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CHAPTER 1
Leaving Religion: Introducing the Field

Daniel Enstedt, Goran Larsson and Teemu T. Mantsinen

In 1968, the New York Times published the sociologist Peter Berger’s now fa-
mous prediction about the coming decline of religion worldwide. In this
context, Berger stated that the remains of religion in the twenty-first centu-
ry would consist of religious believers “likely to be found only in small sects,
huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture” (Berger 1968: 3). People
around the world were, in short, expected to leave religion altogether as their
societies became modern. It was not a question about if the change would oc-
cur, only a matter of time. More than 30 years later, in 1999, Berger revised
his earlier claim and instead declared the world as desecularised (Berger 1999).
He is, however, far from alone in criticising, or even dismissing, the century
old secularisation thesis, where modernisation of a society goes hand in hand
with secularisation.! Even though leaving religion — that is the focus in this
handbook - has, from time to time, been associated with irreligiosity, agnos-
ticism, and atheism, and, in particular, modernised Western predominantly
Christian countries, it can very well also be about leaving one religion from
another, or even changing position within the same religious tradition, for ex-
ample when orthodox Chassidic Jews becoming reformed, liberal Jews (see, for
instance, Davidman 2015).

In 2015, PEW Research Center published the report The Future of World Reli-
gions, where the overall global tendencies, at least until 2050, are about growth
of religion. Around the world, religious population is increasing according to
the prediction — the Muslim population will grow significantly, and in 2070
Islam will be at the same size as Christianity, that is around one third of the
world population — and only a small percentage of the world’s population are
expected to be disaffiliated or non-religious. Leaving out a critical discussion
about the accuracy of this study and its methodological problems, one of the
factors analysed in the statistically based projection was “religious switching,”

1 See for instance Toft, Philpott and Shah, God’s Century. Resurgent Religion and Global Politics
(20m1). Before Berger's 1999 article many scholars in religious studies has contested the secu-
larisation thesis, even though the secularisation thesis was generally accepted in the social
sciences and in the public debate, not the least in Western Europe.

© DANIEL ENSTEDT ET AL., 2020 | DOI 10.1163/9789004331471_002
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that is religious change on an individual level. Even though religious switching
has “a relatively small impact on the projected size of major religious groups in
2050” (PEW Research Center 2015: 45), it may have an effect on different regions
around the globe. Mobility between religions and non-religion is also related
to various regions and global processes, such as, for example migration flows.
That means that even though many people will be switching in, out and be-
tween religions up until 2050, the total number of religious adherents around
the world will not be affected in a significant way. Switching out of a religion
in favour of a non-religious position also seems to be more prevalent in the
US and Europe than other parts of the world (see also the prognosis made by
Stolz et al. 2016).2 The decrease of Christian population in the Western coun-
tries is also, in part, related to a question of declining role of family in cultural
transmission of religion (Need and De Graaf 1996). Social factors are important
in both staying in and leaving religion. However, this and other factors, such
as, for example, pedophilia scandals in the Catholic church, can also result in
leaving religious institutions or declining attendance rather than religiosity in
general (Bottan and Perez-Truglia 2015).

However, in more recent times, new theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches have emerged and there is a growing interest in deconversion and
various forms of leaving religion studies, but still we think that it is difficult to
get a comprehensive introduction and overview to these studies. For example,
in so-called cult studies, the main definition of leaving religion has been apos-
tasy (Bromley 1998). Other definitions of exits, or people exiting, concentrate
usually on describing the exit process or deconversion (Richardson, van der
Lans and Derks 1986; Streib et al. 2009). Whilst the term apostasy (Greek: apo
stenai — to stand away of something) can be viewed negatively, at least as an
invective used by a religious groups or individuals to define a defector (Lars-
son 2018a), it has also been used in research to characterise people who leave
religion and then become a part of the critique directed towards the same re-
ligion, or simply be understood as any position outside the religious group of
origin. There are, according to John D. Barbour, four basic characteristics of de-
conversion autobiographies. “Deconversion encompasses,” Barbour writes, “in-
tellectual doubt, moral criticism, emotional suffering, and disaffiliation from a
community” (Barbour 1994: 2). Not all of these aspects are expressed in every
deconversion narrative, and the emphasis can also be put in various ways. On
the basis of previous research, Phil Zuckerman stipulate three dimensions of

2 See also PEW’s report about so called “Nones,” the religious disaffiliated part of the popula-
tion: http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2012/10/NonesOnTheRise-
full.pdf. Accessed 28/5/2018.
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apostasy, that is “early/late, shallow/deep, mild/transformative [that] manifest
themselves in various combinations” (Zuckerman 2012: 8).3 In addition, stud-
ies on leaving religion have also been examining the motifs and reasons, the
processes and consequences of leaving religion.

Although one could argue that the study of leaving religion is a neglected
topic in the academic study of religions it is hard to define what “leaving”
entails. While the study of conversion is a relatively well researched topic
(from James 1902 to various handbooks, such as, for example, Rambo’s and
Farhadian’s The Oxford Handbook of Religious Conversion, 2014), surprisingly
few studies have put focus on the fact that conversion implies that the indi-
vidual moves from or leaves one position — say a Christian identification to an-
other religion — but what the process of leaving entails is often hard to isolate
or reduce to one factor. For example, even after a formal divorce a person still
holds (good, bad, painful, happy or indifferent) memories of his or her former
spouse. It is likely that this observation also holds true for many individuals
who have decided to leave a religious belonging or other social formations (for
example political parties, gangs, an addictive lifestyle, etcetera). Behaviours
rooted in moral codes and religious teachings (especially if they have been ad-
opted at a young age) tend to colour the life of the individual even though he or
she has taken a new path. Sometimes the former belonging can be a source of
anger and it can provoke a strong need to demonstrate that the earlier life was
wrong (see, for example, Larsson 2016). For example, the change to something
new can be expressed by the help of a novel vocabulary, but also by putting on
“different” clothes (for example the veil, or by growing a beard, or by shaving),
adopting new behaviours and to take up another sexual identity. Food, cloth-
ing and sexual orientations seems to be strong markers of identity and they are
often used for expressing one’s attitude towards the society and one’s religious
belonging. In a sense we are all coloured by our former belongings, identities
and experiences, if we are to believe Helen Ebaugh’s analysis in Becoming an
Ex: The Process of Role Exit (1988).

Since the World War 11 and the adoption of the Declaration of Human
Rights by the United Nations, individuals in most parts of the world have been
given the possibility and freedom to change and abandon a religious life. This
is stipulated in Article 18:

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion;
this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom,

3 There are several different definitions of apostasy in the research literature. See Zuckerman
(2012: 4-13) for a brief overview.



4 ENSTEDT, LARSSON AND MANTSINEN

either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to man-
ifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.*

This right is, however, not always respected and to leave a religious life can
often be associated with social costs (exclusion), personal grief (the loss of
friends and relatives) or even personal risk and threats (see, for example, Lars-
son 2018a). That so-called apostates — that is those who have actively left a
religious tradition by embracing a new religion, or lifestyle, or those who have
been accused of apostasy because of their lifestyle, or interpretations of a spe-
cific religious tradition — can put themselves in a dangerous position in many
countries outside of Europe, North America and Australia is evident (see, for
example, International Freedom of Religion Report 2017). That individuals who
leave Islam are more likely to suffer from persecutions and threats than indi-
viduals who leave many other religious traditions today is well-document and
many countries dominated by Muslim traditions are also prone to execute so-
called apostates (for example Iran, Sudan and Saudi Arabia) (Larsson 2018a).
However, it is inaccurate to argue that the question of leaving religion is only a
matter that concerns Islamic traditions and Muslims theologians, on the con-
trary. As this handbook sets out to explore, the question of leaving a religious
tradition is a common question and a potential problem within all religious
traditions in both past and present. To draw up a line between insiders and out-
siders and to argue that one’s interpretation of the religious tradition is right
and that one’s opponents are wrong (for example by calling the other group
heretics, or apostates) is therefore a general pattern that is found in all social
formations that make use of a religious vocabulary. This is, for example, the
case in the bloody wars in present day Syria and Iraq. Whilst the Islamic State
(1s18) argues that their opponents — may they be Shia Muslims, non-Muslims,
atheists or just Sunni Muslims who do not follow or accept the claims made
by the Islamic State — are labelled as apostates, the critics argue that it is the
followers of the Islamic State who are the evildoers and by their thoughts and
actions they “prove” that they are not proper or “true” Muslims (Larsson 2017).
The proclivity to make up real or imagined boundaries between insiders and
outsiders, or so-called heretics and orthodox, is well-documented in the his-
tory of religions. However, in earlier studies these processes and tendencies are
rarely studied as part and parcel of conversion, deconversion, leaving religion,
and apostasy. The change of a religious orientation is also closely related to the
question of who has the power and authority over religious interpretations,

4 Retrieved from http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/. Accessed 30/
5/2018.
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and the possibility for the individual to break free from established norms and
values.

Whereas the right to change one’s attitude towards a specific religious tradi-
tion and switch to a new belonging or a novel lifestyle is an individual freedom
and legal right in Europe, this is not always the case in non-western countries.
Because of political and economic structures (that is weak states that do not
provide equal opportunities for all citizens), the possibility of changing one’s
religious belonging is often closely related to matters such as family, class,
gender and tribe. To change religion or to abandon a religious lifestyle could
therefore be linked to material and legal aspects and not only philosophical or
dogmatic questions. However, over the last decades, the question of freedom
of religion has also been put under much pressure in Northern and Western
Europe and the right to change religion is often met with critique and strong
reactions. This reality is often experienced by individuals who convert to Islam
(see, for example, Inge 2017), but also by individuals who leave Islam after they
have migrated to Europe and gained a new citizenship. Both those who leave
and those who enter a religious tradition are therefore likely to be in a vulner-
able position and indications of hate crimes and discrimination are sometimes
reported in relation to conversion processes (Frdmlingsfientliga handlingar
2014; Larsson 2018b). However, the data for these types of crimes are difficult to
estimate, and it is likely that these types of crimes are underreported, and that
hate and discrimination is more common than we think. This is a topic for fu-
ture research. While the large majority of individuals who attain a new attitude
and lose interest in their former religious tradition, it is also likely that some in-
dividuals can join or be used by those who are interested in criticising a specific
religious group. Thus, it is not unusual to find former ex-Muslims among those
who are strong critiques of Islam (Larsson 2016; Enstedt and Larsson 2013), but
former members in so-called religious sects or new religious movements are
often recruited by the so-called anti-cult movement (see, for example, Foster
1984; Wright 2014; Wright and Ebaugh 1993). While an individual could have
suffered from and experienced physical or psychological violence when they
belonged to a specific religious group, it is not hard to understand that an in-
dividual also could have good reasons to criticise one’s former belonging. For
example, in order to make a rational explanation for earlier behaviours and
belongings it is also necessary to distance oneself from the ex-position and one
way to do so is to publicly frown upon one’s former religion. A new identity is
constructed also by how a person relates to their past.

As fieldwork and interviews with, for example, ex-Muslims have shown
(Enstedt 2018) it is common to seek other ways out from a religious tradition.
Losing and gaining new interests and to fade out from a religious life seems to
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be a common way out. Compared to the public critiques this group of ex-
members seldom feel that they have a need for criticising their former belong-
ing. For example, as shown by Enstedt (2018), it is clear that many ex-Muslims
are still coloured by their former religious identity, not the least when it comes
to difficult questions such as drinking alcohol or eating pork. Even after they
have distanced themselves from their Islamic identity, they can feel uneasy
when they eat pork or drink alcohol after they have embraced a non-Muslim
identity. The endurance of some cultural habits is strong especially if they
have a positive effect in coping difficult situations, such as joining new groups
or facing stress, bringing safe structure in transition. For example, an ex-
Pentecostal might start speaking in tongues even when they do not believe in
such ritual anymore, when confronted with a stressful situation (Mantsinen
2015).

As this handbook tries to demonstrate it is important to address the obvi-
ous fact that theologians (no matter of religious tradition) have never had one
single and unanimous understanding of how to define apostasy, orthodoxy or
heresy, and this is also often true when it comes to the question of leaving. To
put it differently, what does it entail to leave a religion? Should the “heretic” or
apostate be defined by his actions or his thoughts, is it necessary to publicly
denounce a religious tradition to be looked upon as a defector, or is it enough
that a theologian defines an individual as an apostate to make him or her an
outsider? Furthermore, how should an apostate, or an individual who leaves a
religious tradition, be looked upon by his or her co-religionists and even more
importantly, how should he or she be treated? Should such an individual be
punished by the believers, or is the punishment up to God? Should the punish-
ment be earthly or is it expected to happen in the next life? Does a change of
religion have an impact on the individual’s social status and legal rights? For
example, what happens if the apostate is married and has children? These and
other questions are often related to religious dogmas, but also to practical and
legal matters as illustrated in several chapters included in this handbook.

1 Disposition

The following handbook on leaving religion consists of three parts covering:
(1) Major debates about leaving religion; (2) Case studies and empirical in-
sights; and, finally, (3) Theoretical and methodological approaches. Part 1 in
the handbook deals mainly with the so-called World Religions and the aim is
to provide the reader with an introduction to key terms, historical develop-
ments, major controversies and significant cases within Judaism, Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism. Part 2 includes case studies that illustrates
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various processes of leaving religion from different perspectives, and the ambi-
tion is that each chapter should provide new empirical insights. The chapters
in this part contains a background, an overview to previous research, a descrip-
tion of the available material and the goal is to present new results within this
field of study. Contrary to the first part of the handbook, the case studies in
Part 2 are contemporary and the large majority are based on original fieldwork.
Compared to this part, Part 3 discuss, present and encourage new approaches
to the study of leaving religion by bringing in theoretical and methodologi-
cal viewpoints. Thus, each chapter introduces theoretical and methodological
perspectives as well as new findings, and objectives are to suggest how leaving
religion can be studied in the future.

To make the handbook as user-friendly as possible we have used the same
subheadings for all chapters included in Parts 1 and 3. However, in Part 2 the
structure is less fixed and because of this there are some variations in the or-
ganisation of the chapters in this part of the handbook. The length of the chap-
ters has been restricted in order to make the book a user-friendly and easy
reference tool to use when reading upon the subject of leaving religion or for
planning research on this or related topics.

As the readers of the handbook will notice there is a fair amount of research
on the questions of apostasy and heresy in Islamic and Christian traditions
as well as on leaving various new religious traditions in contemporary times,
but similar data for Hinduism and Buddhism and ancient times are gener-
ally much more meagre. This should not be read as an indication that these
traditions or time periods had no individuals who left or stepped outside of
their religious traditions. On the contrary, it rather suggests that researchers
have not paid enough interest to traditions like Hinduism and Buddhism or
ancient times. A related issue is that scholars of religion often approach their
subject through their (Western) cultural lenses, when determining who is
religious and affiliated with a religious tradition. This can lead to challenges
of detecting and understanding leaving Religion when there is no resigna-
tion or clear distinction between social belongings. One overarching goal of
the handbook on leaving religion is to remedy this problem of limited scope
and as editors we hope that our compilation of texts will stimulate future re-
search, not the least when it comes to other traditions than Christianity and
Islam.
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PART 1

Historical and Major Debates






CHAPTER 2
Leaving Hinduism

Clemens Cavallin

1 Introduction

To know whether you have left a country or not, it is essential to know where
the border is. Such a demarcation of territory is contingent in the sense that
the demarcation could have been drawn elsewhere; and probably has been.
Sometimes, the borders are first drawn on a map to create the country in ques-
tion and then are implemented later. Sometimes, however, the boundaries
grow organically through centuries of warfare and cultural negotiations and
follow the natural terrain of rivers and mountains.

The notion of Hinduism as a world religion has both this artificial, neat
character and the fuzzy boundaries resulting from the accumulation of reli-
gious ideas, practices, and cultural traits over millennia. As Knut Jacobsen re-
marks in his introduction to Brill’s Encyclopedia of Hinduism, Hinduism “does
not refer to a homogeneous religious tradition but a conglomerate of rituals,
religious narratives, art, music, institutions, traditions, theologies, artefacts,
and activities” (Jacobsen 2013). Therefore, leaving “Hinduism” is both easy and
exceedingly challenging.

