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Chapter 09 

Conversion of Buddhists to other religions  
 *translated from Sinhala 

9.1 Currently in Sri Lanka, there are followers of four main religions, viz. Buddhism, 

Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity. There are historical reasons that account for this.  

 

9.2 Historical sources bear witness that many belief systems existed in Sri Lanka and in 

India when Buddhism was officially introduced at the time of King Devanampiyatissa. 

Buddhism, which was so sensible, became popular among the people of Sri Lanka, and 

by the 4th and 5th centuries Anuradapura became the centre of Theravada Buddhism. Sri 

Lankan Buddhists have protected this proud state up until now.  

 

9.3 Various influences contributed to the establishment of South Indian Tamil settlements 

and to the presence of Hinduism in various places in the country by the end of the 

Anuradapura Era. These influences include a marriage to a princess from south India, 

Indian invasions, and the fact that some Sinhalese kings hired mercenaries to capture 

kingdoms and to retain power.  

 

9.4 By the 14th and 15th century, Muslims and Arabians dominated the Indian Ocean spice 

trade. The geographical environment of Sri Lanka made it an important sea trading centre.  

This caused Muslims and Malay people from the Arabic world, as well as Southeast Asia, 

Malakka, and Java, to establish their settlements in Puttalam, Chilaw, Beruwala, 

Waligama, and Hambanthota. These people married Sinhalese women and those women 

were eventually converted to Islam. Because of trade, these people went into the interior 

parts of the country and established settlements. Muslims who engaged in trade in coastal 
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areas were severely intimidated by the Portuguese. So about 4000 Muslims were chased 

away from western and southwestern coastal areas. They went to King Senaratna (1604- 

1634) and made the king aware of their sad plight. The king temporarily allowed them to 

stay in Deegawapi and to engage in their trade. There was a harbour there called 

“Deegamandala Thitta,” where the exports and imports for the king were done. This 

harbour could be either the stone harbour which is today called “Kallaraya,” close to 

“Kalmunai” (embankment), or at Batticaloa. King Senaratna destroyed the fortress at 

Deegamandala Thitta and this suggests that the Deegawapu colony spread to the Eastern 

coast at that time. This is how Muslims were given settlements in the East. But they were 

not given any right to the land by the king.  

       (Medhananda, Ellawala (2001) “Buddhangala Loku Hamuduruwo”- Felicitation volume, 

pp-90.)  

 

9.5 In 1505, when the Portuguese invaded the Island, Sinhalese Buddhists, Tamil Hindus of 

South Indian origin, and Muslims and Malays of Arabic and Javanese origin were already 

established on the Island. These people, who happened to live in different parts of the 

Island for historical reasons, accepted the sovereignty of the Buddhist king as the head of 

Sri Lanka. There was no religious conflict and at the time of the Kandyan Era, Hindu 

kovil became a component of the Buddhist temple. By about the 9th and 10th centuries, as 

in India where Buddha was considered to be the apparition of the god Vishnu, an attempt 

was made to assimilate Buddhism into Hindu civilization. So too in Sri Lanka Hindu gods 

were assimilated into Buddhist civilization. Therefore, no need arose for Buddhists and 

Hindus to change their religions, as Hindu gods became the gods of Buddhists. Up until 

the time of the arrival of the Portuguese, no external interference occurred in the 

international trade of the Muslims. Hence, for their part, they did not interfere in political 

issues on the Island. But when their position was challenged by the appearance of the 

Portuguese, they changed their stance. Muslims tried to retain their identity as Islam 

adherents. Every woman they married happened to convert to Islam, but it was not an 

organized process of religious conversion.  
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9.6 The European arrival made a very significant impact on Sri Lankan history. The 

Portugese, who held the principle of converting the inhabitants into Roman Catholicism, 

represented the first European nation to land in our country.  The Vatican, by a Papal 

Bull, divided the world into two parts, viz. a western part including America, and an 

Eastern part which was based on the line of longitude that went across Lisbon. The 

Western part was given to Spain and the Eastern to Portugal to evangelize. This 

evangelization process was not always done in democratic ways. Historians say it was 

done by holding a Bible on one hand while having a sword on the other. The Portuguese 

tried very hard to make Sri Lanka a Catholic country by baptizing Don Juan 

Dharmapala, then king of Kotte.  In addition, marrying high caste women, fighting 

against Seethawaka and Senkadagala (Kandy) Buddhist kingdoms (fighting for the 

kingdom of Kotte), making conspiracies, intimidating Buddhist monks as well as 

Buddhist people, erecting churches on the debris of destroyed Buddhist temples and 

