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Abstract: Many authors, including Julius Lipner, holds that 
U padhyaya was interpreting Sat-C hit-A nanda and M aya  
o f Advaita Vedanta in terms o f the neo-Thom ism  o f the day 
and therefore his originality in these matters was only lim ­
ited for an Indian C hristian th eo lo g y . T aking a drasti­
ca lly  d ifferen t approach, our author stu d ies U padhyaya’s 
interpretation o f  T rin ity as Sat-C hit-A nanda. First he 
traces the insights o f authors like Keshub Chunder Sen (1838­
1884), J. Monchanin (1895-1957), Swami Abhishiktananda (1910­
1973), Bede Griffiths and Vandana Mataji. Keshub Chunder 
Sen is important because sixteen years before Upadhyaya, in 
1882, he w as the first one to interpret the T rin ity as 
Saccidananda. For Sen Trinity w as only a sym bol and the 
three members o f  the sym bol, Father, Son, and H oly Spirit 
were just pointing to the reality o f  God in d ifferent w ays; 
the three members do not represent three persons sharing the 
sam e essen ce but they are just three functions o f  the sam e 
person. M oreover, Sen g iv es  on ly  a very brief account o f  
Trinity as Sat-C hit-A nanda. The author affirm s that i l f  
U padhyaya’s Saccidananda represented God in H im self as 
unrelated a lon e, for A bhishiktananda the con cep t s ig n i­
fied the inseparable aspects o f  the mystery o f  God in Him ­
se lf/H erse lf as w ell as the m ystery o f  the d iv in e presence  
in the innermost sanctuary of a person’s being. Abhishiktananda 
at least outw ardly b e liev ed  that the Hindu exp erien ce  
o f Saccidananda should  be rem oulded to attain the C hris­
tian exp erien ce o f  Saccidananda and on ce that is actu ­
a lized , the renew ed ex p er ien ce  o f  Saccidananda w ould
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be the Trinitarian culmination o f advaitic experience. According 
to our author, the uniqueness o f Upadhyaya's interpretation o f  
Trinity as Saccidananda lies in showing the fact that they both 
are exactly the same.

Keywords: Trinity, Sat-Chit-Ananda, Keshub Chunder Sen. J. 
M onchanin, Swami Abhishiktananda,Bede Griffiths, Vanaana 
M a ta ji.

The Context
It is ironical that after so many years o f  study o f  Brahmabandav 

U padhyaya a professor o f  the stature o f  Julius Lipner concludes  
that U padhyaya w as interpreting Sat-C hit-A nanda and M aya o f  
Advaita Vedanta in terms o f the neo-Thom ism  o f  the day and therefore 
his originality in these matters was only limited for an Indian Christian 
th e o lo g y .1 A cco rd in g  to L ipner the th eo lo g ica l c o n c lu s io n s  o f  
U padhyaya “are largely  n eo-T h om ism  in Sanskritic d isg u ise" .2 
U p a d h y a y a ’s in terp reta tion  w as a stra igh tforw ard  fu lf ilm e n t  
theology .3 In his schem e o f  theology, says Lipner,

Catholic Theology completes Advaitic theology.... Revealed 
truth in their existing Western-Catholic formulation simply needed 
to be superadded to a receptive corpus pre-interpreted as crypto- 
Thomistic. This leaves very little room indeed for an original for­
mulation o f the Catholic faith in terms o f indigenous tradition.4 
The non-R om an C atholic scholars are in the sam e boat in such  

negative projections o f  the theological contributions o f  Upadhyaya. 
Robin B oyd  notes:

Brahmabandhav is not a Hindu drawing an interesting parallel 
between Saccidananda and the Trinity. Rather, having com e him ­
self to know God in Christ, his own personal experience o f God is 
triune, and he finds the Vedantic teaching fulfilled here in a more 
meaningful way even than in Sankara. And so, for the benefit o f  
his countrymen, he is led to explain the mystery o f the Godhead, 
the real m eaning o f  Brahman, in terms o f  the Trinitarian 
Saccidananda.5
Even Kaj B aago is o f  the opinion that Upadhyaya presents the 

doctrine o f  the Trinity as “the solution to the problem o f how Brahman 
is to be know n”6 If that is the state o f  affairs, w c in this paper are
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making an attempt to bring out the positive theological contributions 
o f Brahmabandav Upadhyaya.