Adding to the difficulty of locating the borders of Hinduism—of know-
ing when one has actually left it behind—the modern notion of Hinduism
is closely bound up with British India, from its inception in the seventeenth
century up to its 1948 division into the dominions of Pakistan and India (Gott-
schalk 2012: Ch. 5). The partition of British India in accordance with the so-
called two nation theory—which held that Indian Muslims constituted a
separate nation—led to massive amounts of people crossing the border to
be on the “right” side of the religious divide and to clashes in which eighteen
million people were displaced and several hundred thousand, if not a mil-
lion, died (Talbot 2008: 420). That is, religious identity became connected to
a physical border, which, when drawn, forced those on the ground to align
themselves accordingly. With over ninety percent of all Hindus living in India
(in 2010, 94%, Hackett 2015), this territorialisation of Hindu identity is a cru-
cial point in discussions of contemporary Hinduism. As Leela Fernandes
remarks,

© CLEMENS CAVALLIN, 2020 | DOI 10.1163/9789004331471_003

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc BY-NC 4.0 license.



14 CAVALLIN

...both the secular state and the Hindu nationalist movement attempt to
enforce a model of religion that takes the form of a fixed territory where
changes in religious membership that would involve a movement be-
tween religions is restricted or severely curtailed.

FERNANDES 2011: 111

According to such an integral connection between religion and territory, leav-
ing Hinduism for religions such as Islam or Christianity undermines one’s
Indian citizenship, while Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism are Hindu; that is,
they have their origin within the Indian subcontinent.

This understanding of being Hindu is even enshrined in article 25 of the
Indian Constitution:

The reference to Hindus shall be construed as including a reference to
persons professing the Sikh, Jaina or Buddhist religion, and the reference
to Hindu religious institutions shall be construed accordingly.!

It is, therefore, in the interest of the state to make it as hard as possible to leave
the religious identity that is connected to nationhood. For this purpose, many
Indian states have introduced special laws, the so-called Freedom of Religion
Bills, criminalising conversions that are induced through force or fraudulent
means (Richards 2017: 156—277). However, this is not only a recent phenom-
enon, as such laws were already in place in some princely states before inde-
pendence (Jenkins 2008: 113).

Such an ethno-nationalist understanding of religious identity sees religion
as part of an integrated whole and considers religious conversion as a form
of ethno-apostasy (Phillips and Kelner 2006) or de-nationalisation (Jaffrelot
2omb: 155), affecting culture and social belonging. It is thus important to keep
in mind that “Hinduism is not a voluntary association like Christian church-
es are, with members and non-members. Rather, people are born Hindu;
leaving Hinduism is quite difficult” (Spinner-Halev 2005: 36; see also Barua
2015).

In the following discussion, I will focus on the modern period, as the anxiety
of people leaving Hinduism has, naturally, grown in tandem with the emer-
gence and consolidation of the notion Hinduism itself during the nineteenth
century and with the introduction of a nationwide census (Jaffrelot 2011b: 146 );

1 Part 111. Fundamental Rights. Art. 25. Explanation 11. At India.gov.in, National Portal of India,
“Constitution of India,” https://www.india.gov.in/sites/upload_files/npi/files/coi_part_full
.pdf. Accessed 10/10/2017.
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for example, a discussion of leaving Vedic religion in the middle of the first mil-
lennium BCE would require quite a different set of parameters.

2 Key Terms

Obviously, in a discussion of leaving Hinduism, there are many important no-
tions that can be highlighted, some of which are highly contested, but here
we can only cursorily treat those of extra interest for this chapter. In addition,
the most crucial of these notions is, of course, the word Hindu, which is of
Persian origin. The word first denoted the people living in the area of the Indus
River, which flows from north to south through present-day Pakistan. With
the increasing presence of Islam in the Indian subcontinent from the eighth
century CE, it also came to refer to the religious beliefs and practices of the
non-Muslim peoples living to the east of the Indus. However, the derivative,
Hinduism or Hindooism, was coined only towards the end of the eighteenth
century to refer to the religion of the Hindus. It was, for example, prominently
used by Hindu reformer Rammohan Roy in 1816 (Lorenzen 2006: 3).

Towards the end of the same century, the fear of Hindus decreasing in their
own homeland due to Christian missions and higher Muslim birth-rates led
to the creation of the Suddhi (shuddhi) ritual. Suddhi literally means “puri-
fication” and was used by the organisation Arya Samaj for (re)converting—
mainly—Muslims and Christians to Hinduism. Recently, reconversion rituals
have been organised as part of Ghar Wapsis—Iliterally “homecoming”—that
is, campaigns by Hindu nationalist organisations in which Muslims and Chris-
tians (re)convert to Hinduism. A central anxiety in the discussion of leaving
Hinduism and conversion centres around the question of caste (jati)—that is,
the many thousands of endogamous groups that make up Hindu society. Jati
needs to be differentiated from the varnas, the four social classes already men-
tioned in the Vedic scriptures: priests, warriors and rulers, merchants and agri-
culturists, and, finally, servants. Those belonging to castes outside of the varna
system were previously called untouchables, as they were considered ritually
unclean and hence untouchable by those belonging to higher castes. The word
preferred at present is Dalit (oppressed), who make up at least sixteen percent
of the Indian population (approximately two hundred million people). The
legal term is scheduled castes, and individuals belonging to such castes are
eligible for specific positive discrimination that is provided by the government.

The concept of an apostate within Hinduism is, in one sense, not clearly
connected to orthodoxy, or right faith, as the range of accepted viewpoints on
any question, even that of the ultimate makeup of the universe or the nature
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of the godhead, is broad indeed. However, the conceptual pair of astika and
nastika—that is, those who affirm and those who deny—separates the Hindu
orthodox from the heterodox, mainly in their respective affirmation or denial
of the Vedic scriptures. Therefore, Buddhism is nastika—not based on its de-
nial of an ultimate creator God but due to its rejection of the Vedas and, with
it, the priestly class in charge of its safekeeping, the Brahmins (Aklujkar 2014).
However, for many modern Hindu nationalists, the notion of Hindu also em-
braces Buddhists, as the focus is not on religious doctrine and revelation but
on national identity.

3 Historical Developments

To apply the notion of Hinduism to the religious beliefs and practices of the
Vedic period (roughly 1500 to 500 BCE) is misleading. It was only during the
beginning of the first millennium cE that the classical form of Hinduism (or
Brahmanism, Bronkhorst 2017) emerged. In the early Vedic period, for example,
the later central beliefs of reincarnation and liberation had not yet been for-
mulated. These developed in the later Vedic period within so-called sramana
movements—that is, individuals and bands of ascetics and meditation prac-
titioners seeking liberation from the bondage of the material world (Olivelle
2005). Of these movements, two proved vital enough to become long-lived
religions of their own—namely, Buddhism and Jainism. When the Mauryan
emperor, Ashoka (who ruled over most of the territory now belonging to mod-
ern India and Pakistan), converted to Buddhism in 263-260 BCE, Buddhism
received support from the first “Indian” state (Bhandarkar 1957: 24).

The sramana challenge to the Vedic religion concerned the rejection of
Vedic scriptures, animal sacrifices, the caste ideology, and the pre-eminence of
the Brahmins, who responded by incorporating the ideology of the renouncers
within a society-affirming framework that had a focus on social duty—that
is, dharma. Second, they emphasised the notion of a supreme God, towards
which devotion (bhakti) in the form of a temple cult was the proper attitude
(though such devotion was also due to minor gods). Eventually, Buddhism was
reabsorbed into its Hindu matrix, while Jainism continued to exist as a minor
religious tradition.

The next major trial of the Hindu religious traditions began when Muslim
armies arrived in the Indian subcontinent in the eighth century, and when,
from the twelfth century on, they established their rule over northern—and
later southern—India. A radical and sometimes profitable way of leaving the
Hindu dharma (that is, religion and social duties) became available in this way
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(Robinson 2007b). Even when in power, Buddhists had shared basic religious
and social assumptions with Hindus. Islam, on the other hand, was a clearly
different and, occasionally, more intolerant religious and political alternative.
One exception was the Moghul emperor, Akbar (1542-1605), who abolished
the special poll tax for non-Muslims and even constructed a new syncretistic
faith for his Indian empire (Kulke and Rothermund 1998: 147).

During the Moghul Empire (1526-1857), another potential avenue for
leaving Hinduism grew in strength: Christianity. The religion began in India
in earnest after the arrival of the Portuguese (1498) and the introduction of
Catholic Christianity in Goa and other coastal areas from the sixteenth cen-
tury on (Robinson 2007b). Though Syrian Christians had already arrived in the
first century CE, they never achieved political control, and their converts were
well integrated into the social and cultural conditions of southern India (Rob-
inson 2003: 39—41). The Portuguese, on the other hand, used their power for
active missions in their territories. These were never very large, and the more
substantial Christian challenge came with the growth of British India in the
nineteenth century, which brought with it a combination of protestant Chris-
tianity and modernity, prompting a Hindu reaction and, finally, a struggle for
independence.

Christians, however, never managed to convert Hindus in the numbers that
Muslims did. At present, only two to three percent of the population in the
Republic of India is Christian (approximately 24 million persons).2

With the growth of a Hindu diaspora, beginning in the nineteenth century,
another concern about leaving Hinduism emerged; namely, that of maintain-
ing the culture, religion and ethnic identity of one’s home country or region
while living far from South Asia (Vertovec 2000: 102f). The crucial question is,
once again, the relation of Hindu religious traditions to territory, though not all
Hindus come from India; for example, in Norway and Germany, the majority of
Hindus are from Sri Lanka (Jacobsen 2004: 159; Luchesi 2004).

With Western converts to and subsequent reverts from Hinduism, the basic
issues are obviously different. Such acts of leaving Hinduism have mostly been
treated as part of the controversies surrounding new religious movements; for
example, ISKCON (the International Society of Krishna Consciousness move-
ment) founded in New York in 1966. Converts entered into small alternative
religious groups in which contact with surrounding societies was minimised.
To then leave, to revert or move on to another spiritual path, could be a painful,

2 In the census of 2001, the percentage was 2.3, http://censusindia.gov.in/Census_And_You/
religion.aspx, accessed 11/10/2017.
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even traumatic experience, as seen, for example, in the following personal ac-
count of a witness:

It's hard to imagine an experience more wrenching, more potentially dis-
orienting, than leaving a spiritual community or tradition to which one
has devoted years of one’s life. To lose faith in a comprehensive system of
ideas that have shaped one’s consciousness and guided one’s actions, to
leave a community that has constituted one’s social world and defined
one’s social identity, to renounce a way of life that is an entire mode of
being, is an experience of momentous implications.
GELBERG 1998

Interestingly, however, in the United States, ISKkCON has changed since the
1990s due to the increasing presence and membership of diaspora Hindus. The
movement's major task is now, therefore, to gain conversions to Krishna Con-
sciousness from, “educated professional Indians rather than white countercul-
ture ‘seekers” (Berg and Kniss 2008).

4 Major Controversies

Even more problematic, from a Hindu standpoint, than individual conversions
is proselytisation—that is, the active seeking of converts, which, in India, is
mostly done by Christian and Muslim groups (see, for example, Bauman 2014).
Hindu nationalists consider proselytisation not only an attack on the Hindu
religion but also an attack on the Indian nation (Misra 2o1u: 372f; Sarkar 2007;
Richards 2004: 9o).

Traditionally, one could not convert to Hinduism, but in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Suddhi—a ritual for returning to Hinduism—was crafted by the revivalist
organisation, Arya Samaj (Jaffrelot 2o11b; Sikand 2007). The ritual is, however,
controversial in the case of some tribal groups, who, before becoming Chris-
tians, were animists with no Brahmin priests, castes or worship of the main
Hindu gods (Jaffrelot 20ona: 205f). The Arya Samaj version of Hinduism was
that of a modern reform movement denouncing mainstream Hinduism, with
its worship of idols in temples, pilgrimages and traditional understanding of
castes.

In recent years, Hindu nationalist organisations, such as the Hindutva or-
ganisations RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh) and vHP (Vishwa Hindu
Parishad), have staged such (re)conversions as part of larger programmes,
so-called Ghar Wapsi (homecomings), in which thousands of Christians and
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Muslims return to Hinduism (Vandevelde 2011). These are the source of in-
tense controversy and sometimes scandal, as in 2014, when a Ghar Wapsi cam-
paign claimed that it had converted over fifty Muslim families to Hinduism
even though a commission later concluded that the Hindu nationalist group
had tricked the families with promises of houses and ration cards and that the
families remained Muslim (Mishral 2015).

Underlying the controversies of conversion in India is the tension between
religion as a social belonging and the principle of individual choice and free-
dom, which influenced the Indian constitution and its secular profile, in con-
trast to Pakistan, which was founded on the idea of religion as the basic criteria
of nationhood (Verma 2017).

In India, the traditional system of social classification is that of caste, and
it is therefore natural for a caste group to change religion as a community, or
at least as families. A freely choosing individual is not the principal unit. In its
struggles with the pernicious aspects of the caste system, such as untouchabil-
ity and discrimination, India has instituted large-scale programmes of affirma-
tive action towards castes classified as Scheduled Castes and Other Backward
Classes (Jodhka 2012: 130f). However, the state only recognises castes within
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sikhism, which means that if someone—or a whole
caste group—Ileaves Hinduism for either Islam or Christianity, he or she loses
the right to be included in programmes of affirmative action such as quotas
of government jobs or access to higher education and, at the same time, their
social situation does not improve (Stephens 2007). However, there is also dis-
crimination based on caste in Christian churches and among Indian Muslims
(Waughray 2010: 347). The Indian state acknowledges caste identity among
Buddhists, although Buddhism does not recognise caste (Samarendra 2016).

The recognition of caste is a sensitive topic, as being a Dalit is, of course, a
strong incentive to leave Hinduism because in doing so, one thereby escapes
one’s oppressed position in the caste hierarchy. As a result, Hindu organisa-
tions and movements have considered a reform of the caste system to be a
vital issue for over a hundred years now (Dwivedi 2012: 118f). Nevertheless, it
has proven difficult to change the basic structure of caste ideology; the most
favoured approach has, therefore, been not to abandon caste altogether but
to introduce meritocratic principles. This approach constitutes a fundamental
challenge to caste as a category based on endogamy and to the rules restrict-
ing contact across caste boundaries. To move caste towards the notion of oc-
cupation and to encourage intermarriage is, in a sense, to abolish caste itself
(Ahuja 2015).

Another factor complicating the issue of leaving Hinduism is that there
is not a uniform civil law code in India but rather a division of personal law
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along religious lines (Hindu, Muslim and Christian). From a legal point of view,
the notion “Hindu” covers Jains, Sikhs and Buddhists; leaving Hinduism and
ceasing to be Hindu is thus not the same thing. On the other hand, becoming
Muslim, for example, means that one enters a new legal framework regarding
issues such as inheritance and divorce (Ghosh 2009).

5 Major Controversies and Significant Case Studies

Interestingly, ecumenically oriented figures such as Mahatma Mohandas Gan-
dhi (1869-1948) saw conversion in a bad light. To him, all religions were fun-
damentally equal and true but were interpreted by imperfect human beings
(Sharma 2014). Hindus should, therefore, remain in their native religion and
try to become better Hindus, not leave for another religion, which he consid-
ered socially destructive (Fernandes 2011: 117):

After long study and experience, I have come to the conclusion that (i)
all religions are true; (ii) all religions have some error in them; (iii) all
religions are almost as dear to me as my own Hinduism, in as much as all
human beings should be as dear to one as one’s close relatives. My own
veneration for other faiths is the same as that for my own faith; therefore
no thought of conversion is possible.

Quoted in DABHOLKAR 1992: 23

However, this stance was complicated by the question of caste and the limits
of reform. To what degree was the caste system an integral part of the Hindu
religion? How much could it be reformed? And why not leave for another more
egalitarian religion if reform should prove unfeasible?

Gandhi did not want to abolish the principles of caste but preferred the
Vedic model of four basic social classes, the varnas. He wrote:

Hinduism does not believe in caste. I would obliterate it at once. But I be-
lieve in varnadharma, which is the law of life. I believe that some people
are born to teach and some to defend and some to engage in trade and
agriculture and some to do manual labour, so much so that these occupa-
tions become hereditary.

