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TOWARDS A DEEPER
SPIRITUALITY

The Reverend Peter Dewey looks back on a lifetime working with interfaith projects

The Reverend Peter Dewey (b. 1938) has been interested in the deep connection between

the world’s spiritual traditions since childhood, and over the last fifty years has worked on an
extraordinary range of projects which bring people from different faiths together. Amongst
many other things, he was the first Chairman of the Beshara Trust, a founder member of the
Interfaith Network, and now works with the Interfaith Seminary, training people for a new
kind of ministry which embraces all the major religions. In this conversation with Jane Clark
and Cecilia Twinch, he talks about his life, the remarkable people he has met along the way,
and shares some of his insights into the deeper form of spirituality he believes can come
about through interfaith dialogue.
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Cecilia: How did you first become interested in interfaith matters? I read somewhere that it began
when you were still a teenager.

Peter: Well, from an early age, I always believed that there was a source of ‘all’ from a religious
point of view, or a God, however you want to put it. I did not ever have to be converted to that idea.
This was partly because my grandfather was in the Church and partly because I went to church
schools. But I never intended to enter the Church. I really wanted to do politics, and that was my
ambition since I was about seven years old. Someone took me out to tea once from school and asked
me what I wanted to be and I said ‘foreign secretary’, which of course caused great hilarity.

I started becoming interested in other faiths when I was about ten. I used to read a lot of books on
spirituality, such as works on Vedanta. I also had an uncle who had been out in India during the war,
and a great friend of his from Sri Lanka came to stay with us for a while. He was a pupil of the Indian
mystic Ramana Maharshi, and he began teaching meditation in the UK, so he taught me when I was
about twelve. That was the start of my spiritual education. He was running a group in Earls Court
which [ joined from time to time, and later, took over.

Jane: So how did you change from having political ambitions to becoming a priest?

Peter: | went straight into National Service from school, where [ became a subaltern in the
Royal Signals, and served in Cyprus during the troubles there. I did not go to university, but
when [ came out of the army I looked for a job which would support me whilst I launched my
political career. I ended up doing a management training course with John Lewis Partnership
and worked for them for about ten years.

At the same time, | joined the Young Conservatives in Chelsea, which in the 1960s was rather a
shabby place, not the up-market area it is today. I had a pretty promising start. When [ was
about 26, I fought a local election there and was voted in as a borough councillor. This gave me
some status, as it was a Labour area and I had not been expected to get in. So after a while, I
was invited to fight a parliamentary seat in Manchester Exchange. There was no chance of
winning, but the idea was that  would get bloodied and be ready for a more likely seat later on.

But then I got tuberculosis, which put me in a sanatorium in Midhurst for a year. The treatment
then was still very old-fashioned; the drugs we have these days weren’t available so it was all
injections in your backside and sitting with all the windows open watching the squirrels coming
in and eating your grapes. It was during this period that I read all of Gurdjieff’s works. Having
already learnt to meditate, and also looked at Vedanta and Ramana Maharshi’s teachings on
‘who are you?’ [1], I just loved Gurdjieff, and became very enthusiastic about it all.

Then one day, my doctor said: ‘There’s a man upstairs who has a heart problem and needs
someone to talk to. Would you be able to do that? So as [ was up and about, I rather reluctantly
made contact. He was an Anglican priest, and [ spent at least two months with him, helping him
to walk and such like. We talked a lot, and at one point he said to me: ‘I think you ought to be
ordained’.

This was a crucial moment for me, because about ten weeks earlier I had found a cellar where
[ could meditate - it was actually an old chapel with pews and so on - and I had decided that I
was going to make a change. I made an inner vow that I would offer myself to the Church, even
though I did not have the right qualifications. But I wanted a sign that I was doing the right
thing, because I still in some ways wanted to do politics. So I used this as a get-out clause, as |
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knew that we don’t really get signs and I was safe. So when he said ‘I think you ought to be
ordained’ my whole body froze: you get a chill down the spine when these things actually
happen.

Then it was made very easy for me. My friend arranged everything, and got me into Wycliffe
Hall in Oxford to do my training. This was in 1969.

Jane: So even though you had been so interested in Eastern traditions like Vedanta and
Gurdjieff, you still decided to enter the Anglican Church?

