
Dedicated to all who sincerely seek the Truth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Colophon

[image: ]


© Estate of Hugo Udo de Groot, 2026

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holders.

Edition: 1st

YOUR WORD IS TRUTH

A Search for the Kingdom of Heaven

Hugo Udo de Groot

Table of Contents

Colophon

Foreword

A Word to the Reader

Chapter 1: The Search Begins


1.1 A World Divided by Belief

1.2 Freedom, Dignity and the Value of Seeking

1.3 My Own Search, One Truth

1.4 The Method of This Book

1.5 Reason, Hope and the Danger of Easy Answers

1.6 For Whom This Book Is Written

1.7 Deepening and Application

1.8 In Essence

1.9 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 2: Our Father, Which Art in Heaven


2.1 The Prayer Jesus Taught His Disciples

2.2 Line by Line Through the Lord’s Prayer

2.3 How You Pray: Attitude Above Formula

2.4 A Father Who Is Near

2.5 Prayer as a Human Phenomenon

2.6 Deepening and Application

2.7 In Essence

2.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 3: The Prodigal Son


3.1 The Story of the Prodigal Son

3.2 What Truly Happens in This Parable

3.3 A Mirror for Every Reader

3.4 Transition to the Buddha

3.5 Related Voices and Lasting Questions

3.6 Deepening and Application

3.7 In Essence

3.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 4: The Four Truths of Suffering


4.1 The First Two Truths: Suffering and Its Cause

4.2 Liberation and the Path Toward It

4.3 How These Truths Work

4.4 The Four Truths in Practice

4.5 A Universal Human Given

4.6 Deepening and Application

4.7 In Essence

4.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 5: Knowing What Is True


5.1 Right Knowledge and Disposition

5.2 What Right Knowledge Means in Practice

5.3 Knowledge, Doubt and the Limits of Reason

5.4 Knowledge That Holds Up

5.5 Deepening and Application

5.6 In Essence

5.7 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 6: Speech and Action


6.1 Right Speech

6.2 Right Action

6.3 Words and Deeds Together

6.4 Consistency as Touchstone

6.5 A Universal Human Given

6.6 Deepening and Application

6.7 In Essence

6.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 7: How You Live


7.1 Parables of Possession and Service

7.2 Acting Without Attachment

7.3 Shaping a Way of Life

7.4 Transition to the Inner Struggle

7.5 A Universal Human Pursuit

7.6 Deepening and Application

7.7 In Essence

7.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 8: The Inner Struggle


8.1 The Four Great Struggles

8.2 Why This Struggle Is Worthwhile

8.3 Persevering and Relapsing

8.4 Practical Guidance for the Struggle

8.5 Transition to Watchfulness

8.6 A Universal Human Image

8.7 Deepening and Application

8.8 In Essence

8.9 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 9: Mindfulness


9.1 Watchful as Jesus in the Wilderness

9.2 The Seven Factors of Awakening

9.3 Mindfulness as a Coherent Whole

9.4 Mindfulness in Ordinary Life

9.5 Transition to Concentration

9.6 Meditative Traditions Worldwide

9.7 Deepening and Application

9.8 In Essence

9.9 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 10: Concentration and Unity


10.1 The Way, the Truth, and the Life

10.2 What Unity Truly Is

10.3 Beyond Words

10.4 Unity in Daily Life

10.5 Looking Back and Toward the Close

10.6 A Universal Human Goal

10.7 Deepening and Application

10.8 In Essence

10.9 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Chapter 11: One Truth, Many Voices


11.1 A Look Back at the Road

11.2 What This Book Asks of You

11.3 Thanks, and the Next Step

11.4 A Personal Word in Closing

11.5 Final Images

11.6 Deepening and Application

11.7 In Essence

11.8 Reflection Questions for This Chapter


Afterword

Glossary

Index of Scripture References

Index of Other Sources

Bibliography

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Foreword

[image: ]


This book is the public edition of my father’s life’s work.

For many years he devoted himself, with great dedication, to studying the sacred writings of a wide range of religious and philosophical traditions. He did not wish to found a new religion, nor to argue against existing convictions; his desire was to invite the reader to discover the common ground that, in his conviction, underlies the great spiritual traditions of humanity.