Quoted in FERNANDES 2011: 116

Dalits, or harijans (children of God), as Gandhi called them, were outside the
four varnas and considered ritually unclean and thus untouchable. Gandhi
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wanted to end all discrimination of the Dalits, but he did not want to abol-
ish the system that tied specific occupations to certain groups. In the case of
the Dalits, these were the most unclean and despised of professions. He also
thought, according to Leela Fernandes, that “lower-caste Indians did not have
the capacity to make autonomous religious decisions and were in effect being
duped by missionaries into converting” (Fernandez 2010: 118).

Another leader of the struggle for Indian independence, Bhimrao Ambed-
kar (1891-1956), held the opposite view (Coward 2003). Being himself a Dalit
but having studied abroad and completed one Ph.D. at Columbia University
and another one at the London School of Economics, he argued for the total
abolishment of castes, including varnas, and their connection with specific
occupations. In a speech that he never had the opportunity to give, he main-
tained that Gandhi’s cultivation of goodwill towards Dalits was of no value; to
strike at the root of the system, intermarriage must be practised, though it was
unlikely to succeed (Ambedkar 1936). At that time, his critique of the social
injustices of Hinduism had become so radical that the same year he decided to
leave his native religion. Twenty years later, in 1956, and two months before his
death, Ambedkar made real his decision and converted to Buddhism at a mass
rally with several hundred thousand Dalits joining him (Tartakov 2007:192). In
this way, he founded a new form of Buddhism called Navayana, which counts
several millions of adherents today (Zelliot 2015).

6 Major Texts

In 1923, while imprisoned on the Andaman Islands, Vinayak Damodar Savarkar
wrote Hindutva: Who is a Hindu? For him, the essence of Hindu-ness was inti-
mately connected to the territory of India; Hindus were those who thought of
(and loved) India as the land of their ancestors and the place where their reli-
gion was born. This meant that all religions having their origin on the Indian
subcontinent were Hindu. Together, they were part of a Hindu civilisation (“a
common culture”). However, to be Hindu, Indian ancestry was also essential;
that is, “having common blood,” in this way forming a Hindu race (regulated by
the caste system, Savarkar 1969 [1923]: 85) and a nation requiring a Hindu state.
According to Savarkar, to leave Hinduism for a “foreign” religion (for example,
Islam or Christianity) would thus be to reject one’s nation. Indian Muslims
may have Indian ancestry and love India as their fatherland, but

...they cannot be called Hindus in the sense in which that term is ac-
tually understood, because, we Hindus are bound together not only by
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the tie of the love we bear to a common fatherland and by the common
blood [...] but also by the tie of the common homage we pay to our great
civilization—our Hindu culture, which could not be better rendered
than by the word Sanskriti...

SAVARKAR 1969 [1923]: 91f. See also SAVARKAR 1969 [1923 ]:100f

On the other hand, Western converts to Hinduism also failed to become Hin-
dus even if they loved India and embraced its Sanskrit culture because, accord-
ing to Savarkar’s understanding, they lacked the common blood.

The “Annihilation of Caste” was a speech by Ambedkar, which he never
delivered because of its strong criticism of Hinduism; it was instead published
in 1936. In it, Ambedkar claimed that conversion to Hinduism was impos-
sible because of the organisation of Hindu society into castes and that the
only way to end caste discrimination was to destroy such a religion of law and
oppression.

And I say there is nothing irreligious in working for the destruction of
such a religion. Indeed I hold that it is your bounden duty to tear off the
mask, to remove the misrepresentation that is caused by misnaming this
law as religion. This is an essential step for you. Once you clear the minds
of the people of this misconception and enable them to realise that what
they are told is religion is not religion, but that it is really law, you will be
in a position to urge its amendment or abolition.

AMBEDKAR 2014 [1936]: 307

Instead, he put forward a modern ideal in which nothing was stable except the
values of liberty, equality and fraternity, which he later made part of his new
form of Buddhism (to which he converted shortly before his death in 1956).

7 Key Figures

Dayananda Sarasvati (1824-1883) was a nineteenth century reformer of Hin-
duism who wanted to go back to a form of Vedic monotheism and therefore
rejected medieval Hindu beliefs and practices such as temple worship, the
mythologies of the great Hindu gods and pilgrimages. In 1875, he established
the organisation Arya Samaj for this purpose. He also introduced the idea of
Suddhi—that is, (re)conversion of people to Hinduism, and he was active in
creating a unified Hindu identity through, for example, cow-protection cam-
paigns and arguing for the use of Hindi as an official language (Datta 2012).
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Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi (1869-1948) was an Indian lawyer, trained in
Britain, who took up work in South Africa before coming to India and becom-
ing one of the central figures in the fight for independence. He was assassi-
nated in 1948 by Nathuram Godse, a Hindu nationalist, because of his work
towards reconciliation between Hindus and Muslims. For Gandhi, conversion
was unnecessary because religions were equal roads to the same goal. Hindus
should, therefore, work to uplift of those on the lowest rungs of the caste hier-
archy, not leave their religion.

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956) came from an untouchable caste
and fought throughout his whole life for the civil rights of Dalits. In 1947, he
became the first law minister of the independent India and chairman for the
drafting of the Indian constitution. In 1956, shortly before his death, he con-
verted to Buddhism, together with several hundred thousand followers, as he
saw no hope of abolishing caste discrimination within Hinduism. In contrast
to Gandhi, conversion was thus, for him, a strategic move to improve the situ-
ation of Dalits.

8 Conclusion

To leave Hinduism is a complicated affair in several respects. The first diffi-
culty is the fuzziness of the notion of “Hinduism,” which means that one can,
in principle, worship any divine being, hold widely divergent beliefs regard-
ing the makeup of the universe, and even practise radically different rituals
but still remain under the generous canopy of Hinduism. Both in the Indian
constitution and within some forms of Hindu nationalism, Hindu has an even
broader meaning than Hinduism, encompassing all major religions originat-
ing in the Indian subcontinent. Nevertheless, this notion excludes Christianity
and Islam, two religious traditions that have a long history and deep roots in
the Indian subcontinent. This is of importance, as Indian personal law is di-
vided along Hindu, Christian and Muslim lines.

A further complication is that Hinduism entails not only a religious identity
in the sense of membership in a religious organisation but also strong forms
of traditional social belonging connected to caste. To leave just the “religion”
and not one’s social role and identity is therefore difficult. The underlying idea
common both to Mahatma Gandhi and to Hindu nationalists was that conver-
sions are unnatural and mostly the result of material inducements or fraud.
Religion is something into which one is born, not something one chooses.

This ethno-nationalist understanding of Hinduism is operative in the deci-
sion of many Indian states to introduce religious freedom bills that control
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and restrict conversions. In this way, the territorially, ethnically, and culturally
bounded nature of Hinduism is marked. This question is different for Hindus
who live in a diaspora in which the original social and cultural environments
of Hindu traditions are weaker and laws against conversion are mostly absent.
Hindu individuals and communities continuously face the choice of trying,
as much as possible, to uphold what is perceived as the original cultural and
ethnic character of the religion through only marrying within the group, keep-
ing up the Indian language in question, keeping traditional choices of food
and other cultural practices; in this way, they affirm the view of Hinduism as a
religion that one cannot leave without leaving one’s “natural” social belonging.
Alternatively, one can try to develop a form of Hinduism that is separate from
Hinduism’s original Indian cultural matrix, thus moving towards a universal
religion that is not dependent on “common blood” or the sacred nature of the
territory and culture of the Indian subcontinent.

A third option is that suggested by Ambedkar; he denounced Hinduism for
its entangled nature of social, cultural and religious aspects (its integral char-
acter). Ambedkar decided that it was almost impossible to reform Hinduism
and that the only way, at least for the marginalised, to achieve social equality
and spiritual liberation, was to leave. Therefore, the issue of leaving Hindu-
ism warrants closer inspection that is composed of several parts: leaving being
Hindu, leaving India, and leaving Hinduism. The difficult question is what Hin-
duism would be after having ceased to be Hindu and having left India behind.
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CHAPTER 3

Leaving Buddhism
Monica Lindberg Falk
1 Introduction

Leaving Buddhism is a theme seldom addressed in Buddhist studies. Buddhism
is generally perceived as a tolerant religion and followers are encouraged to
scrutinise the Buddhist teachings and are free to leave the Buddhist faith. Bud-
dhism does not sanction violence against apostates, there is no formal religious
pretext for apostasy and Buddhism has not developed a concept of apostasy.
However, for people who do apostasies from Buddhism, the worst consequenc-
es they suffer tend to be negative reactions from the family, including the risk
of being ignored and shut out from family and community activities.

The Buddha’s (c. 480 BCE—c. 400 BCE)! attitude to apostasy is represented
by an account of a meeting with one of the Buddha’s attendants Sunakkhatta.
He was a disciple of the Buddha, but after a while he became dissatisfied with
the Buddha'’s practice and decided to renounce the teacher and his teaching.
Sunakkhatta came to the Buddha and said: “Lord, I am leaving you, I am no
longer living by your teachings.” The Buddha responded to this declaration by
asking Sunakkhatta following questions: “Did I ever say to you; come, live
by my teachings?” Sunakkhatta: “No Lord.” The Buddha: “Then did you ever say
to me that you wished to live by my teachings?” Sunakkhatta: “No Lord.” The
Buddha: “That being the case, who are you and what are you giving up, you
foolish man?” (Digha Nikaya, 111 2—3). Sunakkhatta’s defection occurred when
the Buddha was eighty years old and that was his last year in life (Batchelor
2015:172). Neither in this case nor others did the Buddha suggest that apostates
should be punished.

The Buddhist traditions are so wide, diverse and multiplex that it of-
ten makes sense to refer to Buddhism in the plural form (see Strong 2015).
Buddhism(s) is broadly divided into Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana tra-
ditions and these traditions are historically evolved and culturally embodied.
Because of the great diversity within the Buddhist traditions, this chapter on

1 The exact dates of Siddhartha Gotama Buddha’s birth and death are uncertain. Heinz Bechert
and Richard Gombrich (1991) dating is c. 480 BCE—400 c. BCE, but the traditional dating is
often eighty years earlier.
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apostasy in Buddhism focuses mainly on the oldest tradition, Theravada Bud-
dhism. It deals with Buddhist monks and nuns who have left or been expelled
from the Buddhist congregation, sangha. It gives examples of lay people who
left Buddhism and converted to Christianity and deals with what could be
called forced or ascribed apostasy.

2 Key Terms

Buddhism has no specific word for conversion. However, in the Buddhist col-
lection of Middle-length Discourses of the Buddha, Majjhima Nikaya, a new
convert to Buddhism describes himself as having “gone over to the disciple-
ship,” savakattam upagato, of the Buddha (Nanamoli 2015: 486).2

From the time of the Buddha right up till today people both express their
intention to become Buddhists and mark their entry into the Buddhist faith
by taking the three refuges, tisarana: I take refuge in the Buddha. I take refuge
in the Dhamma (the teachings of the Buddha). I take refuge in the Sangha.
This statement is said three times as a reaffirmation that the person is sin-
cere and committed. Lay people receive the five Buddhist precepts from the
ordained community: To refrain from killing, stealing, lying, using intoxicants
and improper sexual conduct (Harvey 2000: 66—79). For lay people there are
no formalities to leave Buddhism and they simply cease receiving the Buddhist
precepts and taking refuge in the triple gem: Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha.

The sangha was originally a fourfold congregation of; Buddhist monks,
bhikkhu, nuns bhikkhuni, laymen, upasaka, and laywomen, upasika. Today the
sangha consists of the ordained community and in Thailand the sangha re-
fers to the congregation of monks. Many Pali and Sanskrit terms have been
incorporated into the local languages for example the bhikkhu, bhikkhuni and
Buddhist terms used in this chapter are Pali terms and used in Theravada Bud-
dhist countries. Women have never been included in the Thai Buddhist sang-
ha. The sangha is male and has a hierarchical structure and includes every
village and monastery in Thailand. Lay people and monastics have commonly
had close bonds (Samuels 2010). Lay people give donations, dana, and support
the ordained community on a daily basis with food and other necessities. The
sangha cares about the lay community and provides teaching and guidance for
the laity, and it is significant that the renouncers are a “field of merit” for lay
people (Harvey 2013: 314).

2 Most Buddhist terms are given in their Pali spellings.
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In Buddhism, a person generates kammic fruitfulness by his or her own
deeds. The monastic life is acknowledged as a generally higher level of virtue
than lay life. The monastics has the best environment and support to develop
under the guidance of the Buddhist teachings and disciplinary rules (Harvey
2000: 89). Being excluded from the sangha is a punishment and forced apos-
tasy. It means leaving the monastic life and that includes access to ordination.

The ordination ceremony marks a person’s entry into the sangha. Buddhist
ordination has two steps: first pabbajja, going forth, and second upasampa-
da, higher ordination as fully ordained monk or nun, bhikkhu or bhikkhuni.
The monks’ ordination ceremony is led by a monk appointed by the sangha
as qualified to be in charge of ordinations, upajjhayo. An ordination for nuns,
bhikkhuni, is led by a long-standing and qualified nun, pavattini (Horner 1990:
138-139). A so-called dual ordination is required for the ordination of bhikkhu-
ni and that means that a bhikkhuni aspirant must ask both the female and the
male sanghas for ordination (Holt 1999: 140-142). Ordaining monks and nuns
without the right to do so has severe consequences (Gethin 1998: 87).

Newly ordained monks and nuns should spend at least the next five years
in “dependence,” nissaya, on their teacher who will train them and introduce
them to the norms of monastic life. According to the vinaya (monastic rules),
if a monk or a nun wishes to return to the lay state, he or she only has to inform
his/her fellow monks or nuns of that decision, formally disrobe before them
and leave the monastery. In practice, in all Buddhist countries, monks who dis-
robe (other than those who are temporarily ordained) are looked upon with
considerable disapproval (Thanissaro 1994).

A person’s fortune and misfortune in life, including leaving Buddhism, are
explained by kamma. The Pali word kamma means action and in the Buddhist
doctrine refers to a person’s intentional mental, verbal or bodily acts. The in-
tentional actions are believed to result in a person’s state of being. Also in the
Thai usage, the consequences of morally relevant actions of the past, including
past lives, explain a person’s contemporary life. The Thai concept of religious
merit, bun, is used as a motivation for living according to the Buddhist precepts
and a lack of bun is the reason, for example, for leaving Buddhism.

3 Historical Developments

Buddhism comes from an Indian renunciation tradition and the most im-
portant carriers of the Buddhist ways and practice are the sangha with its
monks and nuns who transmit the teaching (Gethin 1998: 85). Approximately
a hundred years after the death of The Buddha, Siddhartha Gotama, certain
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differences arose in the sangha, which gradually led to the development of a
number of monastic groups (Harvey 2013: 2). However, all Buddhist traditions
trace their ordination-line back to the early Buddhist groups. Theravada means
the teachings of the elders and this tradition is particular about keeping the
early Buddhist teaching and the focus is on attaining enlightenment, nibbana,
by using dhamma as the guide for living. Theravada is practised by the major-
ity of the population in Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand.
Theravada is characterised by a psychological understanding of human nature,
and emphases a meditative approach. The three trainings of ethical conduct,
meditation and insight-wisdom are central.

Around the beginning of the Christian era Mahayana Buddhism developed.
In contrast to Theravada Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism is more of an um-
brella body for a great variety of schools found in China, Korea and Japan. Ma-
hayana followers made alterations in the Buddhist texts and interpretation of
the suttas, discourses, and the vinaya, discipline rules. They rejected certain
portions of the Buddhist canon which had been accepted in the Buddhist First
Council held in 400 BCE, just after the Buddha’s death. The third tradition,
Vajrayanam, is a form of Buddhism that is predominant in the Himalayan na-
tions of Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, and also Mongolia. Buddhism first appeared in
Tibet in the seventh century but it did not take root and it was not until the
eleventh century the Vajrayana Buddhism was established and developed into
lineages. The names of the four major Tibetan Buddhist lineages are Nyingma-
pa, Sakya-pa, Kagyu-pa and Gelug-pa.

