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. 

It~ a ho:t buttqn that eye~yorie is pushing: While Ihdians are demanding 
that Ch~isti~s COllvert ethically, siIi~ere s~ekers from o~her faiths are. 
pleading fC?:r:- .fe>rmal recogniti9n as members of the Mind~ religion. 

ONVERSION IS A RED" HOT Topre IN INDIA T HIS MONTH, 

what with the Pope's visit in November l¥ld the US Baptists' 
insulting October prayers for-the conversion of "goo million 
people fost in the hopeless darkness of Hinduism" [page·37.]. 
Those who know history know that the concept of changing 

.one's faith is n0thing new for Hinduism. Long before Islam 
. or Christianity had even bE(gun, Jainism and BudClhism con-

tended with .the Sanatana Dharma for thtJ allegilpace of India's mass-, 
es. Great Hindu saints, such as Adi Shankara, Appar and Sundarar, 
garried fame .in large part through their opposition to these nascent 
religions-an opposition so successful as to' practically abolish both 
in the land of their birth. The other edge o~conversion's sword fig
ured when South Indian kings colonized Cambodia, Bali and other 
parts of Southeast Asia; for in those days: the way of things was the 
way of kings: the religiort of the ruler was the religion of the subjects. 
• While Hindus are worried about Christian efforts to "save the 

Pagans," millions'in the West are quietly adopting Hinduism in 'a re
markable and little-di,scussed silent cO.J;tversion"a conversion no; less 
powerful and far more exte\1sive tb.an in the past. Sincere seekers.in 

, Europe, Africa and the Americas are starting to call t\lemselves Hin
dp and seek formal entrance into the faith. They are the re1lult of 
150 years of Hindu philosophy surging out from India in several 
waves: first·as scriptural translations, then itinerant holy men such as 
Swami Vivekananda and most recently as part of the diaspora o~ 
Hindus out of Ihdia, Sri Lanka and Nepal, an~ the resulting estab-. 

lishment of temples and ashrams in ne¥ly. ev,,:ry country of the 
world. The central Hindu concepts of kar,ma, dharma and reincar
nation.are now understood by tens of millions not bon~ in the faith 
but exposed to it through musi,c, filin and television; and even com~ 
mercial advertising. , 

There remains a significant contingent of orthodox Hindus today 
who firmiy preach that Hinduism d6es not accept converts. They 

, believe that one must be born a Hindu. Outsiders, no matter .now 
learped or 'devoted, must wait until another lifetime to enter the 

• faith. Leave alone that this opinion goes against historical fact, many 
modern Hindu scholars readily acknowledge that Hinduism does 
indeed accept converts. In 18gg, Swami Vivek~and:a proclaimed, 
':Why, born aliens have been cq,nverted in fhe past by crowds, and 
the process.,is still,going on. This statement not only applies to abo
rigimtl tribes, to outlying nations, and to almost all our c(mquerors 
. before the Mohammedan conquest, but also to all those castes who 
find a special origin in the Puranas. I hold that they have been aliep s 
thus a@opted." Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, former president of InClia, con
firms the swamis ¥iews in a' brief passage from his well.known 
book, The Hindu Vietl! of Life: "In a sense, Hinduism may be re
garded as the first example in the world of a missionary religion. 
Only its missionary spirit is different from that associated with .the 
proselytizing creeds. It did not regard it as its mission to convert 
humanity to anyone opinion. Worshippers of different Gelds and 
followers of different rites were taken into the Hindu fold. The an-

.' 

cient practice of vratyastoma, described fully in die Tandya Brah
mana, shows th\l~ not only individuals but, whole-tribes were ab
sorbed into Hinduism . . Many modern sects accept outsiders. Dvala's 
SfU,riti lays down rules for the simple purification of people. forcibly 
converted to other faiths, or of womenfolk defiled and confllled for 
ye~s, and even of people who, for worldly .' '. ; 
cfdvantage, embrace other faiths," , 