This public edition is a compact, accessible entry point into that complete work, written for those who wish to become acquainted with his thinking without immediately reading the full, extensive edition. Those who, after this edition, wish to know more, we gladly refer to the complete edition, in which every theme touched upon here is treated in far greater depth.

In this book, the words of Jesus, the Buddha, Krishna, and other great teachers are placed side by side, not to equate them with one another, but to invite the reader to examine for themselves whether they ultimately point to the same spiritual reality.

May this work be a source of inspiration for all who sincerely long for wisdom, peace, and the Truth.


“Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8:32)



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A Word to the Reader

[image: ]


This book is best read not as a systematic handbook, but as a journey: a compact introduction to the author’s personal search for what he calls “the Truth.”

On nearly every page, he places the words of Jesus alongside those of the Buddha, and both alongside passages from the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and other sacred writings. This is not done to smooth over the differences between these traditions, but to invite the reader to examine for themselves whether these different voices, despite their own language, era, and culture, point toward one and the same spiritual reality.

You need not agree with him. This book does not ask for blind belief, but for reflection: read, weigh, and test what you find against your own experience and conscience.

This book is written neither for readers who are already convinced, nor for readers who reject it from the outset. It is written for anyone who, in the author’s own words, sincerely seeks.
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A World Full of Strife

Ever since Cain, in envy and spite, struck down his brother Abel, human beings have sought one another’s lives. Wars and rumors of wars have always existed, and it seems they always will. It is an uncomfortable truth that man is the only creature on earth who deliberately kills his own kind, something almost unknown in the animal world, occurring there only rarely.

Fratricide, civil wars, and world wars have, generation after generation, covered countless places on earth with human suffering. From the smallest circle within a family to entire nations, discord and unrest prevail among people, to a greater or lesser degree. Even in the rare periods of prosperity and peace, the sense of insecurity never fully disappears: people know, and have always known, that any fellow human being, however friendly and trustworthy he may appear, may turn out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Despite the impressive progress of science and technology, it must be observed that the world has rarely been in such a confused and divided state as it is today, even as countless religious movements have flooded humanity with their own ideas, doctrines, and convictions. Followers of the world religions, as well as of smaller faith communities, continue to this day to fight one another, each convinced that he acts in the name of the one true God.

When one surveys the history of humanity, it is not hard to understand the words of Jesus:


“And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places. All these are the beginning of sorrows.” (Matt. 24:6-8)


This book is not written to add yet another voice to that division. It is written from the conviction that behind the many, often contradictory images of God found in the world’s religions lies something that unites them all, something which, for lack of a better word, I will call “the Truth” throughout this book.

“This Is My God, My Truth”

This tendency to claim the Truth as one’s own possession, “this is my god, my faith, my holy place”, is exactly what the Buddha warned against in one of his oldest surviving discourses, from the Majjhima Nikāya:


“There is the ordinary person [...] This person perceives the earth and then regards it as his own possession. ‘This is my earth,’ he thinks, and this thought fills him with delight. [...] For the true seeker of Truth, the earth is likewise earth. But he perceives it only for what it is, without regarding it as his possession or becoming attached to it. Thus he remains free and independent.”


What the Buddha says here about the earth applies equally to images of God, traditions, and sacred writings. The moment a person declares his own version of the Truth to be his exclusive possession, my god as against another’s, the very division with which this chapter opened comes into being. The free, open-minded seeker, by contrast, acknowledges the value of what he has found, without clinging to it as personal property that must be withheld from others.

The Title of This Book

The title of this book is itself drawn from a prayer that Jesus spoke to the Father shortly before his crucifixion:


“Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth.” (John 17:17)


What stands out in this statement is how little it has to do with any specific book, institution, or doctrine. “Thy word” here does not primarily refer to a written text, no Bible, Veda, or Buddhist scripture yet existed in the form we know today, but to the living Truth itself, which has made itself heard through many voices and across many ages. Elsewhere Jesus expressed this same conviction even more directly:


“If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8:31-32)


This book therefore does not bear its title by accident. It is an invitation: not to believe in a book, but to come to know for yourself the Truth to which the book points, and, as is promised, thereby to become free.

This title was deliberately chosen as a statement, not as a question. The book does not claim to be uncertain about the existence of Truth, nor does it present truth as merely a matter of personal taste or culture-bound conviction.