Peter: I felt that [ wanted to introduce something of this deeper spirituality into the Church of
England, although I have to say that my motives were not very developed in the beginning.

Jane: But was the Anglican Church at that time not deeply suspicious of anything to do with
meditation?

Peter: Yes, and especially places like Wycliffe, which is very much dedicated to the evangelical
side of things. For instance, they were actively opposed to the word ‘meditation’ because it
comes from India, and I learnt fairly early on to use the word ‘contemplation’ instead. However,
[ did run a meditation group in the Roman Catholic Priory, Blackfriars. Later on, of course, the
Church became very keen to interact with the other faiths - the phrase was ‘interfaith dialogue’
- and so [ was able to fit safely into that pigeonhole.

Jane: You must have felt quite isolated in the college, though.

Peter: Well, I was confident enough to survive it, as the overall spirituality was growing very
strongly by this time. In addition, there was an interregnum during my time there and things
were more relaxed than usual. Nevertheless, I used to hide my books on Gurdjieff and Sufism,
and it was just as well, because I learnt later that my tutor had gone into my room one day and
searched it. He did this because the college were puzzled by some of the ideas that were
appearing in my essays and became curious about where I was getting them from.

Christianity and Islam, 1969-75

Cecilia: This was the time when you began to be involved in Sufism?

Peter: Yes; before I went to Wycliffe, [ had already become involved with an Idries Shah Sufi
group which met in London. I met Shah through another friend, John Bennett, who had been a
direct student of Gurdjieff’s. Bennett financed Shah’s work and helped him to buy a house in
Tunbridge Wells through the sale of his centre, Coombe Springs. There Shah settled down to
write the books for which he became famous.

[ attended his group there for a short while. His place was quite a scene; celebrities used to fly
in from all over the place by helicopter, which in the late '60s got coverage in all the newspapers.
But what he was actually doing, [ realised later, was using the celebrities as publicity so that the
books sold well and he could get the teachings across. He felt that he had a mission -- and he
succeeded in it: he sold masses of books and Nasrudin and his donkey and all the stories about
them became well known because of him.[2]

BESHARA MAGAZINE: PETER DEWEY - TOWARDS A DEEPER SPIRITUALITY 3



Then, whilst [ was still at Wycliffe, | became involved with the Sufi Order of the West, which had
been founded by Hazrat Inayat Khan. They had meetings in London, and through them I met
Reshad Feild, and later Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan, who was the head of the order. During a
conversation with these two, the idea came up of a centre in the country where the relationship
between Christian mysticism and Sufism could be explored. I was accepted into the London Sufi
group because of my Christian connection, and also my general interest in the mysticism of all
religions.

This project led eventually to the setting up of the first Beshara Centre at Swyre Farm in
Gloucestershire, which was established in 1971 as an open centre — meaning, a place where
people of all faiths could go and study the mystical traditions of the world. The name ‘Beshara’
was given by Bulent Rauf who had been brought in by Reshad to act as a consultant; he
described the meaning of the word as the essence of divine blessing.

Jane: You were in fact the first chairman of the Beshara Trust, which is still going strong today
- as can be seen by the fact that it is the publisher of this magazine.

Peter: Yes. After a while Bulent had the idea that something more focussed was required and
hit upon the idea of running courses based upon mystical teachings, particularly Ibn ‘Arabi . So
they needed places to run these, and I helped with the setting up of firstly, Sherborne House in
Gloucestershire, which Beshara took over after John Bennett died in 1974, and then Chisholme
House in the Scottish Borders, which is still running as a place of spiritual education.

Cecilia: Am I right in thinking that you also took a trip to India around this time?

Peter: Yes, when we first started talking about some sort of centre, I was concerned that [ was
not initiated into Sufism. So Reshad felt that I should make a commitment to the Order by
visiting the grave of Hazrat Inayat Khan in Delhi, which I did. But this was not my first journey
to India: I had been some years previously to visit the ashram of Ramana Maharshi and the
sacred mountain, Arunachala, in Tamil Nadu. I had also visited Shantivanam, the ashram of
Father Bede Griffiths, the Benedictine monk who was trying to build bridges between the
Christian and Hindu traditions. I came to know him quite well; when he came to the UK,  would
visit him at the centre in Abingdon which he helped to found.

