An Epiphany in the Italian Garden: Finding the Trinity in Buddhist Metaphysics

Walking through the Italian Garden at the Vatican recently, my mind turned to my ongoing
collaborative work with Buddhist and Catholic scholars. Surrounded by the profound history
of the Holy See, I experienced a sudden, striking convergence of the two distinct spiritual

worlds that have shaped my life.

My early educational foundation—beginning at St. Paul's Co-educational College Primary
School and College in Hong Kong, before continuing at Uppingham School in the UK—steeped
me in Christian theology. However, over the past seven years, my path has deeply immersed
me in Buddhist philosophy. Following my Master of Buddhist Studies and Master of Buddhist
Counselling from the University of Hong Kong, I am now in my final year of postgraduate MSc
mindfulness research at the University of Aberdeen. In that quiet Vatican garden, a bridge

between these two great traditions suddenly materialized.

In Buddhism, the mechanics of reality can be understood through Dependent Origination:

Cause + Condition (driven by volition) = Effect.

Standing there, it struck me: Could this precise metaphysical structure be a mirror for the

Christian Trinity?

» The Father is the ultimate, unoriginated Cause.

e The Holy Spirit is the animating Volition or active Condition—the divine breath that moves

across reality.

e The Son is the profound Effect—the ultimate intention made manifest in the material world.



When we move beyond temporal cause-and-effect and look at the eternal "actual nature of
things," the parallels deepen. The Trinity maps beautifully onto the Buddhist Triple Gem: The
Father as the ultimate source (The Buddha), the Son as the universal truth made manifest (The

Dharma), and the Holy Spirit as the active energy binding the community (The Sangha).

For scholars of Mahayana Buddhism, this mirrors the doctrine of the Trikaya (The Three Bodies
of the Buddha)—where the formless, unconditioned truth (Dharmakaya) possesses an active

spiritual energy (Sambhogakaya) that takes historical, physical form (Nirmanakaya).

These are not identical doctrines, but they are magnificent echoes of one another. They
represent the shared human attempt to understand how ultimate, formless reality interacts with

our tangible, lived world.

I would love to hear from my network—especially those with a footing in both Western

theology and Eastern philosophy. Have you ever felt these two great rivers of thought converge?

Dr. Johnny Hon
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