At the same time, this conviction is no dogmatic, closed-minded stance that leaves no room for further inquiry. On the contrary, precisely because this book believes that there exists a Truth worth seeking, it invites the reader to a lifelong, never-completed inquiry into that Truth, rather than a shrugging relativism that regards every search as pointless from the outset.

Before going further, I therefore want first to pause over the concept of “God” itself, a word about which there has always been so much disagreement, and which has given rise to the bloodiest of conflicts. Only then can we turn to the image of God that Jesus himself left us, in the prayer he taught his disciples.

In the World, Not of the World

Whoever sets out on this search soon encounters an apparent contradiction: Jesus says of himself, “I am not of this world” (John 8:23), and yet he spent his whole life moving among people, eating with tax collectors and sinners, and healing the sick who came to him for help. This is no contradiction, but a precise balance: one may indeed be in the world, yet not of the world. Withdrawing permanently from the world is no more the intention here than losing oneself entirely within it.

How, then, should a seeker relate to all the temptation and wrongdoing that the world inevitably contains, and will always continue to contain? Not by barricading oneself behind fortifications, for these never hold off a siege forever. A more fitting image is the “open-door strategy”: make clear from the outset, through your way of life, that there is little to be gained from you by anyone bent on mischief. Receive everyone kindly, but avoid unnecessary familiarity with what is harmful. Once it becomes apparent that nothing is to be found, temptation withdraws of its own accord.

An old Dutch saying captures this well: “Improve the world, but begin with yourself.” Not changing the world first and yourself afterward, but exactly the reverse, and even this “improving” is less an active crusade than a patient, consistent way of living.

A Word with a Different Meaning

Before I go on, I want to make one thing clear. When I use the word “God” in this book, I mean by it something essentially different from what most people on earth generally understand by it. For me, this word is the symbolic designation of a Reality that cannot be captured in concepts, let alone expressed in words. Whoever has not experienced this Reality for themselves will never be able to give a satisfying description of it, however hard they try.

This is at once the first, and perhaps the most important, lesson of this book: the Truth cannot be captured in a single word, a single tradition, or a single name. Whoever tries to do so, whoever declares his own image of God to be the only correct one and rejects all others, risks losing the very thing that truly matters.

There is a deeper reason behind this reluctance to use names. In antiquity, to give a name to a thing or being generally meant that one could exercise power over it, a name carries a particular image and understanding within it, and thereby grants the one who names a certain hold over what is named. God, however, can be designated by no word at all, precisely because words have their origin in the transient world, whereas God is the sole essential reality that neither arises nor passes away. When Moses asked how he should make God known to his people, the answer was accordingly not a name, but: “I AM THAT I AM” (Ex. 3:14), a statement that deliberately eludes every attempt at naming, and thereby every attempt at possession.
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The Dignity of the Search Itself

There is one thing I wish to emphasize here already, because it sets the tone for everything that follows: the special dignity of the human being lies, in this reading, not in the fact that he is already perfect. It lies in the freedom he has been given to grow consciously toward that perfection, together with the freedom to err, to make mistakes, and afterward to rise again. A life on earth is therefore not merely a temporary stay, but a path, a search for the Summum Bonum, the Highest Good. This book is written for anyone who is not content with worldly knowledge alone, however impressive, but seeks the deeper meaning behind the events of his own life.

Freedom and the Question of Injustice

Before we go on, I wish to pause over a question that occupies many people, and which is not infrequently the very reason people turn away from any image of God: why does so much inequality and injustice exist in the world? Why is one person born into wealth and health, another into poverty and sickness? If God is almighty, would it not cost him but a moment’s effort to remove all suffering with a single gesture?

Yet a thread running through the whole of human history is the innate longing for freedom, the yearning for self-determination for which countless people, across the centuries, have fought and suffered. No reasonable person today would deny that freedom belongs among the fundamental rights of humanity. But those same people who defend freedom tooth and nail curiously often fail to consider that this freedom comes at a price: a being programmed to be exclusively good, happy, and perfect no longer possesses a free will. Freedom, including the freedom to fail, to suffer, and to make wrong choices, is inseparably bound to the freedom to choose the good. One cannot have the one without the other.

This question will accompany us throughout this entire book, and in later chapters we will approach it again from various angles. For now it is enough to note that suffering and inequality are no proof against the existence of a loving Creator, but rather the inevitable consequence of the very freedom that humanity so cherishes.