Buddhism is believed to have come to what is now Thailand as early as 250
BCE (Harvey 2013: 199). Since then, Theravada Buddhism has played a signifi-
cant role both culturally and socially. Buddhism has been widely adopted as a
state sponsored religion and an organised way of social life by the majority of
people living in Thailand. Thai Buddhism is formally divided into the Mahani-
kai and Thammayut Orders.

The Buddha established an ordination lineage for women but when the
Theravada bhikkhuni ordination lineage was considered broken it was no lon-
ger possible for women to be ordained in the Theravada tradition. However,
women had access to ordination in the Mahayana tradition. A global bhikkhuni
movement was founded in the 1980s and since the late 199os the bhikkhuni
ordination has been revived and it is possible for women to receive ordination
in the Theravada tradition. Bhikkhunis are not recognized by the Thai sangha
and monks who have ordained women in Thailand have been forced to leave
the Thai sangha (Kabilsingh 1991: 45—-46). Women are excluded from the Thai
sangha but local Buddhist nuns, mae chis, have existed in Thailand for centu-
ries. Mae chis have a subordinated position at Thai temples and have during
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recent decades begun to take advantage of their position outside the sangha
and established their own nunneries and created better circumstances for
themselves (Falk 2007).

One example of the strength of the Thai Buddhist sangha became evident
in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami where religion became im-
portant for the survivors’ recovery (Falk 2015). Communities in the tsunami-hit
areas in Asia were predominantly Muslim, Buddhist or Hindu, and religious
organisation of all kinds raised enormous amounts of money and went to the
affected areas to distribute aid. Among them, there were some evangelical
Christian groups who tried to exploit the disaster for their own gains, through
proselytising, which exacerbated existing religious conflicts or created new
ones (Falk 2015: 144-145).

4 Major Controversies and Significant Case Studies

In Thailand some of the major controversies have resulted in cases where Bud-
dhist monks have been forced to leave the sangha. The controversies have
been over issues that violate the Thai Buddhist legislation and that have con-
cerned the Theravada Buddhist teaching, political actions involving monastics,
unlawful financial issues, ordination without having been appointed preceptor
by the sangha, and giving women novice and higher ordination.

During the Cold War, monks were accused of collaboration with Communist
rebels which was a threat to national security and Phra Phimontham (1901
1992), the abbot of Wat Mahadhatu, was defrocked and imprisoned (Jackson
1989: 100). Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (1906-1993) was also subject to similar alle-
gations from the Thai government (Ito 2012: 180, 185). Phra Bodhiraksa (born
1934) the founder of the Buddhist group Santi Asoke left the sangha and that
led to serious controversies and punishment from the sangha (Heikkila-Horn
1996: 60—67). They were perceived as apostates. Another longstanding contro-
versy is between the Buddhist movement Wat Phra Dhammakaya temple and
the Thai sangha. The temple is accused of money laundry, illegal land trans-
actions, corruption and for introducing elements from Mahayana Buddhism,
which is against the Thai Buddhist legislation (Scott 2009: 129-156).

One major controversy that the Thai sangha has had to handle over the
last decades is about ordaining women. In 2001 the first Thai woman received
bhikkhuni ordination from Theravada monks and nuns in an Asian country.
The bhikkhuni movement is a global movement and has been successful in
re-establishing the bhikkhuni ordination. In recent decades increasing num-
bers of women have received bhikkhuni ordination especially in Sri Lanka but



LEAVING BUDDHISM 33

also in Thailand. Thai monks who give women bhikkhuni ordination risk be-
ing expelled from the sangha. Before the revival of bhikkhuni ordination some
Thai women went abroad and received bhiksuni ordination in the Mahayana
tradition. Returning to Thailand as bhiksunis they were perceived as having
apostasised from Theravada Buddhism and were considered belonging to the
Mahayana tradition.

One of the most important and venerated religious reformers was the monk
Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (1906-1993). Buddhadasa did not leave Buddhism but he
left “mainstream” Buddhism, the way Buddhism was understood and practised
in central Thailand. He reconceptualised fundamental Buddhist concepts and
developed a role quite independent of the sangha. Buddhadasa was critical of
what he saw as mainstream Buddhism and in the 1960s and 1970s, he was ac-
cused of being a communist, as were many of the wandering monks, thudong
monks. Buddhadasa lived in the south of Thailand, and was probably saved by
living and teaching far from the centre of power in Bangkok and by his increas-
ingly broad, non-politicised popularity (Swearer 1999: 216—217). He had also a
great network of people from other religions and he was engaged in interfaith
dialogues.

The temple Wat Phra Dhammakaya, in Thailand and abroad, has raised
enormous sums of money over the years, and is one example of phuttha phanit,
a term that has been used since the late 1980s to define commercialising Bud-
dhism (see Kitiarsa 2008). Wat Phra Dhammakaya has succeeded in attract-
ing well-off followers from all over Thailand, but they have not accomplished
creating peace in their own neighbouring area. There have been disputes over
land-tenure and compensation between Wat Phra Dhammakaya and nearby
land-renting farmers in 1985-1989. The Wat Phra Dhammakaya movement is
today still highly controversial. The temple has been under investigation for
having misused the temple funds and the Abbot was suspended because of
criminal charges against him and the temple. The Dhammakaya is also ac-
cused of violating the Theravada Buddhist teachings and claims that nibbana
is a permanent heaven is contrary to the understanding of Theravada Bud-
dhism, although that idea is found in some Mahahayanist groups (Scott 2009:
135136, 146-149).

The Dhammakaya temple has been embroiled in a money laundering scan-
dal and its founder has refused to meet the police for questioning. Former ab-
bot Phra Dhammachayo (born 1944) faces charges of conspiracy to launder
money and receive stolen goods, as well as taking over land unlawfully to build
meditation centres. The Thai police have raided the main temple complex on
several occasions but without result. The leading monk Dhammajayo has not
been found in his quarters. The monk is on the run from more than 3oo charges,
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including a multibillion accusation of money laundering. He was stripped of
monastic rank by the Thai King in March 2017 and he risks being imprisoned
(Bangkok Post, 6 March 2017).

The Buddhist group Santi Asoke’s members have left the sangha. They dis-
tinguish themselves from “mainstream” Thai Buddhists by living in communi-
ties of dhamma families that include monks, nuns and male and female lay
people, very much like the original ideal sangha. Santi Asoke was set up as an
independent Buddhist temple and had serious disagreements with the Thai
sangha authorities, Maha Thera Samakhom. They led to the prosecution of
the founder and leader Phra Bodhiraksa. In June 1989, he was brought to court
and sentenced to leave the monkhood. It was the regional monastic leaders
who called for Phra Bodhiraksa to be defrocked, and the Thai sangha initiated
legal proceedings against him for violating the vinaya and distorting Buddhist
principles. He was even incarcerated for a period. He escaped formal defrock-
ing after voluntarily changing the colour of his robe from brown to white
(Heikkild-Horn 1996). Santi Asoke is also controversial for ordaining women as
ten-precept nuns known as sikkhamats, similar to novice bhikkhunis (Heikkila-
Horn 2015).

Giving women bhikkhuni ordination has been a major controversy not only
in Thailand but also in other Asian countries. Charsumarn Kabilsingh, later
Dhammananda Bhikkhuni, was the first Thai woman who received Theravada
bhikkhuni ordination in Sri Lanka. She was well known before her ordination
for advocating women'’s rights to full ordination. Her ordination created a com-
motion and there were attempts to make her life as a bhikkhuni impossible
(Falk 2007). Currently there are about one hundred seventy-five Thai bhikkhu-
nis and bhikkhuni ordinations have also taken place in Thailand. Since 1928 it
is forbidden for Thai monks to ordain women as bhikkhunis and Thai monks
who are involved in bhikkhuni ordination risk being defrocked and expelled
from the sangha. The rule was established after two young sisters had received
novice bhikkhuni ordination from a Thai monk (Kabilsingh 1991: 45-48). That
incident inspired the sangha’s supreme council to pass an order forbidding
any monks from giving women novice or full ordination as bhikkhuni, and that
rule is still valid.

Voramai Kabilsingh also called Ta Tao Fa Tzu (1908-2003) was a journalist
and become a mae chi in 1954 when her daughter Chatsumarn (mentioned
above) was 10 years old. She established Songdhammakalyani Monastery in
Thailand and in 1970 Voramai Kabilsingh went to Taiwan and received bhiksuni
ordination in the Mahayana Dharmaguptaka lineage. Chatsumarn Kabilsingh
grew up with her mother at the nunnery. She went abroad for higher educa-
tion, later she married, had children and became a professor at a top university
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in Bangkok. Throughout her professional life she worked for Buddhist wom-
en’s right to bhikkhuni ordination. She had long planned to live an ordained
life after retirement and before she was ordained she carefully considered in
which tradition she should ask for ordination. She wanted to be accepted as a
bhikkhuni in Thailand and therefore she wanted to be ordained in the Thera-
vada lineage. Her mother was a Mahayana bhiksuni and she saw that she had
many supporters but no followers as a result of being ordained in the Mahay-
ana tradition. In the end of 1990s it was open for women to receive bhikkhuni
ordination in Sri Lanka and Chatsumarn Kabilsingh decided to seek novice
ordination there (Achakulwisut 2001). However, the Thai sangha still persists
in not recognising her ordination and her status as a Theravada bhikkhuni. For
Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, now Dhammananda Bhikkhuni, the debate about the
continuation of the bhikkhuni/bhikksuni lineage is academic. She said: “What
I'm trying to prove is that during the Buddha'’s time there was no Mahayana or
Theravada, and ordination was given to women, period (Janssen 2001).”

This part ends with a case study about Thai lay people who left Buddhism in
the wake of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. All kinds of Christian missionaries
operated in the affected areas after the tsunami. Some Christian groups came
to provide aid, whereas some came to convert. Survivors from the hardest-hit
area told about their experiences of being approached by Christian missionar-
ies. They had been offered money and material aid if they left Buddhism and
converted to Christianity. Some survivors agreed to convert, others said they
did not want to “sell their Buddhist faith” which is very much the base of their
identity. Those Buddhist survivors who had converted and thereby received
money and material goods in return were looked upon as corrupt and their
neighbours were disappointed and said they had lost their respect for them.
The Buddhist temples were still open to the converts but the converts were
forbidden by the Christian priests to listen to the Buddhist monks and partake
in Buddhist ceremonies. That was something that the Thai Buddhists found
strange. The conversion created divisions within those small villages and a lack
of trust between the converts and lay people occurred (Falk 2013: 41-42).

Both monks and lay people explained the conversion as the converts’ lack
of bun, religious merit. To be Buddhist is considered as signifying being meri-
torious, and converting or leaving the ordained state was seen as that person’s
“good merit” had come to an end. The majority of the Thai Buddhist monks in
the tsunami hit areas also used kamma to explain the situation and they kept
a low profile in relation to the great influx of Christian missionaries. They did
not express any resentment against Christian priests or those Buddhist follow-
ers who converted. The majority of Buddhist monks interviewed by me in the
tsunami hit area had a relaxed attitude towards conversion. One monk from
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the Asoke group who had come to assist the survivors explained that Bud-
dhism does not prohibit anyone who comes to do good deeds. Accordingly, the
conversion to another faith is not a problem if laypeople find that it is benefi-
cial (see Falk 2013; 2015).

However, Christian missionaries traded aid for faith and the conversion of
Buddhists to Christianity made not only divisions at the village level but it also
created rifts within families. A study on Thai Buddhist women in the north-east
of Thailand who converted to Islam reports difficulties in relation with their
families. The convert survivors from the tsunami in the south of Thailand and
women who had converted to Islam in the north-east experienced the same
difficulties of not having the permission from their new religions to attend
Buddhist ceremonies. Thai cultural values prescribe that daughters and sons
should be at their parents’ funerals, to show that they respect their parents.
Children are severely judged by others if they do not do so. But Muslims cannot
attend Buddhist services, and the converts are caught in a bind between two
value systems (Charoenwong et al. 2017: 125).

Lay people leave Buddhism for different reasons and in the post-tsunami
situation forced conversion of Buddhists to Christianity has resulted in the ex-
clusion of converts from their community-based, as well as family-cantered,
Buddhist ceremonies and activities that would have probably helped them as
their culturally accepted coping methods.

5 Major Texts

Buddhist texts are commonly divided into canonical and non-canonical texts.
The canonical texts are believed to be the actual teachings of the Buddha. The
Tipitaka, the Pali canon, is considered the earliest Buddhist teachings and
recognized as canonical in the Theravada tradition. The Tipitaka is divided in
three groups of teachings, sometimes called the three baskets and it was trans-
ferred orally, being and written down about 300 BCE. The Tipitaka, includes
the Vinaya pitaka, that deals with the discipline rules for monks, nuns, and
guidelines for the interaction between the sanga and laity. The Sutta Pitaka,
contains the Buddha’s teachings on doctrine and behaviour, with a focus on
meditation techniques. Abhidhamma pitaka is about advanced teachings and
higher knowledge of Buddhist philosophy and psychology.

The Buddha’s view on apostasy mentioned above is from the Sutta Pitaka,
found in the Digha Nikaya that is one of the five collections (nikayas) and an
assembly of long discourses. The text is in the Patika Sutta: About Patikaputta
the Charlatan (Walshe 1995: 371-378).
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There are two translations to English: Dialogues of the Buddha translated
by T.W. and C.A.F. Rhys Davids (1899-1921), in three volumes. Published by the
Pali Text Society and Thus Have I Heard: The Long Discourses of the Buddha
translated by Maurice Walshe (1987, 1995).

Buddhadasa Bhikkhu'’s work was based on extensive research of the Pali text
Canon and commentary, especially of the Buddha’s Discourses (Sutta Pitaka),
followed by personal experiment and practice with these teachings. His pub-
lications are huge and some of his most well-known books are: Handbook of
Mankind, Heart-wood from the Bo Tree, Keys to Natural Truth, Mindfulness with
Breathing, and Paticcasamuppada: Practical Dependent Origination.

Some major work for analysing the position of women in Buddhism, that
give a background to why women have “left” their Buddhist tradition and
sought other ways to access ordination are: Women Under Primitive Buddhism
by Isaline Blew Horner (1930) which is a major historical work on laywomen and
monastics based on canonical literature including the Vinaya Pitaka (Basket
of Discipline). Buddhism After Patriarchy, A Feminist History, Analysis and
Reconstruction of Buddhism by Rita Gross (1993) is another important book that
surveys the part women have played in Buddhism historically and completes
the Buddhist historical record by bringing in women who usually are absent
from histories of Buddhism. Women in Buddhism: Images of the Feminine in the
Mahayana Tradition, by Diana Y. Paul (1979) offers a number of highly interest-
ing Buddhist texts concerned with Mahayana Buddhism. First Buddhist Wom-
en, Poems and Stories of Awakening by Susan Murcott (1991) traces the journey
of the first Buddhist women from the Therigatha, the earliest known collection
of women’s religious poetry. Bhikkhuni Patimokkha of the Six Schools by Chat-
sumarn Kabilsingh is a key work that contains translations of one of the oldest
texts of the Buddhist canon and compares the different Buddhist schools.

6 Key Figures

Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, lay name Nguam Phanit, (1906-1993) is regarded as one
of the most influential modernisers of Thai Buddhism (Jackson 2003; Ito 2012).
He was born, in Chaiya District, Surat Thani province in southern Thailand.
His father was of second-generation Thai Chinese (Hokkien) ancestry and his
mother was Thai. Buddhadasa renounced lay life when he was twenty years
old. He studied the Buddhist doctrine in Bangkok but was disappointed with
the urban temples and how the temples were managed. He returned to Surat
Thani and established Suan Mokkhabalarama (The Grove of the Power of Lib-
eration) in 1932. He left what the Thai sangha represented, and abandoned
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ritualism and the internal sangha politics. Buddhadasa developed a role inde-
pendent of the religious hierarchy and reformed basic beliefs, values, and prac-
tices (King 1996: 402). His new interpretations of central Buddhist concepts
such as kamma and nibbana were not in line with the orthodox Thai teachings
and challenged the sangha (Ito 2012: 16). He integrated modern views and a
distinctive forest tradition and his interpretation of canonical texts attracted
an educated following among lay people. Buddhadasa’s Buddhist interpreta-
tion has constituted a contrast to supernatural formulations of Buddhism that
legitimate wealth and power with reference to kammic explanations. He re-
conceptualised fundamental Buddhist concepts and he described central Bud-
dhist concepts differently from the traditional Thai understanding.