The other person I was just starting to know at this time was George Appleton, who was a
former Archbishop in Western Australia and later the Anglican Bishop in Jerusalem. He was
then the interfaith advisor to the Archbishops of Canterbury and York. He helped me with the
interfaith side of things within the Church, and remained a source of support for many years.
After I had been ordained and was working in my first parish, [ started my first meditation
group there with the aim of introducing the practice into the Church. I also founded The
Interfaith Association - basically for clergy in the Oxford diocese — and we started to arrange
conferences and such like.

The Purpose of Interfaith Dialogue

Jane: So in this period - late '70s - you have mentioned that there were moves within the
Anglican Church to encourage interfaith dialogue. I know that within the Catholic Church,
contact with other faiths was also being very actively promoted following Vatican II.
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Peter: Yes, it was becoming very much ‘the thing’ at this time; although it was seen that
dialogue was possible with some faiths and not others, and evangelicals of course were very
much against it.

Cecilia: What do you see as the purpose of interfaith work?

Peter: My own aim was always to broaden everybody’s outlook to see that everyone is a child
of God. But nowadays interfaith dialogue is much more to do with peace and living in harmony.
[ don’t think there is a real desire to speak at a deep level to each other. However, there is a
feeling that it is right to be having some sort of conversation. But even this degree of contact
was not common when I first entered the Church; many people felt that it was wrong to even
be in the same room as someone from a different faith, because one would be tainted.

Jane: So what do you see as the basis for contact between faiths?

Peter: My point of view has been evolving since the early days. It began with the realisation
that the presence of God is there in every religion. But it has been corrupted by different cultural
systems, politics, and all sorts of wrong thinking that gets added into the religion over time. So
you have to search for it - I mean the presence — within all these accumulations. In the mystical
traditions there is more pure thinking, and so it is easier to perceive.

Having got that understanding, when [ went on to look at Islam, it seemed at first very different
and even rather frightening. It was the Sufi teaching which helped me to understand what was
happening. The teaching of Jesus is that the presence of God is within us - he tells us to awaken
to the presence within us, the Christ within us - and there is also the matter of the second
coming, which is yet to happen. At least, people feel that the second coming has not happened
yet. But what is the second coming? In an interior sense, I believe that it is when you so desire
to do the will of the presence within you, and to become a part of it, that you get married - you
enter into a marriage and become one.

So the second coming is when you come to surrender completely to the love of God. There is no
bargaining at this stage; it is a complete surrender and you have to give yourself totally to it. Of
course there are days when you don’t, so it is a continuous action of deeper and deeper
surrender. What Jesus calls ‘entering into the Kingdom' is really a process of going deeper and
deeper into the spirituality; there is no end.

Jane: So how do you see the connection with Islamic mysticism?

Peter: Well, what is the Arabic word for surrender? It is islam. So this is an indication of this
next stage, of giving oneself up completely to God. I am not talking here about Islam as a religion
- atleast not as the outer form of the religion. The thing about these spiritual truths is that they
are not usually common knowledge, but they are protected or kept hidden, preserved within
particular groups. And within Islam, this group is the Sufis. This is not to say that Sufism is
perfect in every way - far from it - but it seems to me that the teaching and the way of evolving
spirituality has been preserved within the tradition for the time when it will become the norm
and will not be seen as heretical by the fundamentalists or the Sunni orthodoxy.

We are talking, perhaps, about quite a long period of time before that actually happens. But the
important thing is that this deep spirituality is already there. It is one of the great errors of our
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thinking that we expect that everything should happen instantly. It is the same with politics: we
judge everyone by our own standards and do not judge them according to the way that they are
evolving. We should recognise that people, religions, countries, are all evolving, so they should
be allowed to evolve and given help in the process.

In terms of the evolution of the world, our own lives are very short - like a butterfly’s - and it
is the ego that demands that everything must happen in our own lifetime. Once you get rid of
that egocentric point of view, it is easier to understand what is happening and take a long view.

Jane: So you would see the second coming as basically an interior event, which can happen to
someone at any time. But do you understand it also as something that will happen in history, in
the future?