Viharas, and bestowing those who converted with high positions and honorary titles, 

were all other methods of their evangelization process. Qverose, a Portuguese priest, 

described the violence inflicted on Sinhalese Buddhists on the basis of the Portuguese 

documentaries and other sources. He said that the Portuguese lost Sri Lanka, which had 

every qualification to be the centre of a possible Eastern Catholic Empire, as God 

cursed the Portuguese because of such violence. Those who bore witness to the 

commission held the view that the dream that existed in the 16th century to make Sri 

Lanka the centre of an Asian Catholic empire has reappeared after 500 years.  

 

9.7 In 1658 the Dutch captured the Sri Lankan coastal areas from the Portuguese and in 

1797 the English grabbed power from the hands of the Dutch; in 1815 the whole 

country became a colony of England. The Dutch, unlike the Portuguese, did not follow 

a principle of intimidating Buddhists. But conversion of Buddhists into Protestantism 

took place in the form of bestowing higher positions and honorary names, establishing 

Protestant schools, and registering lands which eventually led Buddhists to lose their 
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rights to the land, etc.  But, a considerable portion of Buddhists did not convert to 

Protestantism.  After King I Vimaladharmasurya, the Kandyan kingdom became the 

centre of Buddhism.  The Dutch (unlike the Portuguese) did not marry high caste 

Buddhist women, and the Dutch intimidated Catholics rather than Buddhists (arising 

from the then prevailing Catholic-Protestant religious wars in Europe). 

 

9.8 As soon as the Buddhist kingdom fell into the hands of the English empire in 1815, 

Buddhism and the Buddhist people lost the state protection and favour that they had 

enjoyed for more that 2,100 years. This state of anarchy for Buddhism and the Buddhist 

people created a favourable background for Christian missionaries. However, in about 

the 19th century the principle of converting people by violent means was changed.  

Conversion to Christianity was underway in the form of rewarding higher positions and 

honorary titles to those who converted, allowing missionaries to act according to their 

wishes, establishing Christian schools and churches throughout the country, and 

supporting missionaries who directly and indirectly spread Christianity in the country. 

At the end of the British era, they sought to produce a dominant English educated social 

class, and this was a result of the well-planned activity of the English to form a group to 

be at the service of the Vatican, the Church of England, or various other denominations 

to continue the process of evangelization even though colonization was over. 

 

9.9 The fact that Sri Lanka became an independent nation was not a unique event. After the 

Second World War, political colonization was dying off, resulting in the emergence of 

politically independent nations in the world. In that context, infliction of conversions 

through violence was not possible. In order to review this newly created situation, Rome 

conducted the second Vatican Council from 11 Oct 1962 to 8 Dec 1965. Preliminary 

studies for this council were started in 1959 for about 4,000 bishops representing almost 

all the countries in the world. Those bishops were bound by a pledge to carry out the 

decisions taken up during the council. 
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9.10 In terms of evangelization, the second Vatican Council can be considered to be a 

significant milestone.  

(i) One decision is “following a consolatory principle with other Christian 

denominations and developing a friendly relationship with all the Christian 

congregations in the evangelization process.”   

(ii) About other religions, the council maintained “a new link called ‘dialogue’ 

should be established” and for this purpose a secretariat for non-Christians was 

set up. That secretariat has issued a statement as to how to act regarding the non-

Christian religions in each country. This new adjustment has advocated not 

looking down upon these religions, but instead, considering teachings that do not 

go against the basic Christian faith (or god–concept) as the gospel. 

So Christians and Catholic priests have started to learn Buddhism. It has been made 

compulsory to study Buddhist books like “Dhammapadaya” at National Catholic 

seminary in Ampitiya, Kandy. Buddhist monks are invited and thereby Buddhism is 

being studied. In parallel, they have started to use things that belong to the Buddhist 

heritage like words, customs, methods of meditations, different types of rituals, chanting 

styles, and Buddhist styles of architecture. All these are no more than sub-components 

of the evangelization process. Special attention has been paid to realistic Buddhism as it 

challenges this process.  