To'the born Hindu of today, the question 
of entering Hinduism may appear unnec
~ssary, for by one 'common cl.efmition Hin
duism is a way of life: a culture, both reli
gious and secuiar., The Hindu is not ' 
accustomed to th~ng oJ hi~ religion. as a 
clearly @eHned system, distinct and differ
ent from other systems, for it fills his every 
experience. It encompasses all of life. This 
pure, simple view has to. do, in part, with' 
Hinduism's all-embracing quality, ~o ac
cept so many variations of beli,ef and prac-

•. tice into itself But this. view ignores the 
true distinctions between this way of life 
and the ways of.the worlds other great re
ligions. There is no denying that Hinduism 
is also i!- distinct world religion, and to hold 
otherwise in .todays world is a stance ::: 
fraught with risk. 

If Hinduism is not a religion, then it is not entitled to the same 
tights and protections given to religion by the 'nations of the world: 
As just one example: in colonial Trinidad, Hinduism was not recog
'Ilized as a religion, Hindu marriages were therefore considered ille
gal, Hindu ahilElren illegitimate and unqualified to inherit property. 
A great deal of Hindu ancestral property' was forfeited to the colo
nial Christian government. The claim that Hinduism is "not a reli- . 
gion'~ weakens its position socially and legally with respect to other 

religions in the w.orld community. '. . 
Among Hipduisms four major denom~nations-Vaishnavism, 

Saivism, Bhaktism and ,Smartism-only thf Smarta, lineage, repre
sented'by the various Shankaracharyas in lpdia such as of Sringeri 
and ~uri, ~oes not; acc·ep1 converts: S!llarta priests 'serving in Amer:-

, ican temples have consistently refus~d to 
perform the Namakarana S~kara, the 
.name -givipg cereI,TIony [see next 'page] 
for non-Hindus by wnich they could ~n
ter the religion. But th~ spiritual leaders 
and priests of the remaining sects-rep
resenting perhaps g9,percent of Hindus
actively engage-in conversion rites .. 

. .The hUndr~~s of .Hindu swamis, pun
dits and lay persons who regularly travel 
out~ide India . are ~ relatively R,assive 
band, offering a reasoned presentation of 
beliefs' that listeners are on1y expected to 
consider and accent or reject. There is no 
proselytizing, no tearing down of other 
faiths. fIindu philosophy lacks ' the mis
sionary compulsion to b~ing the whole 
world into its fold i1'1 a kind of spiritual 
colonialism and cultural invasion. That 
kind of conversion, which has gone ,on in 

, • India for centuries now, has seriously dis-
rupted coinmunities, turned son against father. wife against hus

. band, friend against friend. e oupled with the enticement of mater
ial gain and destruction of ancient traflitions, it has pestroyed lives.' 
The Hindu form of preaching does none of 'this. 

A direct resllit of \lundreds 0f swamis and yogis coming to the 
West, and. of tens of thousands of Westerners journeying to mdia, is 
the desire by some -non-Hindus to become Hi1'1du. The question 
then is, "How?" This is an issue that HINDUISM TODAY publisher Sat-. .' . 

Who is at our door?: (ab~ve) Kq,vita adopt~d 
Hinduism as an American teenager when 

, her parents also converted. The family then 
arranged her marriage with Sivakumaran 
Mardemootoo-of Mauritius, wher.e she lives " 
today. (below, left to right) SWlLmi Yo
gananadagiri of Italy and his Hindu ashram 

lead Ganesha thro~gh Italian streets in a. -
scene rYI{lst would think could only be founa 
in India; meditatqrs, such as' Cuban-born 
artist ..r'omas Sanchez, find they hold many 
Hindu beliefs and follow Hindu gurus like , 
Gurumayi Chid6alasa~anda of SYDA; in
te~ests in the arts, such as shown by Ameri-