Peter: Yes. At a personal level, it is to do with entering within yourself into a deeper level of
spirituality. Gurdjieff talked about spiritual evolution in terms of octaves, and so you could say
that the second coming is the point where you enter into a higher octave and realise that there
is a whole new process of development to go through.

The Jesus teaching is that this level of realisation happens to only a few people at any one time:
‘Many are called but few are chosen’ as it says in St Matthew’s gospel.[3] But at some point, a
large number of people will come to it and begin to follow it. Then it will be seen as a challenge
to the religions, and this will create friction. So the deeper the spirituality, the greater the
resistance will be.

The Deeper Spirituality

Cecilia: How do you understand the extraordinary expansion of knowledge about the mystical
traditions which has happened over the last fifty years or so - the fact that the teachings of all
the world’s wisdom traditions are now freely available for people to read and study? Do you
see this as a preparation for this time?

Peter: Well, as a preparation for going deeper in terms of spirituality. One of the characteristics,
[ believe, of this deeper form of spiritual understanding is that it will include the full diversity
of people working together and being together. This is the ‘global village’ that people like
Marshall McLuhan talked about in the 1960s. It is a ‘spiritual school’ for developing this higher
form of understanding at the next level.

Jane: And this is where you see the importance of interfaith work?

Peter: Yes. Interfaith work is partly to do with just looking at all the different modes of
expression that have come about over the millennia, and partly to do with developing a
universal form of spirituality. In order to do this, people have to move beyond the religion of
their upbringing, which can be seen as their parent. Now the teaching of all the religious
traditions is to love our parents, because they have given birth to us and enabled us to get where
we now are. So we must always honour them, and even though we might want to move away
from them or even come to think that some of their teachings are actually wrong, there should
be no hatred towards them.
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One of the things that is clearly happening in the Christian world today is a kind of collapse of
the outer structure of the religion, and this creates the freedom, the space, for other ways of
thinking to emerge. An important aspect of the interfaith movement is that it provides a place
of development for people who are moving away from a faith that they believe has become
moribund.

Jane: But these days many people do not think of themselves as being attached to faith at all.
Either they were not brought up within a religious environment, or their reaction to what they
see as a moribund institution leads them to abandon faith altogether.

Peter: Well, my main thought about this is that everyone is evolving. Looking at all the different
religions and the different ways, and seeing them from a Christian point of view, my
understanding now is that the presence of the Christ energy is in all of them. It says in St John’s
Gospel ‘Before Abraham was, [ am’.[4] The ‘1 am’ is God’s name; it comes from the Old
Testament, the revelation to Moses. Many people these days maintain that the ‘T am’ refers to
Jesus, but what is actually being said is that God is always the way, the source.

Interfaith Work 1970-90

Jane: Returning to your life story: after your training at Wycliffe, you became a parish priest?

Peter: No, | became a chaplain to my bishop in Kensington, and that was a very good education,
because I went round with him to all the different churches and saw the many different ways
that they operated. One day we were dancing in the pews and the next we were incensing the
altar, so it taught me to look at the essence of things. Then I went to Clifton Hampden in
Oxfordshire where I looked after four churches. At the same time, my friend who had taught me
meditation had gone back to Sri Lanka, so I took over his group in London. In fact I was running
about ten or twelve groups during this period, most of them meeting monthly.

Jane: Was this a Christian form of meditation?

Peter: No, it was basically transcendental meditation. This was the kind of meditation that was
made so popular during the 1960s and '70s by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi . [ saw him once in
person; he gave a talk at the Albert Hall to which all the bishops of London were invited. None
went, of course, but my bishop said that I could go as his representative, so I sat right at the
front in an official position. One of the perks of the job!

Cecilia: One of the few facts about that you can find on the internet is that you worked for a
time at Gordonstoun School.

Peter: Yes; after ten years at Clifton, it was time to move on, and I took up the post of chaplain
at Gordonstoun in Scotland. But that went wrong for me because of my interfaith work. The
Tibetan Buddhists had set up their centre in Samye-Ling in the borders of Scotland, and in 1992
they were given Holy Island in the Firth of Clyde to be a place of retreat. They wanted
representatives of all the different religions to attend their opening ceremony and bless the
island. So they asked me to be the Christian delegate, because I had been doing a lot of work on
retreats on lona nearby, which, as you no doubt know, is an important Christian centre; the
abbey there was founded by St Columba in the 6th century. But the ceremony generated some
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publicity in the Glasgow newspapers which was seen by people at Gordonstoun. The
evangelicals amongst them started to object to my role at the school, so I had to resign.