Why Comparison Makes Sense

Whoever encounters this kind of comparative study for the first time will soon raise a legitimate question: why should one even set religions side by side? Did each tradition not arise within its own culture, language, and history, with its own answers to its own questions? Is it not a form of arrogance to suppose that one can grasp what an Indian sage meant thousands of years ago, or what a Jewish carpenter taught in first-century Palestine?

This question deserves an honest answer, and the answer is: partly, yes. No comparison can do justice to the full richness, complexity, and particularity of a tradition. Whoever places the Bhagavad Gita alongside the New Testament does both texts a certain disservice: each deserves to be read within the context in which it arose, with respect for the very question it was trying to answer.

And yet there is something that, while not removing these objections, does put them into perspective. Whoever immerses themselves deeply enough in several traditions will sooner or later discover patterns too consistent to be mere coincidence: the recognition that outward life is not the highest reality, the acknowledgment that attachment to the transient produces suffering, the conviction that an inner transformation is needed to arrive at true peace, and the intuition that this transformation requires both knowledge and practice. These recurring patterns are not the result of cultural exchange, for many of these traditions developed entirely independently of one another, separated by oceans and centuries.

That fact deserves at least an explanation. Either it is coincidence, which, given the scale and consistency of the parallels, seems unlikely. Or these traditions, each from its own cultural starting point, point toward something that truly exists, a spiritual reality not bound to any single culture or language, but which has revealed itself again and again to seeking people, in whatever form suited their time and place.

This book, after years of study, explicitly chooses the second explanation. Not as irrefutable proof, but as the most convincing reading of what, after careful study, can actually be found in these texts. The reader is invited to examine for themselves whether they arrive at the same conclusion.
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My Own Search

I was born into a large family, in the capital of a former colonial empire. Around me I saw people of many colors and backgrounds, ways of life that on the surface differed greatly from one another, yet all set within the same wondrous natural world, a world to which I felt strongly drawn from an early age.

Gradually I discovered that one group, by reason of skin color alone, was placed above the others. Whoever belonged to that group was assumed, as a matter of course, to be more sensible, more civilized, and better. Only much later in life did I come to realize how unjust that was: within every people, every race, every religion, there proved to be both good and bad people, kind and unkind, sincere and hypocritical, just and unjust, cutting straight across every outward dividing line. What I saw was not a hierarchy of human beings, but a multitude of ways of living, each the fruit of the freedom every person has to shape their existence as they see fit, and therefore each deserving equal respect.

Even at an early age I sensed that something existed which rose above all these differences, a power that governs and sustains everything, just as all life on earth ultimately depends on the sun. Mornings became for me the holiest moments of the day; especially in the tropics, the sunrise, in all its splendor and majesty, reminds a person of an Eternal Father.

My early bond with nature arose from an intuitive awareness that she is the great mother who, through the light and warmth of the sun, feeds and nurtures humanity. Great natural disasters I therefore always saw as serious warnings to humanity to treat her with greater reverence.

But the world did not show only its most beautiful face. As I grew older, I discovered that what I had once seen as one great, peaceful family was, in reality, constantly weighed down by a struggle for existence. Life, an inalienable gift, proved on this earth to be accompanied by a bitter struggle. This incongruity became for me the occasion to search for a deeper cause.

If there was anything in this transient world that stood unshaken, it was, I felt, the certainty of an eternal life full of peace and joy, a certainty I had experienced countless times in my youth as an undeniable truth. Confirmation of that feeling I found in the words of Jesus:


“Take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink; nor yet for your body, what ye shall put on. Is not the life more than meat, and the body than raiment? Behold the fowls of the air: for they sow not, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feedeth them. Are ye not much better than they? Which of you by taking thought can add one cubit unto his stature? [...] But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you. Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” (Matt. 6:25-34)


From that moment on, I never again abandoned my search for that Kingdom, which Jesus also called “the Truth.” On the contrary: amid a world full of temptations, that search only grew more intense with the years. Outwardly, I have tried, as honestly as I could, to render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto the Eternal Father what belongs to him. I have heard his voice, both within my own being and through the many messengers who, each in their own time and language, wished to be nothing more than a mouthpiece for that same Truth.