Bodhiraksa, lay name Mongkol “Rak” Rakpong, was born in 1934 in Ubon
Ratchathani province in Northeastern Thailand to a Sino-Thai family. Before he
was ordained, at the age of thirty-six years, he had been a composer of popular
music and a television celebrity. In 1970 he received ordination in the Tham-
mayutnikai, one of the two Thai Buddhist “sects” (nikai). He resigned from the
Thammayutnikai and three years later he was re-ordained in the other “sect”
Mahanikai. Phra Bodhiraksa openly criticised the Mahanikai monks for eating
meat, magic practices and consumerism. The group distinguished themselves
from other Thai Buddhist groups and provoked criticism from the sangha. In
1975 Phra Bodhiraksa and his group left the state sangha organisation and es-
tablished Santi Asoke as an independent group. The group has subsequently
seen regarded as “‘outlawed.” He reinterpreted the Pali canon and the estab-
lished Buddhist scholars blamed him for misunderstanding and misinterpret-
ing the Buddhist scriptures. In 1988 the members of Santi Asoke were accused
of being heretics. In 1989 a trial started that the Asoke group was not Buddhist
and there was an ongoing court case against Bodhiraksa and his group for sev-
en years (Heikkild-Horn 1996). Most threatening to the sangha was probably
Bodhiraksa’s action of ordaining monks and novices without being officially
designated as having this right. Those activities together with his claim to have
attained enlightenment are offences for which a monk can be expelled from
the order (See Taylor 1989: 117-118; Keyes 1999: 24). Many saw the trial as a con-
flict between a corrupt sangha seeking to uphold its entrenched power and an
ethically strict Buddhist renunciate aiming to purify and revitalise the religious
order (Jackson 1997: 78). Bodhiraksa points to the possibility of a modern Bud-
dhism without the sangha.

Bhikkhuni Dhammananda, lay name Chatsumarn Kabilsingh was born in
1944 and was brought up in Nakhon Pathom in Thailand. Her father was a poli-
tician and member of parliament and ordained later as a Theravada monk. Her
mother was a bhiksuni and since Chatsumarn was ten years old she had lived
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in the temple. Chatsumarn Kabilsingh received her Master of Arts in religion
from McMaster University in Canada and received her doctoral grade in Bud-
dhism from Magadh University in India. She married, had three sons and six
grandchildren. Chatsumarn taught for twenty-seven years at Thammasat Uni-
versity in Bangkok, Thailand, at the Department of Philosophy and Religion.
She has published widely on gender and Buddhism. She sought early retire-
ment from the university in 2000 and she also resigned from the Thai televi-
sion where she had been working with Buddhist programmes for many years
(Achakulwisut 2001; Yasodhara 2001:17). In 2001, she received samaneri (female
novice) ordination and in 2003 she received higher bhikkhuni ordination, upas-
ampada, in Sri Lanka. She is the abbess of Songdhammakalyani Monastery in
Nakhon Pathom, Thailand.

7 Conclusion

This chapter has explored apostasy from Buddhism and addressed circum-
stances that have caused monastics and lay people to apostasies. The story
about Sunakkhatta, related in the Digha Nikaya, displays that apostasy was
not disciplined during the Buddha’s time and Buddhism does not sanction
violence against apostates. Leaving Buddhism is still straightforward, and the
difficulties lay people face when leaving Buddhism are related to their private
lives and their relationships with family and friends. That was something that
became evident among those who left Buddhism and converted to Christianity
in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.

In spite of the fact that sanctions against apostasy are absent in the Buddhist
canonical texts, apostasy has developed in the Buddhist traditions. In Thailand
for instance, apostasy is considered as being expressed in acts of not follow-
ing what is judged as Theravada Buddhism, and the Thai sangha excludes mo-
nastics who deviate from the Theravada teaching. The Thai sangha has strict
rules about ordination into the Buddhist monkhood and Buddhist monks who
give ordination without having the stipulated credentials, face being defrocked
from monkhood. It is even more severe for monks to give women bhikkhuni
ordination, and it is illegal under all circumstances and leads to punishment
from the sangha.

The group Santi Asoke is an example of a Buddhist group that have been
excommunicated for violating the sangha’s legislation. Another example is
Wat Phra Dhammakaya, a group that is much larger than Santi Asoke, whose
members are accused of not conforming to Theravada Buddhism. Moreover,
the leadership is under suspicion of criminal offences and the abbot has been
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considered as apostasising and formally been stripped of his ranks and con-
demned to exile.

It is not always clear for Buddhists themselves that they are considered to
have left Buddhism. That was something that Buddhist women experienced
when they have gone abroad and received bhiksuni ordination in the Ma-
hayana tradition, since it was not possible for women to be ordained in the
Theravada tradition. They still identified themselves as Theravada Buddhists
but when they returned to Thailand they were considered by others as having
apostasised from Theravada Buddhism.
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CHAPTER 4

Leaving Religion in Antiquity

1

Jorgen Magnusson

Introduction

“A time there was when disorder ruled human lives, which were then, like
lives of beasts, enslaved to force; nor was there then reward for the good,
nor for the wicked punishment. Next, it seems to me, humans established
laws for punishment, that justice might rule over the tribe of mortals, and
wanton injury be subdued; and whosoever did wrong was penalized. Next,
as the laws held [mortals] back from deeds of open violence, but still such
deeds were done in secret—then, I think, some shrewd man first, a man in
judgment wise, found for mortals the fear of gods, thereby to frighten the
wicked should they even act or speak or scheme in secret. Hence, it was
that he introduced the divine telling how the divinity enjoys endless life,
hears and sees, and takes thought and attends to things, and his nature is
divine so that everything which mortals say is heard and everything done
is visible. Even if you plan in silence some evil deed, it will not be hidden
from the gods: for discernment lies in them. So, speaking words like these,
the sweetest teaching did he introduce, concealing truth under untrue
speech. The place he spoke of as the gods’ abode was that by which he
might awe humans most—the place from which, he knew, terrors came
to mortals and things advantageous in their wearisome life—the revolv-
ing heaven above, in which dwell the lightnings, and awesome claps of
thunder, and the starry face of heaven, beautiful and intricate by that wise
craftsman time—from which, too, the meteor’s glowing mass speeds and
wet thunderstorm pours forth upon the earth. Such were the fears with
which he surrounded mortals, and to the divinity he gave a fitting home,
by this his speech, and in a fitting place, and [thus] extinguished lawless-
ness by laws” (Sextus Empiricus. Against the Professors 9.54.!

We have set out to explore the leaving religion in Classical Greece by quoting

the so-called Sisyphus or Critias fragment. According to this text, Gods were

1 With minor revisions, I have used the translation from Greek to English by J. Garrett which,

in turn, is a revision of R.G. Bury’s translation).
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invented by an intelligent person in order to stop criminal deeds. It is a telling
fact that the quotation is from Sextus Empiricus who lived in the third cen-
tury CE, and the fragment has thus often been attributed to Critias, the uncle
of Plato, at least six centuries earlier than the Sextus report. Other sources,
however, claim that Euripides was the author of the text, but I side with Sedley
who interprets the split in evidence as an indication of the authorship being
simply unknown and a matter of conjecture (Sedley 2013: 142). Nevertheless,
the fragment is an example of a way of speculating the emergence of religion
that dates back to the second half of the fifth century BCE. In this chapter, we
will frequently come across source critical problems that resemble those above
that have been briefly touched upon. Usually, the reports of the people who
have criticised the public cult or even given up religiosity all together are un-
certain and from many centuries later than the occurrences described in them.
However, in comparison to the sources outside the Greek speaking world, the
situation is favorable although challenging indeed. Thus, with so many gaps in
the information, our interpretations depend on our expectations regarding an-
cient religiosity in general and in many cases, in particular, on how we relate to
the discourse of classical Athens as the imagined cradle of the enlightenment.
Moreover, if we dare say something about the vast majority of people who did
not belong to the Greek speaking élite of males, which could actually express
their views on religion, even when their views were critical to the public cult,
we better get to grips with how religions often function and, from that base,
build up as well-founded hypotheses as possible. This prelude is my apology
to why I will devote some of the very limited scope of the present chapter to
topics that might be a bit surprising to be found when discussing the leaving
religion in Classical Greece. To me, however, such discussions seem valuable
had they been included in many of the specialised studies I have dealt with
in the preparation of this chapter. The scope only allows us to discuss one of
the intellectuals who might have discarded religion, and I have chosen Eurip-
ides as our example. However, I will touch upon matters that make it easier for
the reader to consider whether discarding the religion was extremely rare or
whether there were a larger number of people than the previously assumed
who were atheists but did not dare to raise their voices.

2 Key Terms
If we discuss religions more generally, rather than focusing on theologians of

creedal religions, it is increasingly recognized that there is a huge gap between
the “official” beliefs that one should uphold as a believer and the different
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opinions and practices that people actually express and perform (Sorensen
2005). Harrison (2015: 24—27) suggests that one should follow trends in cogni-
tive sciences according to which, a distinction between intuitive beliefs and
reflective beliefs is made (Sperber 1996, 1997). Intuitive beliefs are beliefs that
one holds without having to reflect upon them. Reflective beliefs are beliefs
that you are taught or have derived by conscious reasoning (Harrison 2015: 25);
for instance, divine retribution is an idea one might reach at when seeing a
person suffering a misfortune very well matched to the crime they are guilty
of (Harrison 2000, Chapter 3). Reflective belief might then be something one
reaches by inference on the basis of one or many intuitive beliefs. Such in-
tuitive beliefs may be transmitted to somebody by the meaning of rituals or
stories. It is not that uncommon that the beliefs one has reached by inference
may contradict each other, as they are actualised in different contexts and may
have different functions (Harrison 2015: 26—27). Even if the above discussion
to a large extent has been focused on the propositional side of religious belief,
the emotional aspects should not be neglected. Too often, I assert, ancient reli-
gions have been under-intellectualised whereas, for instance, Christianity has
been over-intellectualised. In order to know what we in the following discus-
sion will mean by “leaving religion,” we have to determine how the category
religion would relate to mystery cults and magic.

According to the paradigm that until recently has dominated the study of
ancient Greek religion, the communal rituals that took place in the city con-
stituted religion for the ancient Greeks (Kindt 2012: 1—35). Although this view
has brought many valuable insights of socio-economical character, it has con-
cealed many other important aspects of religiosity that have adhered to the
private sphere and locations other than the ancient Greek city (polis). Investi-
gations as that of Kindt (2012) have put the polis-centred paradigm into ques-
tion. Moreover, a part of the critique consists of analyses showing that magic
and religion were far more intertwined than what has been earlier recognized
(Kindt 2012: 9go—122). I am inclined to go one step further and propose that
one rather than continuing to use the categories of religion, mystery cults and,
magic should expand the category of religion in order to include the other two
categories in it. On this basis, I will use the term religion in a more inclusive
way than normally.

It is clear that the ancient Greeks did not use a term equivalent to religion
(Needham 1972). However, our lack of an emic equivalent to religion does
not make it useless to apply an etic term for analytical purpose (Versnel 2011:
548-551). The Greek phrase that has caught most attention in the discussion is
nomizein tous theous, carrying many meanings and can be translated “acknowl-
edging the existence of the gods,” “to worship the gods according to the cultic

” o«
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tradition,” or just “to accept the gods in the normal way” (Parker 2o011: 36; Ver-
snel 2011: 552—-558; Sedley 2013: 139-140). Harrison remarks (2015: 23) that the
above suggested interpretations of nomizein tous theous are tightly related to
the particular context in which it is used. In the Apology of Plato 26¢, however,
we have the first obvious example in which the verb nomizein clearly carries
the meaning of “believing in the existence of gods,” but the other meanings
seem to be represented in that context as well.

“...these very gods about whom our speech now is speak still more clearly
both to me and to these gentlemen; for  am unable to understand wheth-
er you say that I teach that there are some gods, and myself then believe
that there are some gods and am not altogether godless and am not a
wrongdoer in that way; that these, however, are not the gods whom the
state believes in, but others, and this is what you accuse me for; that I
believe in others or you say that I do not myself believe in gods at all and
that I teach this unbelief to other people”(Plato’s Apology 26¢, translated
by Harold North Fowler).

In what follows the quoted passage, the accuser of Socrates states that it is to
believe that there are no gods that is on stake. Hence, the use of atheos in that
passage means “atheist” in the modern sense rather than, at that time, com-
mon meaning of “godless” (Sedley 2013: 139).

Another important concept is the Greek asebeia. The meaning covers the
significance of the English “impiety” but seems to have a broader range. Good
relations to the gods, the family, and the society in general was crucial to most
Greeks. When somebody in speech or act risked the harmony in those rela-
tions, such dangerous behaviour and/or speech was labelled asebeia (Bowden
2015: 325—336). To sum up, the ancient Greeks used the term nomizein to refer
to the propositions of the beliefs as well as for proper conduct in regard to di-
vinities. Moreover, the term asebeia refers to unacceptable cultic conduct and
asocial behaviour in general. We thus need to ask ourselves to what extent did
the ancient Greek religion differ from a religion as for instance, Christianity,
that often has been seen as dogmatically centred?

3 Historical Developments

If we exclude conversions, the leaving religion in antiquity is a non-existing
field of research. However, I argue that there are reasons to alter this situation.
Admittedly, however, there are many obstacles for the scholar who embarks on
the journey of exploring the leaving religion in ancient times. To begin with,
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the sources are scant. Therefore, we will focus on Athens in the fifth century
BC, since that is a time with relatively abundant material to investigate. From
that era, there are reports of persons who have later been considered as athe-
ists. Nevertheless, there is not a single example of a person whom the majority
of scholars have held to be an atheist. It is telling that the one who reads the
chapter of atheism from the Pre-Socratics to the Hellenistic Age in The Oxford
Handbook of Atheism (Sedley 2013) learns that atheism was a “recognizable if
rare stance” (Sedley 2013: 150). Although many persons have been reported as
atheists, there is no scholarly consensus according to which a certain person is
held an atheist. This can be explained by how risky it would be to openly ques-
tion the religious cult (Sedley 2013: 142, 144, and 147).

A resembling position is taken by Bremmer (2007) in The Cambridge Com-
panion to Atheism. Atheism was never practiced, and theoretical atheism
adhered to a small intellectual élite (Bremmer 2007: 11 and 19). According to
Bremmer, the vast majority of people were embedded in an extremely reli-
gious society and never even thought of the possibility that gods may not ex-
ist (Bremmer 2007: 11). I side with Bremmer, Sedley, and the vast majority of
scholars who stress that there is no evidence of practiced atheism in the sense
of not taking part in religious cults. This is natural in a society in which the
majority of people believed that cultic conduct was necessary for the society
to sustain and thus would have seen as abstaining from taking part in the cult
as a serious danger to all. But I claim that theoretical atheism means that one
might mentally leave religion without practicing abstaining from taking part
in the cult—this was far more common than hitherto has been thought. I also
argue that somebody who was widely recognized as a theoretical atheist could
nevertheless enjoy public high esteem.

4 Major Controversies and Significant Case Studies

Initially, we need to discuss to what degree beliefs in the ancient Greek religion
can be accepted or rejected. Since enlightenment, the notion that people of
old days did not critically question their own religion has been very influen-
tial. According to this master-narrative, the sceptical and scientifically-based
reflection of religion generally only adhered to the modern human of the en-
lightenment and to those who followed that tradition (Stark 2015: 1-5). People
who held that religions had ceased because of the scientific project that start-
ed with the enlightenment have used this discourse. This line of thought has
been very strong and influenced the secularisation debate in the sociology of
religion. Many of the founders of different theoretical perspectives in this field
embraced an evolutionistic worldview according to which, religion would be
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replaced by science and ethics. Representatives of such a view were August
Comte (1798-1857), Karl Marx (1818-1883), Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and
Max Weber (1864-1920) (McKenzie 2017: 3-10).