What we have discovered is this: In Upadhyaya’s view, the Vedanta 
conception o f  God and that o f  Christian b e lie f are exactly the sam e, 
and M aya o f  Advaita Vedanta is the best available concept to explain  
the doctrine o f  creation. Though he is honestly actualizing his primary 
assum ption that the function o f  Vedanta is to supply a new  garb to an 
already formulated Christian theology, Upadhyaya does not reinterpret 
either o f  the Vedantic concepts Saccidananda and M aya to serve as the 
explanation o f  a ready made Christian theology. Rather he show s that 
Saccidananda is the Trinity and M aya expresses the m eaning o f  the 
doctrine o f  creation in a far better way than the Latin root creare. This 
indeed is a valuable contribution. From such a conclusion the way ahead 
for us is clear. It is possib le for us to bring out new  insights on the 
m ysteries o f  Trinity and Creation from the Vedanta doctrines o f  
Saccidananda and Maya. This position is entirely different from putting 
already formulated doctrines o f  Trinity and Creation in Vedantic terms. 
Here Vedanta receives authority to form ulate an understanding o f  
Trinity in terms o f  Saccidananda, o f  Christ in terms o f  Chit and o f  
Creation in terms o f Maya. O f course Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya has 
not explicitly proclaimed so. But he has indicated to us the way forward. 
In as much as he was the first to indicate such a way, as early as 1898, 
he is truly the Father o f  Indian theology.

Here in Upadhyaya’s thought, we are invited to a theological position 
that goes beyond Inculturation. Inculturation goes against the Indian 
vision  o f  integral relation betw een religion and culture. It separates 
religion and culture and then tries to take in som e cultural aspects, 
after Christianizing these. Both A loysius Pieris and Raimundo Panikkar 
have pointed out that separation o f  religion from culture does not make 
sense in Asian society. In Christian triumphalism if inculturation means 
the insertion o f  ‘the Christian religion m inus European culture’ into 
an ‘Asian culture minus non-Christian religion’, that is an impossibility. 
Cultural incursions have relig ious consequences. Foe exam ple if  
Christians use Om or Gayatri, they are participating in the Hindu 
religious experience related tq these in a profound way. In A sia what is 
needed is not just inculturation but enrelig ion ization .7 It is to such a
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vision that the theological contributions o f  Brahmababdhav Upadhyaya8 
inspire us. We are encouraged to participate in the Vedantic religious 
experience related to the theological concepts Sat-Chit-Ananda and 
Maya. What happens here is, Vedanta fulfills Christian faith and not the 
other way round as Lipner and Boyd thought.

Trinity as Sat-Chit-Ananda

Sat-Chit-Ananda in Sankara’s Writings
It is the U panishads and Sankara’s w ritings, w hich Upadhyaya  

takes as the basis for his explanation o f  what Sat-Chit-A nanda is. 
First let us see what, according to Upadhyaya, is the position o f  this 
concept in Sankara’s Advaita. In Sankara’s Advaita, Sat-Chit-Ananda 
points to the Suprem e B eing Brahman. Brahman is Sat (P ositive  
B eing), Chit (Intelligence), Ananda (B liss).