• can teendger Neesha Alahan, student at, 
K{tlakshetra sohool in Chennai; the late Gi
tanandd Bhavanani with the famed Tamil 
saint Shuddhananada B1larati; his Ameri- . 
can-born wife Meenakshi Devi and son 

. Ananda, now Indian citizenS and in charge 
of a major 'Pondicheriy ashram. . 
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Six Steps to Ethical ConverSion 
FTER TEACHING HIN
duism in America for 
more than fIfty years, 
HINDUISM TODAY pub

lisher Satguru Sivaya Subra
muniyaswami has become 
expert at bringing non-Hin
dus into the Hindu faith in a 
sincere and lasting manner. 
His decades of experience 
have resulted in the following 
six steps. This is strictly a 
program of self-conversion. 
The motivation comes solely 
from the individual, and the 
steps are rigorous enough to 
require continual demonstra
tion of sincerity. 

1. Joining a Hindu community 
First and most importantly, 
the devotee mixes socially 
and earns acceptance into an 
established Hindu communi
ty. The devotee worships reg
ularly at the community's 
satsangas or temples, makes 
yearly pilgrimages, performs 
daily puja and sadhanas 
within the home and serious
ly strives to live up to the 
culture. 

2. POint-counterpoint 
The devotee undertakes cer

Hindu Name~Giving Sacrament 

J, ""_==_::-:.::::-_=.-=,_=" .. :;-------
formerly known as having declared of my own \·olition accep
tance of the principles of the San:!.tana Dharma lind having formally severed all previous non-Hindu reli
gious affil iations, atlachments OInd commitments, hereby humbly petition entrance into the (0 Saiva 0 
Vaishl)3Va 0 S::Ikta 0 Smlln a 0 other) sect of the Hindu religion through the 
tradil ionaim'mllkllrtl(1fl smilskam and plead for recognition by the community of devot«s witnessing this 
sacred rite of this irrevocable adoption of o r conversion to Hinduism. I have complete'<! a studyof the Hindu 
teachings and hereby proclaim my acceptance of the following nine beliefs of Hinduism and my promise 10 
ful fillw the best of my ability the pmicllll nit)'tl karmlls: worship, up,TsmuTj holy da)'$, 1/lSIIVII. virtuous living, 
d}mrmllj pilgrimage, tirthayiftrlfj and rites ofpasuge. sm;ukllra. I now avow to the nine beliefs by reading 
them aloud. Aum. 
1. I b<li .... in ,h.di.inltyof,h. ItJM"h.world·.mo".nd.nl ... ip· willb<".rn.lI~d.priwdof'hi,d .. ' iny. 

'u'< .• nd ... n.m.'h<A'4m."''"'I1.1.I1I~ ...... I.d.Th ... prirno,di,J 6.1b<li ..... 'h>tdiyin.b<inl ... "'inun' •• n....,rld •• nd'h>t'<mpl< 
hymn ..... God· • ....,rd."d ,ht bcdro<kofS>nlun.> Dh.".,..,,,,.,... ....,"hip. ri,,,.I .. ",~.m.n" •• wtll •• penon.l d .. ·o,ion.l. , ..... , 
MJ ... li&ion .. ·hichh .. nri,h.,btsinn;ns"",.nd. comm"nion .. ·"h,h ... dr .... ndGodi. 

1. Ibdi .... in.ollf •• U·pe ........... SUI' .. moll<inlwhai.bo'hin,nu".", d·,. I btlity.'h .... pirilu.lly.w.ktn.dm .. '.r.O' ... 'lUnr.i ..... nli.l 
.nd '''"K."d ..... ~h CK'lOr.nd Unmmif .. , R .. li,y. '0 know 'he Tr.on"."de", Abool ..... II or, ,.."an.l di«iplint. 