In the 1930’s, the thoughts of classical sociologists of religions were sup-
ported by studies of how Europe was more and more de-Christianised. Here,
Gabriel LeBras can be mentioned (McKenzie 2017: 10). Thus, secularisation not
only meant that religion had diminished in the public sphere of society but
also described how religion in general gradually lost its significance in the pri-
vate sphere. Proponents of this view from the 1960’s were Brian Wilson, Peter
Berger and Karel Dobbelaere (McKenzie 2017: 10; Stark 2015: 4-5). Modern pro-
ponents of this view, such as Steve Bruce, have refined and defended this view,
well aware of the different challenges this theory has faced (Bruce 2011).

From the 1980’s, however, this position was questioned by scholars such as
Rodney Stark, William Sims Bainbridge, and Roger Finke (Stark and Bainbridge
1985; Stark and Finke 1992, 2000). According to these scholars, the old churches
of Western Europe have lost their importance. This observation, according to
them, does not mean that religion is about to disappear but is rather undergo-
ing transformation and revitalisation. Nowadays, however, many sociologists
of religion take up intermediate positions and avoid predicting the future of
religiosity. It would be impossible to summarise the views of different theorists
in the scope of this chapter, but McKenzie 2017, especially 1-28, provides an
overview of the discussion.

I assert that the secularisation debate has influenced the view of ancient
religions as well. According to the classical paradigm of sociology of religion,
antiquity was characterised by a very high degree of uncritically accepted and
foremost ritualistically orientated religiosities. I hold this as an important
factor if we want to understand why theories on ancient Greek religion de-
veloped, according to which ritual played a predominant role, almost to the
extinction of the study of ancient Greek myth in the history of ancient Greek
religion (Bremmer 2014: 537-538). Ancient Greek myths were indeed studied
but just at the fringes of history of ancient Greek religion. This state of affairs
prevailed until the 1960’s (Bremmer 2014: 538).

In the case of Robertson Smith (1846-1894), for example, the theoretical
point of departure seemed very sound. He stressed that in order to understand
ancient religions, one should do away with the concept of one’s own—in his
case, not forcing ancient religions into patterns of the Christianity of his time
and place. Consequently, Robertson Smith, very much in line with the evo-
lutionistic way of thinking at the end of the nineteenth century, contrasted
ancient people to the preconceived more intellectually minded Christians of
his day (Bell 1997: 161-162; Harrison 2015: 21).
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But seeing Classical Athens as a place with a low degree of intellectual de-
bate regarding religion is of course untenable. For instance, in book ten of The
Laws, Plato criticises views asserting they are widespread in Athens, probably
in the latter half of the fifth or of the former half of the fourth century BCE.
He mentions three views that the Athenian speaker in The Laws claims were
widespread in his city. According to the first view, there is no god (886d2—3);
the second assertion is that gods are uninterested in what people do (899d8-
goob3); and, according to the third claim, gods can be bribed by sacrifices
(905d4).

Of course, the pioneers of the study of religions, who to a degree far higher
than the average scholar of today, were well versed in the Classical Greek lit-
erature and well acquainted with book ten of The Laws and other relevant ex-
amples. Both being aware of the lively debates in Classical Athens and, at the
same time, asserting that ancient Greek religion was ritualistic and without
intellectual dimensions must have caused problems. A way out of this intel-
lectual dilemma of the nineteenth century scholars, and for surprisingly many
contemporary scholars as well, has been, and to some extent still is, to iden-
tify themselves with the intellectual giants of Classical Athens and construct
a huge gap between the intellectual élite and the masses who are often held
responsible for not reflecting on religious matters. According to Lloyd-Jones
(1971: 148), the imagined enlightenment of Classical Greece was a product of
an unconscious identification of scholars of the last quarter of the nineteenth
century. To the present day, such an identification has led scholars and artists
astray when interpreting ancient Greek religion and drama (Letkowitz 2016;
Harrison 2015: 21-23). According to that line of thought, intellectual reflection
on religion of ancient Greeks would be atypical and constitute a threat to the
normative and supposedly ritualistically centred religion of Classical Greece.
With this background in mind, it is easier to understand how leading scholars
have both succeeded in bringing much new knowledge about rituals of the
ancient Greek religion and, at the same time, misunderstood the importance
of belief for the ancient Greeks. For a scholarly giant as Walter Burkert, for
instance, Greek religion consisted in communally authorised practices. Al-
though Burkert was a leading expert on mystery cults, these cults together with
magic were seen as marginal phenomena, if at all included in the category of
Ancient Greek religion (Burkert 1985).

In what follows, I side with a recent trend in the study of ancient Greek
religion in which, the stereotype consisting of strictly regulated rituals con-
trasted to a virtually non-existent intellectual side is challenged. (Kindt 2012:
1-11; Osborne 2015; Kearns 2015; Harrison 2015; Eidinow et al. 2016). As Osborne
(2015) and Kearns (2015) remark, both ritual practice and belief-system were
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far more flexible than usual. But how should we then conceptualise the an-
cient Greek religion?

5 Major Texts

The date of Euripides’s drama Heracles is not certain. According to the stylistic
analysis (Barlow 1996:18), scholars often date it to the middle of his productive
time, 420—415 BCE. For a well commented translation of the text, I recommend
Barlow (1996). The play opens as Heracles is away from home performing his
labors. Meanwhile, Lycus, the tyrant of Thebes, persecutes Heracles’s family. In
the eleventh-hour Heracles returns. As his family tells him that Lycus had sen-
tenced them to death, he kills Lycus. But in the moment of triumph, the tables
turn. On behalf of Hera, goddesses Lyssa and Iris arrive, telling that they have
come in order to drive Heracles mad so that he kills his own family (830-832).
In a hallucinatory stage of madness, Heracles kills his family, believing that it
is his enemy Eurystheus who he has defeated. Finally, Pallas Athene stops him
and puts him in a deep sleep (1002). The only surviving member of his family
who escaped is his earthly father, Amphitryon; after all, Zeus was Heracles’s bi-
ological father. Amphitryon ties Heracles with ropes so that he and Heracles’s
friend Theseus can talk to the despairing hero and persuades him to not com-
mit suicide (1351). At the end of the drama, Heracles decides to join Theseus on
his journey to Athens.

How then would we interpret the drama? A lot seems to depend on the
general view of the particular scholar on Classical Athens. As the literature on
Euripides’s drama Heracles is vast, I will delimit myself to follow the discus-
sions of two leading scholars. Barlow (1996) represents a tradition of interpret-
ing Euripides as a thinker who challenged the traditional religion of Archaic
and Classical Greece. Lefkowitz (2016), however, opposes such interpretations
and describes them as products of the modern scholar who has problems un-
derstanding ancient times. In her book, (1996) Barlow sees Classical Athens as
an environment in which traditional and more authoritarian values adhering
to earlier times are challenged.

“By classical times the art form was emancipated, and the authors free to
change traditional treatments, criticise even the divine figures and some-
times, as Euripides did, show radical...scepticism about the gods, their mor-
als and even their very existence. This is all the result of a...creative meeting
between two worlds — the archaic, traditional, aristocratic, heroic world of...
myth, and the newer contemporary values of the democratic, highly social city
state where the...ordinary citizen’s views counted in the general reckoning of
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human conduct and achievement, and where contemporary thinkers were
questioning moral and theological issues” (Barlow 1996: xvi).

For her part, Letkowitz describes the Greeks of Classical Athens as people
who take it for granted that the gods do not care for or pity human beings.
This is something that mankind simply has to accept; she sees no indication of
people being opposed to such view (Lefkowitz 2016: 1-12). Let us now turn to
their respective interpretation of the drama in question.

Barlow (1996: 8) notes that goddess Lyssa is reluctant to inflict madness on
Heracles, as she sees him as pious and a benefactor to gods and the mankind
(849—-854). This, according to Barlow, is aimed at under striking Hera’s destruc-
tive nature (1996: 8). It is in this light that Barlow reads Heracles’s question
as Hera triumphantly dances on Mount Olympus to celebrate her success in
making Heracles slaughter his own family, “Who could pray to such a goddess?
Out of jealousy for a woman loved by Zeus she destroyed the saviour of Greece
who was guiltless” (1307-1308). Thus, according to Barlow, Heracles does not
question the existence of gods but questions worshipping them (1341-1346).

It is not only Hera who is criticised in this drama. Zeus, the father of Hera-
clesis described as a fake father who cannot take care of his own son (339-347;
1087-1088; 1127). Instead, Heracles recognizes Amphitryon’s virtues by stating,
“I consider you as my father, not Zeus” (1265).

But relations between persons are not at all unproblematic according to our
drama. When Heracles comes home and understands that his family is in dan-
ger, he asks why his friends did not help his family. His wife Megara replies,
“Who is friendly to a man in trouble?” (558-560). At the end, however, it is Her-
acles’ friends Amphitryon and Theseus who rescue him and give him strength
in life despite him killing his family. Finally, Heracles declares, “Whoever wants
to acquire wealth or power rather than good friends is a fool!” (1425-14266).

Letkowitz and Barlow agree that Heracles does not say that there are no
gods. The drama rather describes a harsh reality where gods have power over
mankind without moral obligations. But Lefkowitz does not agree with Bar-
low that our drama provokes the audience to think that the traditional wor-
ship is questionable: “There is no reason to suppose that anyone in the original
audience would have been persuaded by Heracles” outburst to abandon tra-
ditional religious beliefs or practices” (Letkowitz 2016: 54). Additionally, she
stresses that there are many passages in Heracles in which the gods are praised:
735-739, 772—7780, and 811-814 (Letkowitz 2016: 55). In that context, Lefkowitz
argues that Euripides could have used those passages to prove that he was a
pious person in the case of having been accused for impiety. I rather would
say that such passages equally well could be explained by seeing Euripides as
a clever theoretical atheist who did not want to be put on trial for impiety.
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I assert that the drama expresses a sharp critique of the public cult as well as of
personal worship of gods. Although it is uncertain how many trials for impiety
that actually took place in the fifth century BCE, I hold that there were reasons
for a person as Euripides to be cautious. Bauman (1990) goes through the very
problematic source-critical issues and argues that many trials actually took
place. After all, Socrates was sentenced to death for impiety.

6 Key Figures

As I have tried to show in the previous part, Euripides is one of the most fa-
mous tragedians of world history and, at the same time, a person that we know
very little about. He was probably born in the latter half of the 480’s BCE and
died at approximately 406 BCE. He seems to have spent most of his life in
Athens where he was a renowned composer of tragedies. In some of Aristo-
phanes’ comedies, Euripides is closely associated with Socrates. Both Socrates
and Euripides are described as crazy persons who by their lofty thoughts put
the traditional Gods into question (Letkowitz 2016: 26—28). It seems, however,
that it is mostly Aristophanes’ depiction of Socrates and Euripides that has
coursed the views of later writers on Euripides (Lefkowitz 2016: 24—35). Of
course, Aristophanes’ Socrates and Euripides are persons intended for people
to laugh at, and we should not build biographies on such basis. Nevertheless,
Aristophanes’ probable exaggerations sit well together with the view of Athens
that Plato presents in the tenth book of The Laws. Athens was a city in which
traditional religion was questioned, and the existence of gods sometimes was
put in doubt.

However, opinions are divided regarding Euripides’s own views on religion
and even on how his dramas should be interpreted. Although there is no sign
that he upheld a public office in Athens, he must have been held in high es-
teem due to his dramas and broad knowledge in many intellectual fields. He
probably did not have a happy married life, but it is hard to say much about
what it really looked like on the basis of the many slanders about it (Scodel
2017: 31). There are reasons to assume that he was famous both in Athens and
worldwide (Scodel 2017: 27—29). Because of this, he was on one hand envied
and on the other served as the ambassador for his city (Scodel 2017: 33—35). My
assumption is that Euripides was known as a theoretical atheist; this may have
hindered him from taking on public positions in Athens but did not stop other
states from accepting him as their ambassador (Scodel 2017: 40) nor from being
rewarded for his drama in Athens.
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7 Conclusion

The trend today is to stress that questioning religion and developing theology
in ancient Greece is far more widespread as opposed to previously. Eidinow
(2016) provides valuable discussions on how and why we actually can talk of
theology in archaic and Classical Greece. The views of religion in Classical
Athens, I would say, were much more diverse than what has been previously
recognized and that makes room for the occurrence of atheism as well as deep
personal devotion. I have not had the scope to discuss many thinkers other
than Euripides who may have discarded the ancient Greek religion. I have re-
ferred to overviews as Whitmarsh (2015) who presses far in his endeavour to
investigate whether there have been more atheists than assumed. It goes with-
out saying that Euripides and persons such as Prodicus, to mention a few, were
members of an intellectual élite (Mayhew 2011). However, in accordance with
the new paradigm in the study of ancient Greek religion,  would say that ques-
tioning and reflecting on religions adhered to more than a few intellectuals in
past times as well. In order to discard religion, however, one had to be willing
to take risks. I hope that the present overview and discussion can open new
perspectives and stimulate future research, not only of Classical Athens and
Greece but also of the leaving religion in antiquity in general.
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CHAPTER 5

Leaving Judaism
Lena Roos
1 Introduction

According to halakhah, Jewish law, there are two ways of becoming a Jew: ei-
ther by being born of a Jewish mother or by converting. Hence, being Jewish
does not necessarily involve any particular beliefs or practices. From the point
of view of the halakhah there is no way for a Jew to leave Judaism, regardless
of s/he was born a Jew or converted. Although a person may formally and ritu-
ally convert to another religion, according to the halakhah s/he remains a Jew
(Ben-Sasson et al. 2007: 275). That said, it is clear that there is great variety
in how this seemingly clear-cut rule can be interpreted, as will be discussed
below. Some of those who have left Judaism and joined religions, identify as
adherents of their new faith and no longer see themselves as Jews. Others
maintain dual identities, for instance as Jewish Buddhists or Jewish Muslims.
Still others claim never to have left Judaism, but are not recognised as Jews by
mainstream Judaism, like the Jesus-believing Messianic Jews (Cohn-Sherbok
2000; Kollontai 2004).

2 Key Terms

In spite of the principle “always a Jew,” the many different terms referring to
those who have formally left Judaism, either by renouncing Judaism or by join-
ing another religion, show that such individuals have nevertheless been seen
as constituting a category of their own, separate from other Jews. The etymolo-
gies of these words also indicate various understandings of a person who has
left Judaism. Perhaps the most neutral term is mumar, which comes from a
root simply meaning “to change.” Another frequently used term is meshum-
mad. This is related to the Hebrew word shmad, meaning “forced conversion,”
“persecution” or even “utter destruction.” Hence, a meshummad is a person
who has converted under duress, not out of conviction, and could be expected
to return to Judaism if given the opportunity (Ben-Sasson et al. 2007: 275). This
term is often used, for instance, during the persecutions and forced conver-
sions of the Middle Ages. If a meshummad repents, s/he should be allowed

© LENA ROOS, 2020 | DOI 10.1163/9789004331471_006

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc BY-NC 4.0 license.



56 ROOS

back into the Jewish community, although some halakhic authorities require
that certain symbolic acts of repentance be performed. These acts might be
for instance the confessing of one’s sin and repentance of it in the presence of
three rabbis, or immersion in a mikveh, a ritual bath, as in the case of converts
to Judaism (Ben-Sasson et al. 2007: 276; Endelman 2015: 26).

During the Hellenistic period the Greek term apikoros (“heretic”) appears. It
is first used in the Mishnah (Sanhedrin 10.1) as one of the groups of Jews who
have lost their share in the world to come. The word had two related mean-
ings: 1. One who no longer follows the commandments. 2. One who ridicules
the Torah and those who follow the Torah (Rabinowitz 2007: 255—256, for an
extensive discussion, see also BT Sanhedrin ggb—100a). Maimonides defines
an apikoros as someone who denies prophecy, or revelation, or that God has
knowledge of the actions of human beings (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Tes-
huvah 3:8).