Referring to Sankara’s Brahma Sutra Bhasya 2 .3 .18  and 1.1.12  
B rahm abandhav U p ad h yaya  p o in ts out that Sankara held  the 
conception  o f  Brahman as Sat-Chit-Anandam . To quote:

In refutation o f the Vaiseshik doctrine that God is potential knowl­
ed ge , Sankara says: P arasya  h i B rahm anah  ch a ita n ya -  
svarupatyam amnatam  (that Parabrahman is essential knowledge- 
chaitanyam-is spoken o f in the Upanishads). He quotes many 
texts from them against the theory that the Supreme Being attains 
consciousness (vide Bhashya-Vedanta Darsanam, 2.3.18). In his 
explanation o f the Vedanta Sutra “anandamayah abhyasat ”(1.1.12) 
Sankara says: para  eva atm a anandam aya bhavitum  arhati 
(Parabrahman is anandam).9
In Sankara’s Advaita the Supreme Being is called Sat-Chit-Ananda  

as w ell as Nirguna. Both these terms point to Brahman in H im self/ 
H erself, Brahman as unrelated, and there is no contradiction  in 
m eaning betw een them. Upadhyaya warns that a student o f  Advaita  
should be very careful not to misunderstand the term Nirguna. One 
should not at once conclude from the use o f  this term that the God  
o f  the Vedanta is an im p erson al, abstract, u n co n sc io u s B ein g . 
A ccording to Upadhyaya, “Nirgunam means that the attributes which  
relate the Infinite to the finite are not necessary to His being. For 
exam ple, Creatorhood is not an intrinsic attribute o f  the D ivine  
Nature”.10 Brahman is said to be Nirgunam  in the sen se that H e/She
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p ossesses no external attributes, no necessary correlation with any 
being other than H is/H er Infinite S e lf .11 The conception o f  Brahman 
as Nirguna is not contradictory to the conception o f  H im /H er as 
Sat-C hit-A nanda because the m eaning o f  Sat-C hit-A nanda is as 
follow s: “He is Sat- existing by H im self; He is Chit- self-know ledge, 
knowing H im self without any external intervention; He is Anandam- 
suprem ely happy in His self-coloquy.” 12 M oreover, it should be noted  
here that for Upadhyaya, personality m eans “self-k n ow led ge” .13 So  
it is wrong to say that the Vedanta has an im personal conception  o f  
G od .14

Sat-Chit-Ananda in the Upanishads
Referring to various U panishadic verses, U padhyaya points out 

that in the doctrine o f  the nature o f  God the Vedanta conception  and 
Catholic b e lie f are exactly the sam e.15 Vedanta con ce ives the nature 
o f  G od as Sat (positive being), Chit (in telligence) and A nandam  
(bliss). There are references in the Upanishads to the only one Eternal 
B eing w ho is the cause o f  all other beings. U padhyaya cites the 
Upanishadic verse: atm a va idam eka evagra asit: nanya t kinchana  
m ishat (in the beginning there was only one being: nothing else  
ex isted ).16 He points out that Parabrahman is Sat (being) for nothing  
cannot-be a cau se .17 Further he points out the verse Om tat sa t (that 
is b e in g )18 as the m ystic m antra  o f  the Vedanta. For explain ing Chit 
Upadhyaya quotes the verse sa ikshata lokan nu srija  iti (he beheld; 
shall I create the lokas?) and narrates Sankara’s com m ent on it: 
“The great Sankara says that He beheld the universe not as yet 
actualized; He beheld the origin, the preservation and the destruction  
o f  the universe. H e beheld all these before He had created it.” 19 
What Upadhyaya infers from this is that the U panishadic rishis had 
a very clear con cep tion  o f  the un iverse ex is tin g  id ea lly  in the 
intelligence o f  G od from eternity.20 The further explanation w hich  
he g ives o f  Chit on the basis o f  the U panishads, is as fo llow s:

Parabrahman, the supreme Being, is essentially Chit. For him to 
be is to know. It is written in the Upanishads that He grows by 
brooding (tapas) and His brooding is knowledge. He reproduces 
His self as Sabdabrahman (Logos) by Ikshanam  (beholding). The 
knowing God is mirrored as fhe known God in the ocean o f Chit.21
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To point out the Vedantic position o f  Brahman as Ananda Upadhyaya 
describes the narrative in the Taittiriya Upanishad in which through the 
directions from his father Varuna, Brigu cam e to the know ledge that 
Brahman is B liss22, and then writes:

Brahman is Bliss. He is blessed, ineffably blessed by His very 
nature. He knows Him self and from that self-knowledge proceeds 
His eternal beatitude.... He is in Himself, by h im self.... He affects 
all things but is not affected in return. He is self-satisfied. He is 
ananda.23

Upadhyaya’s own explanation of Sat-Chit-Ananda
Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya’s own explanation o f  Sat-Chit-Ananda 

can be sum marized as follow s: We have to admit a self-existent eternal 
being, otherw ise w e w ould be com pelled  to admit the absurdity o f  
existence proceeding from non-existence.24 Further, intelligence alone 
can relate to that which does not exist, for it can think the non-existent. 
If som ething has begun that w hich began was know n  by that w hich  
existed . Apart from in telligence, beginning is absurd.25 M oreover, if  
the Eternal B eing finds no repose in the infinite Im age o f  H is ow n  
being, mirrored in the ocean o f  his know ledge, then it is w anting in 
perfection. But to say that the Infinite B eing is wanting in perfection is 
a contradiction.26 Thus is proved Sat-Chit-Ananda.27 What does it mean 
to say that Brahman is Sat-Chit-Ananda? It means that Brahman knows 
H im self/H erse lf and from  that se lf-k n ow led ge  proceeds H is/H er  
eternal beatitude. Brahman is in H im self/H erself, by H im self/herself. 
H e/She is related o f  n ecessity  on ly  to the Infinite Im age o f  H is/H er  
ow n Being, mirrored in the ocean o f  His/Her know ledge. This relation 
o f  B eing (Sat) to Itself in se lf-k n ow led ge (Chit) is one o f  perfect 
harmony, self-satisfaction , beatitude, b liss (Ananda). So Sat-Chit- 
Ananda shows us how Brahman is ineffably blessed in Himself/Herself; 
blessed  in H is/H er very nature.28

The Christian doctrine o f  God as Trinity is exactly the same 
as the Vedantic conception o f  Brahman as Sat-C hit-Ananda  
Upadhyaya explains the Christian doctrine o f God as Trinity, the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in the follow ing way: God 
comprehends Him self by one act o f eternal knowledge. The know­
ing se lf is the Father, the known self or the self-begotten by His
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knowledge is the Son; and the Holy Ghost is the Spirit o f recip­
rocal love proceeding from the Father and the Son.29 
Upadhyaya compares Sat-Chit-Ananda, the nature o f  Parabrahman, 

with the Christian doctrine o f  the nature o f  G od and proclaims:

We can boldly and safely affirm that this Vedantic conception 
of the nature o f the supreme Being marks the terminus o f the 
flight o f human reason into the eternal regions. The Catholic 
belief is exactly the same. God is the only eternal being; He is 
purely positive for the particle ‘not’ cannot be predicated o f Him.
He knows H im self and reposes in H im self with suprem est 
com placency.30
U padhyaya wrote a Sanskrit hym n Vande Saccidanandam  in 

adoration o f  Parabrahman w ho in C atholic faith is referred to as 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.31 A s an explanation o f  the hym n, he 
w rites that it is an adoration o f  that ancient P arabrah m a , the 
Supreme Being w hose eternal act finds, according to C atholic faith, 
an adequate resultant within his ow n Self, w ho is not ob liged  to 
com e in contact with finite beings for the sustenance and satisfaction  
o f  His nature. His know ledge is fu lly satisfied  by the cognition  o f  
the L ogos, the infinite im age o f  his B eing, begotten by thought and 
mirrored in the ocean o f  His substance.. His love finds the fu llest 
satisfaction in the boundless com placency with w hich he reposes 
on his Image and breathes forth the Spirit o f  b liss32