). I bdi .... 'hI',h. uni ...... undt ..... ...dboqd .. ofc .......... ptnr:r· p::>od .ond".,. I'urifi ... io". pill.im ...... If.inquiry .nd m<di •• • 
... ,ion.nddisoolu'lOfI.. tron. 

~. lb<I"' .. inbr' ..... ' lwlowof .. _.nd,JI" .... bywhi'h .. 'hindi,.ld. l.lb<li .... 'h.,ollli(.i.t.lc .. d.lobcl ..... d.nd .... tt<I •• ndlh.f'tfa .. 
ualc ... , •• hi,ownd<lli"l'byhi"h, .. 'SI",.ward •• nddted<. I'rxIi<t ohtJiu,l, "noninj .. ry; 

5. I b.li.,..,h."htsoul r.in ..... " ... «"OI.inl ,hrou&h m.ny birth. ,. lbtli...,'h.!'''''p.o.nicul .... li ......... ,''" •• h.onlrw~l·." .. I •• li'''' 
un'il~IlLo"' .. lh .... bton"''''I...d .• nd,,'''I:shtr,.piri'''.lkn_l<dil'' .bo .... n"'h ..... bu"h.,.I1,.n"in ... 1itPOII.I"'n .... f ... euofGo • 
.ndlibor.1ion(rom'h.cyc"'''f .. binh.i •• II.ln.d.N''' •• 'nst ...... l P1r .. U>?andLiJ!h •. cl ....... inl lolo ... ncc.ndun<l."undins. 

S;:uar"rt;fpr"'cr"lme; ______ H;"'I",,"m~; _____ _ 

It is Hereby Certified 
that this devotee. bom in on and now residing 
at was, at a mT"'llkara~lII SlIlIlshlra held at the temple 
known as loca.te'<! in on the auspi" 
cious day of duly given a H.indu name in accordance with the traditions of San3tana 
Dharma berore the Deity. the Mah~deva$ and the devIlS and the congregation of devotees. This person is 
thus bound eternally and immutably to the Hindu religion as a member of this most ancient faith with full 
rights of access to all public Hindu temples, sh rines and institutions throughout the world from this day on
ward. Through this magical Vedic ceremony guardian dtVfls have been invoked from the Antarloka to pro
tect, guide and defend this devotee. 

A certificate issued to document a Namakarana Samskara 
making the formal entrance to Hinduism. Download at: www. 
himalayanacademy. comJbasicslconverswnlNKF orm. pdf 

receive communion, confession, 
penance or other rites of the 
Church. 

4. Adopting a Hindu name 
The devotee then proceeds to 
have a legal change of name. 
The new name is placed on his 
passport, driver's license and all 
important fInancial or legal in
struments, including credit 
cards, library cards and bank 
accounts. Even before formal 
entrance to Hinduism, the 
devotee is encouraged to begin 
using his Hindu name- fIrst 
and last -at all times . 

5. The Namakarana Samskara 
The name-giving sacrament, 
namakarana samskara, can be 
held at any Hindu temple. Be
fore the ceremony, the devotee 
informs family, relatives and 
close friends of his or her name 
change and intended entrance 
into Hinduism. At the sacred 
name-giving rite, the Hindu 
name is formally received, vows 
are taken and a certifIcate is 
signed, documenting the former 
name and the new name, place 
of ceremony and signature of 
the priest and at least three wit-

tain assigned studies according to the 
Hindu denomination he seeks to enter. 
Simultaneously, he makes a formal analy
sis of his former religions, denominations, 
sampradayas or philosophical systems. 
He then writes a point-counterpoint 
comparing Hinduism with each such 
school of thought, carefully noting the 
similarities and differences. Part two of 
this assignment is to complete a written 
analysis of all former pledges or vows 
(such as those taken at confIrmation), in
dicating when and why each point men
tioned in those vows was abandoned. 
This point-counterpoint is presented to a 
Hindu elder for review and comment. 