One Truth, Many Voices

This book is the fruit of that search, a search that brought me to the words of Jesus, but equally to those of the Buddha, and to the ancient wisdom of the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita. I have not placed these voices side by side in order to equate them, or to smooth over the differences between the traditions. I have placed them side by side because, after a lifetime of searching, I have come to believe that they, each in its own language, time, and culture, point toward one and the same spiritual reality.

Early on I was struck by a text of the Chinese sage Lao Tzu, who expressed, in an entirely distinctive way, what I myself felt:


“God, as the eternal and infinite First Cause from which all things in heaven and earth proceed, can neither be described nor named. For the God who can be described and named is merely the Creator, the Great Mother of all that we can come to know through our senses. Whoever wishes to know the nature and qualities of the nameless and undefinable God must first free themselves from all earthly desires. [...] Yet the spiritual and the material reality, which we know under different names, are one in origin and proceed from the same source.” (Tao Te Ching, Book I, Ch. I)


That same insight, that behind the many names lies a single Source, is the thread running through this book. Not to found a new religion, nor to argue against existing convictions. Rather, to invite the reader to examine for themselves whether the great spiritual traditions of humanity, despite their differences, ultimately say the same thing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​1.4 The Method of This Book

[image: ]


More Than Temples and Rituals

One of the greatest mistakes people have made throughout the ages is to imagine that God dwells within the walls of a building, a temple, church, synagogue, or mosque, and that he is honored chiefly through outward rites and offerings. The prophet Isaiah has God speak on this with unusual sharpness:


“Thus saith the LORD, The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool: where is the house that ye build unto me?” (Isa. 66:1)


And concerning the offerings and rituals with which people thought to please him:


“To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me? [...] Learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow.” (Isa. 1:11-17)


These words, more than two thousand years old, sound surprisingly current. They remind us that outward piety, however impressive, can never substitute for a sincere heart and just conduct. This insight is precisely why the many, widely differing religious forms found in the world need not exclude one another: no single temple, no single ritual, possesses God exclusively. What remains once these outward forms are set aside is, for every tradition, the same: the question of whether a person does good, seeks justice, and purifies his heart.

Some will ask why this matters. Is it not enough, if one is a believer, simply to follow one’s own tradition, without concerning oneself with what other traditions teach?

I do not think so. It is precisely the conviction that one’s own tradition alone is correct, and that all others are in error, which, as history has painfully shown, has led to centuries of strife, persecution, and war. Whoever, by contrast, is willing to face the common ground between traditions, without having to abandon their own conviction, will find that this poses no threat to their own faith, but rather enriches and deepens it.

This is the promise of this book: not that you will end up holding a different religion than the one with which you began, but that you, whether you are a believer or not, will be able to listen to the words of other traditions with greater understanding and less prejudice.

What This Book Is Not

To avoid misunderstanding, it is worth making explicit here what this book does not intend. It is not an attempt to construct a new, universal religion meant to replace all existing traditions. History knows all too many examples of such attempts, and they have rarely delivered what they promised. Nor is it a plea to abandon one’s own tradition in favor of a vague, noncommittal spiritual assortment in which everything is a little bit true and nothing truly obligates anyone to anything.

What this book does aim to do is more modest and, I hope, also more valuable: to invite a deeper understanding of one’s own tradition by viewing it in the light of other traditions. A Christian who reads the Sermon on the Mount alongside the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths often discovers new layers within his own faith, layers that years of familiarity with the text had rendered invisible. The same holds true in reverse for those who come to the words of Jesus from another tradition. Comparison, when practiced with respect and care, enriches rather than impoverishes.

This book is therefore not an invitation to exchange your faith, or your unbelief, for something else. It is an invitation to look more deeply at what you already believe, and to discover whether you might find more common ground with others than you had expected.

One Language of Many Cultures

Whoever first becomes acquainted with comparative religious studies is soon struck by a curious fact: the further back in time one travels, the less sharply the boundaries between cultures are drawn on the deepest spiritual questions. The Egyptian priests, the Babylonian stargazers, the Chinese sages, the Indian ascetics, and later the Greek philosophers and the Hebrew prophets, each wrestled, in their own time and language, with virtually the same fundamental questions: what is the origin of all that exists, why does man suffer, and how can he overcome that suffering?