It is revealed in Jesus Christ that the differentiating note in D ivine  
know ledge is the response o f  in telligence. G od begets, in thought, 
His/Her infinite Self-Im age and reposes on it w ith infinite delight 
w hile the begotten S e lf  acknow ledges responsively  H is/H er eternal 
thought-generation.33 Jesus Christ acknow ledges responsively  His 
eternal thought-generation from the Father. B etw een  Him  and the 
Father, there is no d ivision  in the divine substance; it is a relation o f  
perfect reciprocity. T his relation is the relation betw een  Sat and 
Chit and Ananda is the result o f  that relation.34 Trinity as Saccidananda 
means that there is a response o f  know ledge in the G od-head. G od  
know s H is/H er ow n self-begotten  in thought and is know n in return 
by that B e g o tte n  S e lf .  G od  rep ro d u ces  in k n o w le d g e  a c o -  
responding, ack n ow led g in g  S e lf-Im age, and from  this co lloq u y
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proceeds His Spirit o f  L ove w hich sw eetens the D ivine B osom  with  
boundless delight.35

Conclusion
When we analyse Upadhyaya’s interpretation o f  Sat-Chit-Ananda, it 

should be pointed out that nowhere in the early Upanishads or Sankara’s 
writings do w e com e across that term as such. The term Saccidananda 
perhaps first appears in the Tejobindu Upanishad o f  the 9 th or 10th c. 
CE. But at the sam e time, as Upadhyaya rightly show s, there are many 
instances in the early Upanishads as well as in Sankara’s writings where 
Sat, Chit, and Ananda are discussed separately. Upadhyaya was one who  
believed that Sankara should be understood with guidance from post- 
Sankarite Advaita traditions. Hence there is nothing unusual in his search 
for support in Sankara’s writings for a post-Sankarite concept. On the 
w hole Upadhyaya’s interpretation o f  Sat-Chit-Ananda can be accepted  
as true to the spirit o f  Advaita Vedanta and nowhere does he reinterpret 
the concept in terms o f  neo-T hom ism . True, progress and creativity  
we can notice as em erging regarding the concept. First the three words 
o f  the concept were separately used. Then the three words were 
com bined to explain  the one Reality. N ow  w e are able to experience  
that one Reality as Trinity and in that process w itness to a convergence  
o f  the Hindu and Christian experiences.

W hile w e study U padhyaya’s interpretation o f  Trinity as Sat-Chit- 
Ananda, mention has to be made o f  other persons who did similar work, 
namely Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-1884), J. M onchanin (1895-1957), 
Sw am i Abhishiktananda (1 9 1 0 -1 9 7 3 ), B ede Griffiths and Vandana 
Mataji. Keshub Chunder Sen is important because sixteen years before 
U padhyaya, in 1882, he w as the first one to interpret the Trinity as 
Saccidananda. For Sen Trinity was only a sym bol and the three members 
o f  the sym bol, Father, Son, and H oly Spirit were just pointing to the 
reality o f  G od in different w ays; the three m em bers do not represent 
three persons sharing the sam e essence but they are just three functions 
o f  the sam e person. M oreover, Sen g ives on ly  a very brief account o f  
Trinity as Sat-Chit-A nanda.36 M onchanin did not make any important 
contribution. His Saccidananda is a mere exposition  o f  the traditional 
Christian doctrine o f  Trinity. What he believed was that the Hindu Sat- 
Chit-Ananda finds its fu lfilm ent in the already form ulated Christian
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doctrine o f  Trinity.37 If Upadhyaya’s Saccidananda represented God in 
H im self as unrelated alone, for Abhishiktananda the concept signified  
the inseparable aspects o f  the m ystery o f  G od in H im self/H erself as 
w ell as the mystery o f  the divine presence in the innerm ost sanctuary 
o f  a person’s being. Abhishiktananda at least outwardly believed  that 
the Hindu experience o f  Saccidananda should be rem olded to attain 
the Christian experience o f  Saccidananda and once that is actualized, 
the renewed experience o f  Saccidananda w ould be the Trinitarian 
culm ination o f  advaitic experience.38 Bede Griffiths 39and Vandana40 
continued the Christian reinterpretation o f  Saccidananda in the line o f  
Abhishiktananda. The uniqueness o f  U padhyaya’s interpretation o f  
Trinity as Saccidananda lies in showing the fact that they both are exactly 
the same.
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