complete formal severance, he returns to 
the former institution and attends ser
vices or lectures for a few weeks. Then, 
accompanied by a relative or friend as a 
witness, he meets personally with the 
minister, priest, rabbi, imam or mentor. 
The devotee explains that he will be join
ing the Hindu religion and wishes to sev
er ties with this church or institution. 
The object is to give the minister the 
face-to-face opportunity to talk the devo
tee out of his change of faith. If the devo
tee successfully conveys his sincerity to 
the minister, he requests an official letter 
of severance, stating that he is no longer 
a member of the former institution. The 
minister or priest may not give a letter, 
may give a release verbally or may refuse 
to give any form of release. Even in the 
latter situation, having declared his apos
tasy, the inner severance is accomplished. 
In the case of the Catholic Church, any
one who adopts another religion is auto
matically an apostate and not allowed to 

nesses. At left is a sample nama
karana certifIcate for this purpose. 

6. Announcing the name-giving 
After the severance and name-giving, the 
devotee publishes a three-day announce
ment in a local newspaper stating that 
the name-change has been completed 
and that he or she has entered the Hindu 
religion through the namakarana sam
skara. The devotee should keep a copy of 
these announcements and all other docu
ments related to the conversion (such as 
letters from attorneys and elders) as part 
of a dossier verifying the name-giving, as 
these may be needed in the future, such 
as when seeking acceptance into a con
servative Hindu organization or seeking 
permanent residency or citizenship in a 
foreign country. Similarly, many temples 
in India and other countries will ask to 
see the passport or other appropriate 
proof of Hindu identity before admitting 
devotees of non-Indian origin for more 
than casual worship. 

3. Severing from former mentors 
Formal severance is required if the devo
tee was officially a member of a particu
lar religious denomination, such as the 
Catholic Church. If he did not formally 
belong to any religious denomination or 
institution, he goes on to step four. To 
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• guru Sivaya .subramuniyaswami faced fIve decades ago. Instructed religion of'his or her mate and raise their children in ~ purely Hin
by the great sai~t .of Sri Lanka, Satguru Siva Yogaswami, to "build a du home. AnQther is the standing policy of !llost indian swamis in 
bridge between East and West," he began his mission in America in the We,stto not formally convert their dev9tees to Hinduism. They 
1957 and soon. tac!ded the thorny issue of just how to enter the Hin- give a Hindu fIrst name, and create what may be called an 'Mdha
du fold. As with many Americans, Subramuniyaswami had ~o prior HindU::-"Half-Hindu"-who fmds himself separated by newfound 
religion. Hinduism was therefore " . : belief and practice from his old 
liis fIrst. This early experience, in faith, but not fully embraced by 
his twenties, set the pattern for his his p.ew one, The situation gets es-
ministry in the years to come. He pecially precarious when it comes 
calls th.e pattern "Ethical Conver- to raisi'ng children. Are they Hin-
sion," a six-step method that results dus, or. what? The practical out-
in a sincere and la"sting corhmit- come in the.last 20 years is that 
ment to the Hindu.faith [ ~ee facing they are -raised with no faith. 
page]. The Sivacharya priests of By s~tting !l standard of ethical 
India explained . to him: that" it conversion, Hindus can also help 
would take three 'generations to • alter the otherwise predatory na-
fully establish "Hinduism in a new ture of religious conversion. If, to 
country. The most inno~ative step apply the idea to another faith 
in ethical conversion-and what Hi d" h ' every 'n u w 0 wanted to be-
truly makes it ethical-is .,severing come a Christian went successful-
from any former faiths. The devo- ly through an ethical' conversion, 
tee is asked to go back to' his prior . there would be no c;;laims by Hin-
religious leader, priest, rabbi, etc;, At Chldambaram temple: Sincere Western siuI!tus have found • dus that he had been bribed, co-
and explain his change.of belief in ,genUine acceptance beside the traditional11Wnks of India erced, enticed or otherwise forced 
a face-to-face meeting. The leader . ' " .' . into the change. Of course, there 
may attempt to talk the devotee out of his intenti~n or honor the would 9ls~ be a lot fewer conver.sions! Finally, this is a time when re
depth of his' new commitment and understanding. ' ligions are looking for ways to get along better. Unfortunately, the dis-