That these questions are universal surprises few. What does surprise, once the answers are set side by side, is how consistently they point, despite the total absence of cultural contact, in the same direction. The Egyptians spoke of Ma’at, the cosmic order of truth and justice underlying all things. The Chinese spoke of the Tao, the way that all things follow. The Indians spoke of Rta and later Dharma, the unshakeable moral law of the universe. Three entirely different cultures, arising without any demonstrable contact with one another, all three reach back to the same intuition: there exists an underlying order, greater than the human being, to which he must conform if he is to arrive at peace.

This consistent repetition, across borders and centuries, is one of the strongest arguments for the thesis this book defends: not that all these traditions consciously influenced one another, but that each, from within its own cultural and linguistic limitations, has attempted to grasp what is ultimately one and the same spiritual reality.

The Role of Doubt and Hesitation

Whoever reads a book like this, with so many confident statements about the Truth, might think that sincere doubt or hesitation is a sign of weakness, something to be overcome before one may worthily call oneself a “seeker.” That is a misconception worth correcting here, early in this book.

Nearly every great figure in this book knew moments of deep doubt. Jesus himself cried out on the cross, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46), words that betray a deep, lived crisis, not a serene, doubt-free confidence. The Buddha, before he attained enlightenment, spent years in sincere, struggling uncertainty, trying various teachers and methods without finding a lasting answer. Even Job, whose story is not treated at length elsewhere in this book, cries out his despair and incomprehension directly in the face of the incomprehensible suffering that befell him.

Doubt, then, is not a sign that one has abandoned the path, but often precisely a sign that one is taking the path seriously. Whoever never doubts may perhaps never have truly reckoned with the weight of the questions this book addresses. The great teachers of humanity are not distinguished by the fact that they never doubted, but by the fact that, despite and sometimes even because of their doubt, they continued on the path.

The Role of Culture and Time

A recurring objection to the kind of comparative study undertaken in this book deserves one last, careful consideration: is it not naive to assume that texts from such widely differing cultures and eras, written in languages that sometimes share no grammatical kinship whatsoever, truly mean the same thing when they use similar concepts?

This objection certainly contains a grain of truth. Every text is inseparably bound to the culture in which it arose, and a careful reader must always remain aware of this difference in context. The word “peace” means something different to a Roman citizen in the first century than it does to an Indian ascetic five hundred years earlier, and both meanings differ again from what a contemporary Western reader pictures when hearing the word.

Yet there is an important distinction to be made between the cultural packaging of an insight and the core of that insight itself. The manner in which a particular truth is expressed, the metaphors, the rituals, the specific choice of words, is inevitably culture-bound. But the underlying experience to which these expressions refer, the awareness of something that transcends the individual, the longing for liberation from suffering, the intuition of a deeper, connecting reality, proves remarkably stable across time and culture. This book attempts to make precisely that distinction: not equating the cultural packaging, but placing the underlying experience side by side.

A Word About the Sources of This Book

The attentive reader will by now have noticed that this book does not confine itself to a single sacred text, but draws upon a broad range of sources: the four Gospels, the letters of Paul, the Old Testament prophets and Psalms, the discourses of the Buddha as preserved in the Pali Canon, the Bhagavad Gita, the Upanishads, and the writings of Greek philosophers such as Socrates and Plato. This raises a legitimate methodological question: how do these sources, with their widely differing ages, histories of transmission, and reliability, relate to one another?

This book does not aim to be a historical-critical study assessing the exact historical reliability of each individual citation, that is the work of specialized scholars, and lies beyond the scope of what is undertaken here. Instead, this book treats these texts as they have come down to us after centuries of transmission, and as they have been read and lived by millions of believers throughout history. This book is not primarily concerned with whether each word was literally spoken by the historical figure to whom it is attributed, but with the question of what spiritual insight these texts, in the form in which they have been handed down, offer the reader.

This approach has its limitations, which I wish to acknowledge honestly here, but it also has its value: it allows us to examine the deeper, recurring patterns that these texts, despite their differences in origin and transmission, share with one another.
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The Danger of Overly Easy Conclusions

One last, critical remark on the method of this book, offered out of intellectual honesty toward the reader. Comparative study of the kind undertaken here carries a real risk: the temptation to emphasize similarities and downplay differences, simply because similarities better suit the thesis the book defends. This danger is not imaginary, and deserves explicit acknowledgment.