Other terms include kofer (“denier”) and poshe’a Yisrael (“transgressor of Is-
rael”; “rebellious Jew”) (Ben-Sasson et al. 2007: 275). In the Talmud a kofer is
someone who points out contradictions between Biblical texts (BT Sanhedrin
39a—b). Maimonides defines a kofer as someone who denies the divine inspira-
tion of the Torah or the authority of the oral law, or who claims that the Torah
has been superseded (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Teshuvah 3:8).

Clearly, however, leaving a religion does not always imply conversion to an-
other. It can also mean ceasing to be religious altogether. Since Judaism is less
concerned with faith than practice, in most cases this would signify ceasing to
practice Judaism as outlined in the halakhah: keeping kosher, saying the daily
prayers, resting on the Sabbath, following the rules of sexual purity and so on.
Doing so would not make a person any less Jewish in the eyes of the halakhah,
merely sinful as s/he would be failing to follow the commandments. What
makes the situation even more complicated in the case of modern Judaism is
that the Hebrew adjective dati (“religious”) often means specifically Orthodox
or ultra-Orthodox. This means that terms commonly used to describe such
individuals require a bit of explanation. For instance, the acronym datlash,
short for dati lesheavar (“formerly religious”) refers to a person who has left
(ultra)-Orthodoxy but not necessarily Judaism altogether, desiring rather to
practice it according to his/her own understanding. Another term for this is
ex-frum, using the Yiddish word frum (“pious,”
fers to (ultra)-Orthodox (Kissileff 2014).

Another expression that can denote those who leave Orthodoxy is yotzim le-

observant”), which usually re-

she’elah (“those leaving to question”), a term reminiscent of the classical term
for those who do the opposite, namely become Orthodox, chozrim bitshuvah
(“those returning in repentance”) (Shaffir 2000: 271).



LEAVING JUDAISM 57
3 Historical Developments

Although both Islam and Christianity prohibit forced conversions, these have
occurred in periods of persecution, for instance as during the First Crusade
in 1096, or the Almohad invasion of the Iberian Peninsula in the twelfth cen-
tury. Many of these conversions were, however, temporary, and the forced
converts returned to Judaism as soon as possible (Roos 2003, 2006). Yet there
were also Jews who converted who remained in their new faith, some of these
even becoming famous for trying to convince their former co-religionists to
follow them. One famous example is the man known as Hermannus quondam
Judaeus (“Hermann, formerly a Jew,” a twelfth-century German Jew), an auto-
biography of whose conversion has been preserved. According to this work,
before his conversion Hermann used to have debates on the Hebrew Bible with
Christian theologians, but what, in his opinion, does make Jews want to con-
vert to Christianity are the prayers of pious Christian women, the love Chris-
tians show to Jews and the good example of righteous Christian living (Roos
2006: 53). Another well-known convert was the Dominican Paul Christian, who
delivered a number of forced sermons for Jews in Spain, and who was further-
more the Christian adversary of the Jewish scholar Nachmanides at the famous
Barcelona disputation of 1263 (Roos 2015). The thirteenth century was also the
period when the Christian church began systematic attempts at converting
Jews (Endelman 2015: 27). The sources do not allow of any attempt to quantify
the numbers of Jews that converted either to Islam or to Christianity, given
that Jewish sources tend to downplay the numbers, and non-Jewish ones to
exaggerate them. In addition to that, Jewish rabbinic sources like the Responsa
literature tend to deal with particular cases that did not follow standard pat-
terns, and hence called for special attention. It is therefore hard to know how
representative such cases are for conversions in general (Cohen 1987: 23).

It is clear that in some settings these “New Christians” remained a separate
group, one not considered entirely sincere by the “Old Christians.” The most
well-known case of this is of course in the Iberian Peninsula, where for gen-
erations Jewish converts to Christianity could be suspected of secretly prac-
ticing Judaism, and thus might face persecution by the Inquisition. Indeed,
in some cases this was true, and it is known that, in Spain and its colonies in
the Americas, a number of families who had been subjected to forced conver-
sion maintained Jewish practices, a group in scholarship usually referred to as
crypto-Jews (Kunin 2009).

During the Enlightenment, most Christian Enlightenment thinkers were
critical of Christian persecution of Jews throughout history. Although Enlight-
enment thinkers may have contributed to the emancipation of the Jews, this
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did not mean that they had a favourable view of the Jewish religion, which they
considered to be equally full of superstition as Christianity, and argued had
no place in the life of enlightened persons (Heinemann et al. 2007: 214). Their
arguments do not, however, seem to have convinced many Jews to abandon Ju-
daism or religion altogether. In post-Enlightenment Europe, many Jews chose
to embrace Christianity as part of assimilating into majority society. Others
remained Jews but secularised and non-practicing ones. Some of the converts
were motivated by religious conviction, others by other factors. Even so, it is
clear that many of them were still regarded as Jews by Christians around them
even after converting (Endelman 2015: 12). During certain periods, including
the last decades of the nineteenth century, this attitude is related to increased
hostility towards Jewish emancipation and integration (Endelman 2015: 101).
During this period, the desire to convert could often be linked to age and career
choices. The relative rate of conversions differed from region to region, but in
general it was mainly the young and those wanting to enter new professions—
the academy, media, civil service, law, the arts—who converted. Those who
stayed in the traditional Jewish world of commerce at various levels had little
to gain from conversion to Christianity (Endelman 2015:125). It is impossible to
generalise when it comes to gender and conversion. In contexts where women
were excluded from many aspects of Jewish life, for instance traditional stud-
ies, and were therefore more exposed to the non-Jewish surroundings, they
were often more likely to convert. But in middle-class Jewish settings, where
the women were less likely to work or socialise outside Jewish circles, they
were less likely to convert than men, since they too had less incentive to do so
(Endelman 2015: 133-137).

As well as those who converted for religious or pragmatic reasons were
those who were influenced by the growing nationalism of the late nineteenth
century. The same nationalism that nourished early Zionism also fostered a
feeling that in order to be able to embrace Deutschtum, for instance, or Magyar
nationalism, one had to become Christian (Endelman 1987:15).

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there were plenty of
Christian missionary organisations devoted to converting Jews to Christianity.
After the Holocaust many of these have ceased to exist or changed their fo-
cus to Jewish-Christian dialogue. Today Christian missionary activity towards
Jews is mainly limited to various evangelical/fundamentalist Christian groups,
some Messianic Jewish, some not (Endelman 1987: 17-18. See for example Cha-
risma News on evangelizing Jews, McGuire 2015; Chosen People Ministries; The
Church’s Mission among Jewish People; Light of Zion and One for Israel).

An interesting development since the 1960s, especially in the US, is a stream
of Westerners that in one way or another have adopted Buddhism, especially
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in the forms of Zen Buddhism. People from Jewish backgrounds are overrep-
resented in this category and are often referred to as JuBus or JewBus (Jewish
Buddhists) (Gez 2011: 45, 52). One of the reasons suggested why Buddhism has
proved attractive to Jews dissatisfied with Judaism is that, unlike with Chris-
tianity and Islam, Judaism had no previous history of enmity or competing
claims with Buddhism (Gez 2011: 56). Another reason may have been that it
offered a form of spirituality and an understanding of the nature of the world
that was acceptable for post-Holocaust Jews who were asking difficult ques-
tions about why God had allowed the Holocaust to happen (Gez 2o11: 58ff).

One of the problems in gauging the numbers of Jewish adherents of Bud-
dhism is that standard Western surveys presume that a person only belongs
to one religious tradition, whereas many of those who taught Buddhism to
Westerners in the second half of the twentieth century stressed that their
teachings were compatible with affiliation with other religions as well (Gez
2011: 52). In some cases, studying and practicing Buddhism seems to have led
to an increased practice of Judaism as well, sometimes at the instigation of
the teachers of Buddhism. This is especially interesting as many Jewish Bud-
dhists came from secular background (Gez 2o011: 54). What could be perceived
as a way of leaving Judaism, can be understood from another perspective as a
way of returning to Judaism. Similar patterns can also be found among Jews
in the West who has embraced Islam through Sufi movements (Sorgenfrei
2013).

As stated above, however, leaving Judaism does not have to mean joining
another religion; it can also mean leaving Orthodoxy or becoming secular.
Recently there has been an increase in research into this phenomenon. This
movement is not an insignificant one, as is attested by the number of autobi-
ographies of individuals who have chosen this path, the ex-frum or datlashim
(Ross 2014; Halberstam 2011). Interestingly, rather than merging into other cat-
egories such as progressive or secular Jews, this group seems to maintain a dis-
tinct identity, (Blum, 2015). Yehuda Mirsky, a scholar who has studied the group
notes: “the difference between Datlashim and ordinary religious defectors is
that Datlashim want their children to be Datlashim, too.” (Mirsky 2012).

Leaving ultra-Orthodoxy, however, can be a complicated process (Davidman
2014). The men, especially, having concentrated on traditional Jewish subjects
in most of their schooling have few skills that would render them employable
in the outside world. In addition, these individuals are leaving a communi-
ty which is very supportive of its members, and may find it difficult to cope
on their own. Studies have shown that an added difficulty is that, since even
to contemplate leaving Orthodox practice is perceived as a grave sin, often a
person having such thoughts finds him/herself without anyone with whom
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to discuss these matters (Shaffir 2000). Hence the support of other datlashim
and of organisations such as New York-based Footsteps can be vitally impor-
tant. Similar organisations include U-vaharta and Hillel in Israel, Mavar and
GesherEU in the UK and and Forward in Canada. These provide counselling,
peer support, education and career programs to facilitate the adjustment to
life outside the ultra-Orthodox community.

4 Major Controversies and Significant Case Studies

One major controversy in modern times has been how the halakhic authorities
should regard the group referred to as “Messianic Jews” or “Hebrew Christians,”
that is, Jews that believe that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah. This is a heteroge-
neous category, containing some groups that stand quite close to traditional
rabbinic practice, and others, mainly in the US, that are more charismatic and
closer to evangelical Christianity (Cohn-Sherbok 2000; Kollontai 2004).

Most Jewish authorities do not recognise Messianic Jews as Jews on vari-
ous grounds including that Jesus’s teachings were contrary to Jewish faith and
practices, or that for those who consider his teachings compatible with rabbin-
ic teachings, he was not the Messiah. Another reason is that the Messianic Jews
are seen as embracing beliefs that have been used to oppress Jews throughout
history, for instance the view that Christians are God’s chosen people. A fur-
ther reason is that Messianic Judaism implies that Judaism is not complete in
itself. This animosity towards Messianic Jews has resulted in Orthodox groups
putting pressure on authorities to deny Messianic Jews the Right of Return (the
right to emigrate to Israel), and in attacks on Messianic Jewish establishments
and homes in Israel (Kollontai 2004).

Another reason why the Messianic Jews are controversial is that at least
some of the groups actively proselytise among Jews, something that is still very
contentious in the Jewish world, because of the long history of the Christian
mission to the Jews. In Israel and elsewhere, there are a number of Jewish or-
ganisations that work to prevent and counteract missionary activities directed
towards Jews and also intermarriage. The oldest is Yad Lachim (“A hand to
brothers”) founded in 1950. More recently founded is Jews for Judaism. Its name
resembles that of Jews for Jesus, one of the most important evangelical Messi-
anic Jewish missionary organisations (Kollontai 2004). One final anti-mission
organisation is Outreach Judaism. The activities and resources provided by
these organisations testify to the continued effort of various missionary groups
to proselytise among Jews and to the perceived need of Jewish organisations
to counteract this.
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Another controversial issue in connection with this is intermarriage. In
Orthodox Judaism intermarriage is not permitted, and for a Jew to marry a non-
Jew would thus amount to him/her leaving Judaism. More progressive forms
of Judaism have taken a more positive stance on intermarriage. For example,
in 2015 the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College decided that it would admit
and graduate students who are in interreligious relationships, even rabbinical
candidates (“Reconstructionist Give Green Light to Intermarried Rabbinical
Students,” 2015).

One of the most controversial cases concerning Jewish identity and conver-
sion was the case of Oswald Rufeisen (1922—1998). Rufeisen was born a Jew,
but converted to Christianity and subsequently entered the Carmelite order in
1945. Before his conversion he had been a member of the Zionist youth move-
ment, and he clearly retained this connection to the State of Israel, because in
1962 he appealed to the Israel High Court to be granted Israeli citizenship un-
der the Law of Return which grants the right to citizenship to all Jews. Rufeisen
(or Brother Daniel, by then) claimed that right as he still considered himself
part of the Jewish people, despite having become a Catholic Christian. This
longing for the Holy Land was also, he states, the reason why he had chosen a
monastic order and a chapter in Israel. His request, however, was refused. The
reason given was that although he was still considered a Jew from the point
of view of the halakhah, the Law of Return was based not on halakhah but
on Jewish national/historical consciousness and the ordinary secular meaning
of the term “Jew” as understood by Jews. According to this understanding, a
person who had willingly converted to another religion was not a Jew. In addi-
tion, recognising Brother Daniel as a Jew would be tantamount to denying the
spiritual values that Jews of all ages had died for when they refused to give up
their religion (Ben-Sasson et al.: 2007, 273).

In its modern interpretation, the understanding of the Law of Return
appears to be based upon the general notion of Jewish identity, rather than
halakhic definition of who is a Jew, since children and spouses of Jews, for ex-
ample, despite not fulfilling the requirements of the halakhah, have still been
granted the right of “return” (Lent 2010).

5 Major Texts

As stated above, according to the Talmud it is impossible for someone to cease
to be a Jew, even if s/he is completely non-practicing and even converts to an-
other religion (BT Sanhedrin 44a). The thirteenth-century sage Nachmanides
attributes this to Deuteronomy 29:14 which states that the covenant between
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God and Israel was made “with him that stands here with us today before the
Lord our God and also with him that is not with us here today” (Nachman-
ides ad loc). This also means that a child born of a Jewish mother, even if she
has left Judaism, is considered a Jew (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Ishut 4:15).
A marriage between two apostates or between an apostate and another Jew,
if conducted according to the Jewish rite, is considered valid according to
halakhah (BT Yevamot 30b; Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-ezer 44:9). Even so, the
texts suppose that the party who remains within Judaism will prefer to divorce
the apostate spouse (Isserles, Moses on Shulchan Aruch, Even Ha-Ezer 140:5;
154:1). All of this applies equally to converts to Judaism (BT Yevamot 48a).

Most of the classical commentaries agree with the position stated above,
that a Jewish apostate remains a Jew. This would not be Judaism, however, if
there were not dissenting voices. Maimonides, for one, claims that individuals
that have left Judaism voluntarily are no longer part of the Jewish people, re-
ferring to the verse: “None that go to her repent, nor will they regain the paths
of life” (Proverbs 2:19, Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Mamrim 3:2.). If,
however, an apostate is still considered a Jew, then in theory, should s/he at
some point choose to return to Judaism, no particular rite would be neces-
sary. Nonetheless, some authorities have required that an apostate confess his
sins, repent and promise to follow the halakhah henceforth (Ben-Sasson et al.
2007: 276). The sixteenth-century sage Moses Isserles claimed that returning
apostates should undergo a purifying bath in the mikveh, just like converts to
Judaism (Isserles on Shulchan Aruch, Yore Deah 268: 12)

Such reasoning even continues into twentieth century Reform Judaism, ac-
cording to a responsum that stresses that most Jews who convert to Christian-
ity mean no harm to Judaism, being rather concerned with their own interests,
such as marrying a Christian or furthering their position in a society with a
Christian majority. Although the Jewish community may not have any respect
for a person who leaves Judaism, the door should always be open for him or her
to return, and if the children of apostates return, no reconversion is required
(“Our Attitude to Apostates”).

6 Key Figures

When we review some of the key Jewish figures who have left Judaism it be-
comes clear that they fall into various categories. One such category is made
up of Jews who joined other religions and became avid proponents of those re-
ligions. A good example is the Dominican Paulus Christianus in the thirteenth
century, who made use of his Jewish background to argue for the supremacy of
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Christianity from Jewish sources. From the point of view of Orthodox Judaism,
some Messianic Jews would also fall into this category — organisations like Jews
for Jesus for example — because of their missionary activities towards other
Jews. Its founder Moishe Rosen came from an Orthodox Jewish background,
and first took an interest in Christianity in order to be able to refute the argu-
ments of his Jewish wife who had become interested in Christianity. Both of
them eventually converted and Rosen became a key figure in evangelical cir-
cles that evangelised Jews in the 1950s, -60s and -70s before founding his own
organisation in 1973. Throughout his life he kept many Jewish customs such as
fasting on Yom Kippur and hosting Passover seders (Fox 2010).