Why such a formal process? In 1966, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad • ruptive conversion tactics of missionary religions are rarely on the 
issued this defillition: "'Hindu' means a person believing in, follow- agenda at global meetings. By advocatmg ethical conyers10Ii, Hindus 
mg or respecting the eternal values of life, ethical and spiritual, can-overcome the single greatest obstacle to interfaith harmony. 
which have sprung up in Bharatkhand [India] and includes any-per-
son calling himself a Hindu" While self-declaration remains the ba- FOR MORE ON ·H INDU C~NVERSION. SEE CHAPTER 24 OF LOVING GANESHA, AVAIL ABLE F ROM 

sic wa!y to enter the Hindu faith, the VHPs }998 Dharma Samsad HIMALAY;'" ACADEMY PUBLICATIONS, 107 lCAHOLALELE ROAD. KAPAA, HAWAII 96 7 46 ' 93°4 USA. 
,OR VISIT HOW TO BECOME A HINDU" AT WWW.IIDIALAYANACADBMY.coMIBAsICs/CONVEBBION/ 

meet4ng in America called for the development of "a proc~ss for ac
cepting willing non-Hin~us into the Hincjp fold, w~ich Is an imp or:
tant concern among Hinous living in..America." Those concerns in-

. elude intermarriage, the need for a non-Hindu'spouse to aaopt1:he ' 

Welcome Home 
HE VRATYASTOMA CEREMONY 
("vow pronouncement"), dating back 

to the Tandya Brahmana of the Rig 
Veda, is performed for Hindus return

ing to India from abroad and for those 
who have embraced other faiths. One 
fmds a wide range of converts in India, 
from communities such as the Syrian 
Malabar Christians who adopted Chris
tianity shortly after that religions found
ing, to the Muslim converts of a thousand 
years ago, to Indians converted in the last 
few generations. Especially in the case of 
many recent converts, the conversion is 
often superfIcial, and the return to Hin
duism is a simple matter of ceremonial 
recognition. In other cases, complete 
reeducation is required. 

through a Suddhi 
Sraddha ceremony, 
bringing dozens of 
converts back into 
the Sanatana Dhar
ma each month. Ma
surashrama founder, 
Dharma Bhaskar 
Masurkar Maharaj, 
set a strong prece

Reconverting trlbals: Former Indian Christians have their feet 
washed by Raja Sabha member Judev as they re-enter Hinduism 

There are many organizations in India 
active in reconversion, some motivated by 
fears of non-Hindu dominance in regions 
once all Hindu. The Masurasrama in 
Mumbai specializes in reconversions 

dent in 1928 when he organized the pu
rifIcation rite for 1,150 devotees in Goa 
who had previously converted to Chris
tianity. About the same time, Swami Aga
manandaji of the Ramakrishna Mission in 
Kerala reconverted hundreds to Hin
duism, as did Narayana Guru [see page 
52]. More recently, two South Indian 
ashrams-Madurai Aadheenam and Kun
drakuddi Aadheenam-have brought 
thousands of Indians back into Hinduism 
in mass conversion rites. Since the early 
1960s, the Vishva Hindu Parishad has re-

portedly reconverted a half-million 
individuals through Suddhi ceremonies all 
over India. The VHP activities are ex
tremely distressing to the Christian mis
sionaries who, according to an analysis 
published in HINDUISM TODAY, February, 
1989, spent about us$6,000 to win over 
each convert. 

It is vital that reconversion campaigns 
are followed up with continuing educa
tion, social improvement, community tem
ple building and priest training to create 
fully self-sustaining groups. 
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