Some scholars who work professionally in comparative religious studies rightly warn against what they call “parallelomania,” the tendency to see parallels everywhere, even where closer examination shows them to be less convincing than they first appeared. This book does not claim to be immune to this temptation, and the reader is explicitly encouraged to keep testing every comparison made here critically, rather than accepting it uncritically.

At the same time, it is worth noting that the opposite danger is equally real: the tendency, out of fear of overly easy conclusions, to distrust or dismiss every similarity from the outset. Both extremes, concluding too quickly and refusing too skeptically to conclude at all, undermine an honest inquiry. This book tries, with its share of missteps, to walk a middle path.

The Place of Reason

Some readers will wonder whether faith and reason can coexist at all, or whether one must ultimately choose between the two. This book rejects that opposition as false.

The great traditions that speak in this book are rarely built upon a rejection of reason. The Buddha explicitly urged his followers toward reasonable, critical inquiry. Jesus repeatedly challenged those he spoke with through sharp, logical questions. Socrates made reasoned inquiry his life’s work. None of these traditions asks the believer to hang up his reason at the door before entering the spiritual domain.

What these traditions do share is the recognition that reason, however indispensable, is not the only instrument by which a person can grasp reality. Alongside reason, they acknowledge another, complementary way of knowing, nourished by intuition, experience, and, ultimately, a form of surrender that transcends pure reasoning without contradicting it. This book invites the reader to both: sharp, critical thinking, and sincere, experience-based openness.

A Word About Hope

This book deals with weighty themes, suffering, division, doubt, and might give the impression of being somber or grim. Nothing could be further from the intention. Beneath all these themes lies a fundamentally optimistic conviction, shared by every tradition that speaks in this book: humanity is not doomed to lasting suffering and division; there exists a path, however demanding, that leads to liberation and unity.

This hope is no naive, groundless optimism that denies the reality of suffering. It is a hope that has been lived and tested, carried by the experience of countless seekers throughout history who, despite adversity, persecution, and sometimes even death, remained steadfast in their belief in the ultimate triumph of the Truth. This is the hope this book wishes to pass on to the reader, from beginning to end: not as an easy comfort, but as a tested, lived certainty.

For Whom This Book Is Especially Written

To conclude this introductory chapter, a word about the intended reader of this book. This book is not written primarily for theologians or scholars of religion, who will no doubt bring more specialized knowledge to the texts discussed here. Nor is it written for those already fully convinced of one particular tradition who feel no need whatsoever to set it beside others.

This book is written above all for the seeking reader: someone who, for whatever reason, has come to doubt easy, ready-made answers, but who is at the same time unwilling to abandon the search for meaning and Truth altogether. For someone who, caught between different convictions, wonders whether there is not a deeper connection somewhere. For someone who has grown weary of religious division, but not weary of the longing for the divine itself.

If you recognize yourself in this description, this book is written for you, and I warmly invite you to keep following the remaining chapters with an open mind and heart.
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A Reader’s Guide to This Book

A practical note on how this book is best read. Although the chapters follow a logical, cumulative order, from the image of God through suffering and the Eightfold Path to eventual unity, this is not a book that must necessarily be read in a single, uninterrupted sitting. On the contrary, the themes treated here deserve time to settle, to be tested against one’s own life, to be read and reread.

Some readers will prefer one chapter a day, with time for reflection in between. Others will prefer to read straight through, returning later to specific passages that particularly resonated with them. Both approaches are legitimate. What this book hopes above all to achieve is not the rapid consumption of information, but slow, repeated deepening, the way one does not drain a fine wine in a single gulp, but savors and tastes it again with attention.

​One Last, Personal Confession

Allow me, in closing this opening chapter, a personal confession. I am, as the writer of this public edition, myself no theologian by profession, nor a specialist in comparative religious studies. I am, like you, a seeker, who, driven by sincere curiosity and a longing for Truth, has immersed himself in this subject matter. This confession is not false modesty, but an honest positioning: this book claims no professional, scholarly authority, but offers the fruit of years of lived inquiry, presented to you in the hope that it may enrich your own search.

Other Voices This Book Does Not Treat at Length

Honesty requires a brief note here: this book focuses chiefly on Christianity and Buddhism, and to a lesser extent on Hinduism and Greek philosophy. Other great traditions, Islam, Confucianism, Taoism, Judaism as a tradition in its own right apart from Christianity, appear in this book only in passing or not at all, not because they are less valuable, but simply because of the limited scope a public edition such as this allows.