 

9.11 In addition, steps are being taken to establish the concept of Christianity through 

international institutions such as the World Bank and the United Nations Organizations 

(UN). Further, necessary international laws have been imposed to condemn, under 

violation of human rights, any country that tries to manage the evangelization process. 

Structural changes have also been established in such instances to impose various 

economic embargoes. At times, attempts were made to include such statements in newly 

created constitutions. Western Christian countries provide ready political protection for 

this social process and the governments of third world countries are silenced in regard 

to the process of evangelization through the provision of economic and other aids. Also, 
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with the help of “humanitarian” non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the process is 

underway to establish internal Christian-friendly governments. When that is not 

successful, attempts are made to destabilize or to expel the existing governments. As is 

the case in Vietnam and Cambodia, direct actions are taken to establish Christian-

friendly governments. South Korea can be pointed out as an example of a country where 

this process achieved success. Governing authority as well as the power to handle the 

economy of the country has been placed in the hands of Christian Koreans. The 

percentage of population which is Buddhist reduced rapidly and now it ranges from 20 

to 30 percent. South Korea became the prime place in the process of evangelizing Asia.  

 

9.12 The political powers of Islamic countries have been increased as a result of the 

development of an oil economy in the Middle East since 1970. As Islamic extremists 

came to the frontiers of safeguarding their economy from the western countries, such 

fights were turned into a Jihad massacre. Countries like Iran, Iraq and Liberia have 

taken key positions in this massacre. It was only an indication of the possible threat of 

Islamic extremists to Buddhism and Buddhist civilization when the Taliban destroyed 

huge Buddha statues in Bamyan Afghanistan. Here we can see a very significant 

historical event because countries like Afghanistan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia and 

Indonesia were once Buddhist countries.  

   

9.13 Internationally, the Islamic impact on the world is felt in numerous ways. These 

Muslims have been able to influence even the economies of developed countries by the 

“petrodollar,” earned out of the oil industry in the Middle East, in the form of investing 

money in the share market. Islamic cultural centres are being established throughout the 

world with the purpose of spreading Islam. Activities like making the governments of 

non-Christian countries unstable, building new mosques or enlarging the existing ones, 

translating the holy Koran to each country’s language and spreading it among the 

people, offering scholarships to enhance the educational status of Muslims, giving aid to 

establish educational institutions and universities, establishing Islamic banks, and 
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separating Muslims according to their age groups to preserve their identity are being 

done in the world. In certain countries, terrorist organizations like Al Qaeda and Jihad 

are functioning openly. They go against every Non–Islamic religion by politically 

making the stable governments unstable, to carry out their purpose.  

       

9.14 Any attempt of studying and finding solutions on Buddhist conversion in Sri Lanka, 

especially after 1965, should be done in light of the background that we have been 

discussing so far.  

 

Present situation of Sri Lanka 

 

9.15 What the Roman Catholic Church, Protestant churches and Church of Ceylon could 

not do in Christianizing the Buddhist people through 500 years is being done rapidly by 

evangelical Christian organizations after the independence. Attention has been drawn to 

the following precepts found in Bible courses and used by home-to-home missionaries.  

 The holy kingdom of Moses is to come very soon and the whole world will 

succumb to its power. 

 In order to be prepared for that, one should follow Jesus. 

 The Bible is the pinnacle of faith and provides divine guidance. 

 The Bible is the basis for understanding the whole world.  

 Education should be done through the Bible. 

 Embracing Christianity leads to all-round success or total well-being. 

 

9.16 On the advice of the Vatican and with international assistance, these precepts are being 

implemented in converting Buddhists into Christianity. There is much evidence to prove 

this:  

(i) Cardinal Joseph Tomco, who was the head of the mission of converting the whole 

world, participated in a seminar held on 22 – 29 July 1990. According to the front 

page article in “Messenger,” the weekly newspaper published by the church, on 14 
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October 1990, the purpose of the seminar was to revise the missionary 

responsibilities of the present Sri Lankan and Asian priests and to set suitable 

strategies.  

(ii) A letter written and signed by Pastor Vergis Chand, who was the pastor in charge of 

“Light House” situated in ‘Piachaud Garden,’ Kandy, states this: “There are only 

4,000 days before the year 2000. We sincerely believe it is harvest time in Sri 

Lanka.”  

