.

With regard to the third topic, that is, the relationship between the Cosmic 
Christ and the role of the Church, the impression is that Panikkar assigned a 
distinct role to the Church. For Panikkar, it is not only the encounter of the West 
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with the great religion systems of the East, but more precisely the exponential 
enlargement of Western consciousness in the first half of the 20th century—think 
about Teilhard’s studies on palaeontology—that renders almost unimaginable the 
role of the Church as is over the totality of the cosmos.

In his book on Maximus the Confessor, von Balthasar includes the Church 
in his cosmic liturgy. “The Church,” he says, “lies in the midst of the natural and 
supernatural cosmos like a source of light that sets all things revolving around 
itself; in that she represents everything symbolically, she also is an effective guaran-
tee of the transformation of the whole universe.”20 It is the picture of the Church at 
the very intersection of the natural order and the supernatural. In his evocative yet 
scrupulous style, Monchanin offers a magnificent interpretation of the significance 
of the Church when she is transposed to a cosmological category: “The Church, 
his [Christ’s] body, the place where the spiritual becomes incarnate, where the 
historical becomes porous to the eternal. With points of condensation: the sacra-
ments, which, like stars, gravitate around the Sacrament—his body.”21 This is the 
image of the Church as the center around which the cosmos gravitates. No image 
of this genre can be found in The Unknown or Meditation. Monchanin and von 
Balthasar (and Teilhard and de Lubac) maintain the point that the cosmic horizon 
does not violate but instead emphasizes the ecclesial primacy. For Panikkar, rather, 
the Church is a sort of aeon, a reality which could not have existed before the work 
of Christ in the world. In a later essay already mentioned, Panikkar explained that 
the Church is “Mysterion Kosmikon ecclesia ab Abel, corpus Christi mysticum.”22 
The second part of the sentence, the Church is the mystical body of Christ, is 
unequivocal. The first part, instead, requires some comments. It refers to a docu-
ment of the Vatican Council II, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen 
Gentium, in which it is said that the Church is “ab Abel iusto usque ad ultimum 
electum” (“from Abel, the just one, to the last of the elect”).23 In turn, the origins 
of the expression can be found in a sermon of Saint Augustine.24 Thus, Panikkar 
is claiming that the Church, understood as ab Abel, a Church that proceeds in 
parallel with the history of humankind, is a cosmic mystery and the mystical body 
of Christ. As such, the Church is in cosmic communion with the entire universe. 
Panikkar clarified this point in another essay, where he noted that wherever there 
is salvation, there is also the Church, which is like saying that wherever is Christ, 
there is the Church.25 In other words, Panikkar’s concept of the Church goes well 
beyond her social and institutional borders: for Panikkar, the Church is mystically 
in communion with Christ and the universe; she is Christ’s salvific community 
open to all just people, through the universal salvific mediation of Christ, who is 
everywhere and everything is in Him.
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Conclusion

The Unknown is a book of exceptional importance for the understanding of the rela-
tionship between Hinduism and Christianity, of the current status of Christianity, 
and of the development of Panikkar’s theology. In this study I attempted to offer 
a realistic but respectful view of Panikkar as a man and a theologian alongside a 
fresh interpretation of his early work. It is only an attempt. Hence, this volume 
never rises above the level of a relatively clear, intriguing, and provocative thought 
experiment. I am aware of the gap between the inconsequential theologian who 
wrote this book and the stature of the author of The Unknown. Readers seeking 
more theological reconstructions or more nuanced interpretative judgments are 
advised to look elsewhere, for I am sure that other scholars will do the work better.
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