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“This body is the city of Brahman. Inside it there is a lotus-shaped dwelling [i.e., the heart], and inside it 
there is a small space. One must search within this space [...]. The space in the heart is as large as the 

outer space. [...] Everything exists within that space.” 

(Chandogya Upanishad 8.1) 

The Italian Commission for  Monastic Interreligious Dialogue (DIM) had long hoped to hold its annual meeting 

at the Matha Gitananda Ashram. This year we were finally able to gather with the members of this Hindu 

monastery, located in the hinterland of Savona on a hill in the municipality of Altare. From September 15 to 18, 

thirty-one participants were welcomed to the ashram’s recently completed beautiful and functional guest quarters 

and shared with the resident sisters and brothers of the ashram three intense days of conviviality, dialogue, and 

prayer. 

Twenty Christian monks and nuns from different religious orders (Benedictines, Camaldolese, Poor Clares, 

Capuchins, Perpetual Adorers of the Blessed Sacrament, the Little Family of the Annunciation, and the Monastic 

Community of Bose) came from various communities throughout Italy. Also taking part in the meeting were two 

Buddhist monks of the Tibetan tradition, six Buddhist monks and nuns of the Zen school, two Muslim brothers 

and a sister from the Italian Comunità Religiosa Islamica, along with several nuns and monks of the ashram. 

 

            

 

We were particularly happy to welcome, for the first time since he took office a year ago, the new secretary 
general of DIM•MID, Father Cyprian Consiglio, OSBCam. We also had the pleasure of welcoming 
Monsignor Michael Santiago from the Dicastery for Interreligious Dialogue, and Monsignor Derio Olivero, 
bishop of Pinerolo and president of Commission for Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue of the Italian 
Episcopal Conference (CEI). He was accompanied by Don Giuliano Savina, director of the CEI National 



Office for Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue. Their participation in the meeting enabled them to learn 
about the work of our group in the service of dialogue within the Church. 

 

           

 

The meeting began on Monday with dinner and a brief introductory session for participants, during which 
members of the host community welcomed us warmly and introduced us to the rhythms and spirit of the 
ashram. 

The following two days, both of which began with guided morning meditation and the rituals of arti and 
parayana at the ashram temple, were mostly devoted to exploring the theme introduced last year: “Living 
in monastic spaces,” with a more specific focus on the sacred, ritual, and monastic space that is an 
ashram and a Hindu temple. The rich and multifaceted dialogue that took place during the three sessions 
was stimulated by the insightful contributions of two nuns of the community, Svamini Hamsananda and 
Svamini Shuddhananda, who introduced us to the scriptural and traditional foundations of this theme and 
then accompanied us on a walk through the ashram's outdoor spaces, offering us keys to understand the 
rich and complex symbolism of the iconography present everywhere.  They also introduced us to some 
traditional texts on the spirituality and the external and internal architecture of sacred spaces, which in 
Hinduism are very closely united. 

               

 



On Tuesday we had an intense moment of encounter and instruction (satsangha) with Svami Yogananda, 
founder and guide of the ashram. Drawing on the wisdom of the Hindu and Christian mystical traditions, 
he made our hearts throb as he evoked teachings that resonated strongly with Christian monastic 
spirituality:  

“There is no outside and inside, everything is in divine Consciousness; God is everything, everything 
is in God.” 

“The monk is alone with God, in God.”  

“The space of the heart is infinite space; it is the space of Consciousness. The heart is the center of 
everything. The heart is the ‘stable’ where the encounter with God takes place.”  

 

                     

 

In the evening, the group watched the documentary Swamiji. An Inner Journey (directed by Patrice 
Chagnard, 1984). The film retraces, through precious archival footage accompanied by quotations from 
autobiographical texts, the troubled and profound inner adventure of the Benedictine monk and Hindu 
samnyasin, Henri Le Saux - Abhishiktananda (1948-1973), 

As usual, Wednesday afternoon was entirely devoted to a meeting of the members of the DIM Commission 
who were present. This time allowed us to share the beautiful experiences of monastic interreligious 
dialogue that some of us had during the past year, discuss requests to join the group, outline some future 
projects, and agree on the place and time for next year’s meeting.  



The end of the final day of our memorable meeting was enriched by an intense moment of danced prayer 
with svamini Atmananda and then, after dinner, by a convivial farewell at which Fr. Cyprian performed 
songs that he had composed.  

 

                

 

Matteo Nicolini-Zani 
Monk of Bose 

Coordinator of the Italian DIM  
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