Jane: You have had other trouble with the evangelic wing of the Church I believe.

Peter: Yes, earlier on, in the late '60s, when I was involved in the Interfaith Association, with
the help of George Appleton we ran a series of conferences in St Albans Abbey, bringing
representatives of different faiths together. But the evangelical groups stopped it after two
years, because they said that the constitution of the Abbey forbade people of other faiths from
stepping foot inside the building. On the second year, they marched around the Abbey with
placards whilst we were talking inside!

But we moved to another conference centre and carried on. Then in 1987, Tony Blair became
Prime Minister and he was very keen on interfaith relations. So he asked one of his retiring civil
servants to set up a network for all interfaith groups in the UK, which became the Interfaith
Network . This chap came to interview me and we found that I already had the leaders of all the
religious groups on my list of patrons. So although [ was not a religious leader, I was allowed to
be a founding member and attend meetings. This meant that [ was able to rub shoulders with
all the interesting people who became involved in it.

Interfaith Ministry: 1990-present

Jane: After Gordonstoun, you came back to the south of England and have remained here ever
since?

Peter: Yes, | came back to Oxford and worked in various parishes up until my retirement a few
years ago. On the interfaith side of things, the focus of my work changed in the 1990s and I
began to work with Miranda Holden to set up the Interfaith Ministers Seminary, which trains
people for ordination in an interfaith ministry. This involves an education in all the major faiths,
and I taught the Christian part of the course, as well as helping with the general organisation.
This movement began in the USA, and so I had to travel over to New York to the headquarters
for ordinations and such like, which was fun.

Jane: Out of your work for the Seminary has come a very rare piece of public communication
from you, as you have made a film on the meaning of St John’s gospel with the psychologist
Robert Holden (see video right or below). But I have not been able to find very much else - no
articles or books, for instance.

Peter: Well, the reason for this is that [ am very dyslexic and | don’t write. I have never written
a sermon, for instance.

Jane: So how have you managed to be a parish priest for what? Nearly fifty years?

Peter: It just has to come to me in the moment. If it doesn’t come, they don’t get a sermon and

[ go red in the face! At the beginning, doing it like this was a bit of an adrenalin rush every time,
but after so many years it is easier. You can do this if you know your subject and are happy with
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it. You can’t do it properly when you are learning and you are full of questions about things;
then it is hard to speak with the whole of your being.

Jane: So are there more things in the offing?

Peter: This film is meant to be the first of three, which will be made over the next two years. |
am not sure yet of their themes; I would like perhaps to do one entitled ‘Life, Death and the
Afterlife’.

Jane: So finally: what are you thoughts about the future of interfaith initiatives? One of the
things which has struck me as we have talked is how many of the projects you have been
involved in are still going. You have mentioned that much of the dialogue conducted under the
umbrella of the government or the Church now is motivated more by politics than a search for
real meaning, but there is still a lot happening on the ground.

Peter: There is no doubt that new forms of spirituality have started to become established;
there are spiritual groups all over the place, and at the same time the Christian Church in
particular seems to be dying. Of course, once there are so many groups, you also get wrong ones
- groups who are doing things for less than good reasons - and so there is a certain degree of
chaos. But I see this as a necessary stage, as it is only in chaos that spirituality can actually come
out.

Things are going through a change at the moment, and [ am not sure which way they will go.

There are lots of people looking for a deeper form of spirituality and it is really for these
different groups to take matters forward.

Image Sources

Banner: Peter outside his house in Berkshire. Photograph: Cecilia Twinch.

Other Sources

[1] See RAMANA MAHARSHI: Be As You Are (Penguin Books, reissued 1988).

[2] See for example IDRIES SHAH: The Exploits of the Incomparable Mulla Nasrudin
(ISF Publishing, reissued 2018).

[3] Matthew 22:14

[4] John 8:58
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