(iii) Dr. Lallith Mendis of “Christian Ministry Organization,” writing a letter to the 

monthly magazine “Direction” (on Aug 1987), identified 6 categories of people 

who were not subjected to the evangelization process and he suggested the need of 

special attempt on them. Those identified included citizens of model villages 

(Adharsha Gammana) and newly created colonies, newly established villages under 

the Mahaweli scheme, the displaced, prisoners, drug addicts, educated Buddhists, 

people who live in slums, Muslims and Malay people, Plantation Tamils, 

fishermen, Chandalas (outcast people), gypsies and Veddha people, urban slum 

people, university students, prostitutes, army personnel and terrorists.  

                                                                                  Appendix 9.2 

(iv) Mr. Godfri Yogaraja, the secretary of the National Christian Evangelical Alliance 

of Sri Lanka, in his message to mark its Golden jubilee, said (on 24 June 2001): 

“The Alliance has weathered many a storm and come through stronger in its 

commitment to transform this nation for Jesus Christ. It has been a journey of faith, 

a story of Grace, a flame that could not be extinguished, and a dream that would not 

die.” (Newsletter of EASL, LEADS and ESCAPE, July 2001 Volume I, Issue I)  

(v) The centre of Radio Bible Class Ministry is situated at Dehiwela, Colombo. This 

centre is going to be the centre of RBC ministries in Asia, the Middle East and 

Africa to spread Christianity in these regions.  

(vi) According to Dr. Alex J. Smith, “Thus, the challenge to the Church of the 21st 

century is to sacrifice through patience, perseverance, and purity of life in order to 

reach this large remaining Buddhist bloc. Here is a call to pray, to go, to send, to 
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evangelize and to plant churches among Buddhist peoples of Asia. OMF has 

worked among Buddhists for the last 135 years. Join us in advancing the gospel to 

them in the next century.” (From: Asia’s Millions, OMF International, Spring 

1999).   

                            

Conversion into Christianity 

 

9.17 Mr. Lewis Rambo has pointed out in his book 6 methods for converting the suggested 

groups. They are as follows:  

 Intellectual conversion. 

 Making people marvel at extraordinary visions and voices. 

 Attracting people through literature distribution such as books. 

 Being merciful and full of life. 

 Holding shows and attractive speeches. 

 Using forceful methods. 

(Rambo, Lewis R. Understanding Religious Conversions. Yale, New Haven: University 

Press, 1993, pp. 14-15.)  

 

Opportunities to convert someone to Christianity 
 

9.18 Christian Missionaries make use of many opportunities to convert people, and they are 

as follows: 

 Poverty  

 Unemployment  

 Social injustice  

 Personal quarrels  

 Love affairs and marital relationships  

 Physical and mental disorders  

 Refugees of terrorism  
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 People’s desire to get their children entered into highly recognized schools  

 The idea of achieving higher positions if converted to Christianity  

 Providing opportunities to act freely to oppose Buddhist culture  

 Drug addiction  

 

Numerous organizations that convert Buddhists into other religions 
 

Special attention should be drawn to fundamentalist groups who are converting Buddhists 

under the guise of social work. By March 2002, 110 such fundamentalist Christian groups 

were registered in the Department of Company Registration.  

                                                                                       Appendix 9.3 

 

9.20 There are no individuals or governing authority to inspect or monitor the activities 

done by these organizations that come from the United States, Western European 

countries and South Korea.   The fact that the activities of NGOs have not drawn the 

attention of the Ministry of Buddha Sasana or any relevant authorities has encouraged the 

above-mentioned NGOs to carry on their activities without any problem. Buddhist 

organizations including prelates of sects of bhikkhus (Asgiri, Malwathu, Amarapura, etc.) 

have explained this to the government, but it has borne no fruit so far.  

 

9.21 It is seen that these NGOs have lined up to destroy Buddhism in the last few decades. 

World Vision Lanka is one such NGO. The full name of it is World Vision Christian 

Organization. This is an International Christian Organization, which is said to provide aid 

to under-developed countries. They seek to include evangelism as a significant component 

of every social work they undertake. The statement of the president of World Vision 

makes this point clear. “We analyse every program we undertake to make sure that within 

that program, evangelism is a significant component. We cannot feed individuals and then 

let them go to hell” (Ted Engstrom, President, World Vision. Lords of Poverty, 1987, p. 

9) 
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