Readers who feel drawn to explore these other traditions are warmly encouraged to do so on their own, trusting that there too, as in the traditions discussed here, valuable wisdom will be found that can further confirm and deepen the central themes of this book.

Why This Particular Selection

Why, then, this specific choice of Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Greek philosophy as the main lines of this book? The answer is partly personal: these are the traditions in which the author of the original, complete edition immersed himself most deeply, over decades of study and reflection. It is partly practical as well: these four traditions together offer a broad enough range of perspectives, from the strongly personal image of God found in Christianity to the more psychologically analytical framework of Buddhism, to convincingly support the central thesis of this book.
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Question and Answer: Isn’t This a Form of Relativism?

A question readers regularly ask about this kind of comparative inquiry: does the recognition that different traditions point toward the same Truth not inevitably lead to relativism, the notion that every conviction is worth just as much, and that therefore no real, objective Truth exists?

This book’s answer is an emphatic no. Relativism holds that no objective Truth exists, or that truth is entirely dependent on perspective. This book asserts precisely the opposite: an objective, universal Truth does exist, and it is exactly for this reason that we see its traces recurring across entirely different cultures and eras. Were there no objective Truth, the consistency of these recurring patterns would, after all, be inexplicable.

The Rivers This Book Will Sail

Before we actually set out on the journey through the chapters that follow, one last, practical preview. We begin with the image of God, as Jesus left it to his disciples. Next, through the parable of the prodigal son and the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths, we examine the nature of suffering and the path to liberation from it. We then proceed, step by step, through the eight elements of the path that leads to that liberation. And finally, in the last chapter, we return to our starting point, with new eyes.

The Importance of Repetition in Wisdom Literature

Whoever follows this book through its chapters will notice that certain themes, attachment, impermanence, unity, recur repeatedly, each time illuminated from a slightly different angle. This is no flaw in the composition, but a deliberate, time-tested method shared by nearly every classical wisdom tradition. Repetition, with small variations, is not superfluous, but precisely the way deep truths gradually settle into the reader’s awareness, not through a single exposure, but through repeated, ever so slightly different encounters.

A Contemporary Example: Social Media and Division

To illustrate the relevance of this chapter for the twenty-first century: social media has, in a way the author of the original edition could not have foreseen, in a sense intensified the religious and ideological division with which this book opens. Algorithms that mainly show people what confirms their existing beliefs create what are called “echo chambers,” in which people come into contact less and less with those who think differently, and become ever more convinced of their own, exclusive rightness.

The message of this book, that different traditions often point toward the same underlying Truth, offers a counterweight to this reinforced division: not by denying differences, but by continuing to seek the common ground that, despite all the polarized discussions online, still exists.

​Who Was Jesus, Historically Speaking?

For the reader less familiar with the historical context: Jesus of Nazareth was born in Palestine, then part of the Roman Empire, probably a few years before the beginning of our era. He grew up in a Jewish family, worked, according to tradition, as a carpenter, and around the age of thirty began his public ministry as a traveling teacher and healer. After about three years of teaching, he was crucified at the instigation of both religious and political authorities, a Roman method of execution reserved for the worst criminals and rebels. After his death, his followers proclaimed that he had risen from the dead, an event that forms the foundation of the Christian tradition that subsequently spread across the world.

Word Study: Truth

The Greek word usually translated as “truth” in the New Testament, alētheia, carries an interesting, deeper layer: it is composed of the negating prefix a- and lēthē, related to the word for “forgetting” or “concealment.” Truth literally means something like “unconcealment” or “that which is not forgotten,” that which comes to light when a veil of forgetfulness or deception is removed. This etymology connects strikingly with the image of veils that we will discuss later in this book: truth is not something created, but something unveiled, when what conceals it is taken away.

​Who Was Lao Tzu?

For those who wish to know more about Lao Tzu, whose words are occasionally quoted in this book: tradition places him in China, possibly in the sixth century before our era, as an archivist at the imperial court. Historians are uncertain whether he truly existed as a historical individual, or whether the text attributed to him, the Tao Te Ching, is the work of multiple authors across the centuries. What is certain is that this compact, poetic text has exerted an enormous influence on Chinese culture and philosophy, and is regarded as one of the foundational texts of Taoism.
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