Another category contains those who simply left Judaism, embracing other
faiths and from then on considered adherents of those religions. Most of these
individuals have, quite naturally, gone unnoticed, especially in periods when
conversions were common. Others have achieved notoriety. Within this cat-
egory Shabbetai Zevi (1626-1676) stands out. Shabbetai Zevi was the leader,
and designated Messiah, of the largest messianic Jewish movement in the
modern era. The movement was deeply influenced by Kabbalah, especially in
its Lurianic variant, which originated among the Early Modern Jewish mystics
of the town of Safed. A central tenet of this movement was that all Jews were
able to contribute to the process of restoration and redemption and thereby of
hastening the coming of the Messiah. In 1666 Shabbetai Zevi travelled to Con-
stantinople, apparently with the aim of deposing the sultan. Once there he was
imprisoned by the authorities, and while in prison he was presented a choice
between death or conversion to Islam. He chose to convert. This was naturally
a disappointment to many of his followers, although some of them developed
a doctrine that explained how this had all been part of a greater messianic plan
(Scholem 2007).

A final category contains those that have formally converted to another re-
ligion, but where some disagreement exists as to whether or not they should
still be considered Jews. One example from this category is the Catholic monk
Oswald Rufeisen discussed above who wanted to claim the Right of Return as
a Jew, despite having converted to Christianity. Another case that received in-
ternational attention was that of the Carmelite nun St Teresa Benedicta of the
Cross (1891-1942). Teresa was born into an observant Jewish family and began
her life as Edith Stein. Stein pursued an academic career and received a PhD
in philosophy. It is said that it was reading of the autobiography of St Teresa of
Avila that moved her to convert. After holding various teaching positions, she
entered a Carmelite monastery in Cologne. She later transferred to a monas-
tery in Echt in the Netherlands, but even there she was not safe from Nazi anti-
semitism. In 1942, along with other converted Jews in the Netherlands, she was
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arrested and transferred to a concentration camp. She was executed the same
year at the Auschwitz concentration camp. She was canonised by Pope John
Paul 11 in 1998, and is one of the six patron saints of Europe. There was some
controversy surrounding this process with critics claiming that she had been
martyred because of her Jewish heritage, not because of her Christian faith. The
position of the church, however, was that she was executed as a result of the
stance taken by the Catholic Church in the Netherlands against Nazi antisemi-
tism, and therefore should be considered a martyr of the church (Popkin 2007).

7 Conclusion

Within Judaism there are many different terms that are used to designate what
in theory does not exist: a person who has left Judaism. As is often the case
when Judaism is compared to Christianity or Islam, for example, Judaism does
not fit our notion of what a “religion” should be like. In a society where reli-
gious identity ideally is something that is chosen by the individual, Judaism
stands out as difficult to enter and, in theory, impossible to leave, in much the
same way a person may change his/her nationality but not his/her ethnicity.
It is clear that, in comparison with other religions, the status of a person who
has “left” Judaism is a complicated issue, in comparison to other religions, due
to the fact that the definition of Jewishness is determined not by faith nor by
practice, but by a person’s lineage. Faith and practice can be abandoned, but
lineage remains.
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CHAPTER 6
Leaving Christianity

Teemu T. Mantsinen and Kati Tervo-Niemeld

1 Introduction

The body of research on leaving Christianity is expansive, ranging from the
historical and social scientific study of religion to practical theology and re-
ligious education. Just as the array of Christian churches and their nature is
wide, so too is the nature of leaving Christianity varied. This chapter presents
an overview of key aspects regarding leaving Christianity and its major trends
and debates in history. Leaving Christianity is closely entwined with defini-
tions of membership and being a Christian, changing social norms, and codes
of conduct of church officials, but also broad historical socio-cultural changes.

2 Key Terms

Leaving Christianity has many connotations. From the outset, it is important
to make a clear distinction between the terms heretic and apostate. Apostasy,
deriving from the Greek word drooracia (apostasia, a “refection” or “revolt”), re-
fers to a formal disaffiliation or abandonment of religion. According to Chris-
tian faith “apostasy is a wilful falling away from, or rebellion against, Christian
truth... [and] the rejection of Christ by one who has once been a Christian”
(Muller 1985), and an apostate is thus a former Christian who rejects Christian
faith. According to the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (Ryken et al. 1998: 39),
there are at least four different ways in which the word apostasy is used in the
Bible. It is used in reference to (1) rebellion against (for example Joshua 22:22;
2 Chronicles 29:19), (2) turning away (for example Jeremiah 17:5-6; Judges 2:19),
or (3) falling away from God and Christian faith, the latter being particularly
evident in the New Testament (for example Matthew 7:24—27), and (4) adultery,
which is one of the most common images of apostasy in the Old Testament
(for example Jeremiah 2:1-3). Heretics, however, refer to people holding a devi-
ant theological position or religious practice that is not accepted by the group
and the leaders of the group to which the accused belongs. The word “her-
esy” came into wide use within Christianity through Irenaeus (130—202) and
his second-century tract Contra Haereses (Against Heresies) in which he de-
scribed, for example, the Gnostics’ teachings as heretical (Frend 1984: 135-193).
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Furthermore, the understandings and connotations of leaving Christianity
are strongly linked to belonging and membership of the church. According to
Catholic understanding, once individuals become Catholics through baptism,
they will remain Catholic unless they commit a sin grave enough to merit ex-
communication. They may become “lapsed” Roman Catholics if they do not
fulfil the obligation to attend mass, although there is no record kept of who
does and does not meet the terms of membership. Regarding the Church of
England, there are at least three ways in which individuals can be said to be-
long to, and also leave, the Church. Firstly, all inhabitants in England belong to
the Church of England unless they choose to belong to another denomination
or religion or otherwise reject membership. Secondly, individuals may be said
to forfeit Anglican Church membership if they do not receive communion at
least three times a year, although no record of this is kept. Thirdly, those listed
on the church’s Electoral Roll can be regarded as members. In this case, leaving
means letting one’s name drop off the Electoral Roll, for example, by not at-
tending mass or by missing the chance to fill out a certain form (Richter 2000:
21-22). The definition of membership is clearest in churches that have formal
registered membership. This is common in countries where certain churches
and religious groups have a right to levy taxes. In such cases, a member can be
simply defined as a person who is a registered member of a church who pays
church taxes. This is the case in many European countries (including Austria,
Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Sweden and some parts of Switzer-
land), although there are also problems linked to this definition.

As the above suggests, it can be difficult to arrive at a clear definition of
church leaving. For example, Richter and Francis (1998; Richter 2000: 24) used
church attendance rather than membership when comparing church leav-
ing in different denominations. They adopted Dean R. Hoge’s definition of a
church leaver as a person who has reduced his or her church attendance to
less than six times a year (excluding Christmas, Easter, weddings and funerals)
(Johnson et al. 1993; Richter and Francis 1998; Richter 2000: 34). However, in
some countries church attendance has always been low. Therefore, the vast
majority of registered church members would be categorised as church leavers
according to this definition. Therefore, leaving Christianity needs to be defined
separately in each case and in its historical context.

3 Historical Developments

Cases of leaving Christianity during the first century of Christianity are often
dismissed and poorly documented. However, two issues are noteworthy in
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early Christianity. Firstly, deviant religious groups (such as the Gnostic move-
ments, Marcionists and Montanists) were labelled heretics by the church au-
thorities. Local church laws and canonical laws were often formed to dictate
how to distinguish and manage those deemed as heretics (Van de Wiel 1991:
36-72). Secondly, the persecution of early Christians in the Roman Empire
prompted a debate on how to deal with those who denied Christ. Some church
leaders, such as Tertullian (155—-240), considered fleeing persecution as aposta-
sy. This caused some to fear apostasy when facing torture (Moss 2012: 108, 155).
Later, Eusebius (275-339) favoured forgiving those who rejected Christ during
persecution, in contrast with “heretical” Novatian (200-258), who denied re-
entry of relapsed believers to the church (Oropeza 2000: 8).

In medieval Christian Europe, the distinction between a heretic and an
apostate was important also for legal reasons. However, the word apostate had
multiple meanings in the Canon Law of the Catholic Church. It could refer to
leaving the faith (apostasia a fide), or religious life, such as a monastic order
(apostasia a religione). Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) distinguished apostasy as
abandonment of the faith (a fide), abandonment of clerical state (ab ordine),
and abandonment of monastic life (a monachatus). Furthermore, the most
common referent of apostate was fugitive, not someone leaving Christianity
per se. Apostasy was often referred to as treason and rebellion, and punished
by excommunication from society and the Church, and loss of wills and pos-
sessions (Riesner 1942; Oropeza 2000: 10-12).

A heretic in medieval Europe was foremost a person whose practice of
Christianity was deviant; doctrinal issues were secondary or later construc-
tions. A heretic had a chance to repent and return to the accepted practices
of the Church. In the case of relapse, punishments were more severe. Apos-
tasy of faith was seen, beyond heresy, as a total rejection of religion, meaning
essentially the Church, or switching, for example, to Judaism. Witchcraft was
depicted, for example, by Johannes Nider (1380-1438) as a fundamentally he-
retical act of apostasy. In England, blasphemy, atheism and heresy were pun-
ishable by death between 1400-1677 (Kolpacoff Deane 2011: 219-220; Zagorin
2013; Valiméki 2016).

Following the Reformation, the term heretic was used to denote any kind of
apostasy or switching religion, that is anyone who had a belief different to the
dominant group (Hunter et al. 2005: 4). Moreover, what followed was a frag-
mentation of Western Christianity, enabling also internal movement, leaving
institutions, and switching churches.

The Reformation enabled territorial rulers to choose the official religion
of their domain in Western Europe. The Peace of Augsburg (1555) treaty
and its statement cuius regio, eius religio, essentially meant that the religion



70 MANTSINEN AND TERVO-NIEMELA

of the ruler would be the religion of their subjects. In some areas, a coexis-
tence of competing religions was accepted. The Transylvanian Diet’s Edict of
Torda is considered the first legal guarantee of religious freedom in Christian
Europe, although with restrictions. In 1558, the Edict declared free practice of
both Catholicism and Lutheranism, although Calvinism was prohibited until
1564. In 1568, the freedom was extended: four denominations (Catholicism,
Lutheranism, Calvinism and Unitarianism) were named as accepted denomi-
nations, while other denominations (such as the Orthodox Churches, Sabba-
tarians and Anabaptists) were tolerated churches, which meant that they had
no legislative power, but they were not persecuted. In the Union of Utrecht
(1579), freedom of conscience and private devotion and worship alongside the
dominant religion was granted in the Netherlands. It allowed complete per-
sonal freedom of religion and is one of the first unlimited edicts of religious
toleration. These earliest laws guaranteed people the personal right to prac-
tice their religion of choice, and to practice or not to practice religion as they
wished.

Tolerance of atheism in Western Europe grew slowly through the enlighten-
ment and modernisation. Apart from the short period of the French Revolution,
change was slow and Christianity remained strong. John Locke (1632—1704) was
one of the early developers of the thought of religious freedom, although he
considered Roman Catholics unloyal in an Anglican England, and atheists a
threat to national morale. National institutions slowly loosened their ties to
Christian churches. The British court of law permitted the testimony of an
atheist in 1869, and parliament accepted oaths without a Bible in 1886 (Zagorin
2013). In European colonies around the world, however, laws were not, or could
not be, necessarily similarly applied. However, missionaries were constantly
alerted by the possibility of natives relapsing into “uncivilised” lifestyles and
syncretism (Barry et al. 2008).

The acceptance of religious freedom for individuals has varied across dif-
ferent Christian groups. In the Roman Catholic Church, the Second Vatican
Council adopted the concept of religious freedom in its Dignitatis humanae
(1965), but continued to oppose complete privatisation of religion and moral
issues (Casanova 1994: 57). Many Protestant and Orthodox churches also have
commitments to religious freedom.

In the twentieth century, the case of state-run atheism in Eastern Europe led
to a massive decline in Christianity in those countries. For the study of leaving
religion this poses challenges. It falls short of voluntary leaving, but merely dis-
missing it as a state-forced apostasy would not be sufficient. Organised secu-
larisation was met with a counter-reaction after the fall of the Soviet Union,
as many returned to the Orthodox Church or other religions. The politics of
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identity and objectification of religion led to the ethnicisation of religion, not
national apostasy. For example, in Russia the Orthodox Church was a way to
return to the assumed traditional Russian culture (Pelkmans 2009). A similar
reaction was seen, for example, in Albania, which transformed from an atheist
society to a society where 88 percent said they believed in God in 2011 (Ender-
sen 2012).

However, state-run atheism or communist regimes did have a more long-
lasting effect in some countries and regions, such as former Czechoslovakia
and East Germany. The consequences are very visible when comparing reli-
gious belonging, for example, in former East Germany compared to former
West Germany. During the communist era the situation of Christianity was
characterised by an enduring persecution of religious believers by the Com-
munist government of East Germany. In 2010, while only 15% of West Germans
did not belong to a religious community, the figure among East Germans was
68% (Ilg et al. 2010: 51-52).

4 Major Controversies and Significant Case Studies

A controversial debate within Christianity has been the Muslim conquest of
large parts of the Mediterranean world and the degree of freedom of conver-
sion from Christianity to Islam. The story of forced mass conversions to Islam
has prevailed, providing an explanation for why so many left Christianity.
However, the conversion of entire populations was sometimes slow. For exam-
ple, Egypt maintained a Christian majority for six centuries after the change of
power, and Greece remained Orthodox under Ottoman rule (Hermansen 2014).
In other cases, such as nineteenth-century southern Russia, Muslim culture
and historical ethnicity were more appealing than colonial Christianity (Kefeli
2014). Arguably, preferential taxation in favour of Muslims and other practical
matters make voluntary conversion debatable in many cases. In Muslim Spain
(Al-Andalus, 711-1492), large-scale conversion to Islam happened only after
major changes in government, legislation and culture. Umayyad emir Abd al-
Rahman 11 (822-852) abandoned the egalitarian Arab style of governance in
favour of the cultural sophistication of the Abbasid court in Baghdad, estab-
lished new courts and state offices, and facilitated conditions for employment.
This cultural revolution and the new professions, opportunities for livelihood,
that it brought led to increasing assimilation into the new Islamic culture, and
eventually to conversion to Islam. The more indigenous Muslims there were,
the more indigenous Christians would convert (Coope 1993; Tieszen 2013,
21-44).
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An important theological debate of the Reformation was the soteriologi-
cal question of being saved. The Calvinist-Arminian debate in the early seven-
teenth century was, among other issues, a dispute over whether, once saved,
a Christian can lose their salvation and become an apostate. The debate had
its precedent in a debate between Augustine of Hippo (354—430) and Pelagius
(360—420) over irresistible grace versus salvation through faith alone. John Cal-
vin (1509-1564) went further than Augustine, proposing that God has chosen,
that is predestined, people to either salvation or damnation by his sovereign-
ty. Following this logic, there are no apostates since a person leaving Chris-
tianity was not chosen to be a Christian in the first place. Jacobus Arminius
(1560-1609), however, excluded determinism from salvation. For him, salva-
tion is conditional upon living a Christian life, and can be lost. Most Pentecos-
tal and Evangelical groups follow Arminius’ approach, expecting people both
to choose and work for their salvation, although received by grace. Contrary
to the Reformed views, Martin Luther (1483-1546) laid the foundation for the
Protestant approach, which sees people as drawn to evil, and saveable only
by God. This implies that salvation is solely the work of God, and apostasy is
caused by the human nature to be drawn to evil (Demarest 1997; Calvin 2008;
Luther 2008.) However, in Eastern Orthodoxy salvation is considered a free
relationship, and therefore people have the capability to reject God (Carlton
2000).

Two important areas of controversy in Christianity in modern times have
been liberalism and secularisation. Both have been affected by the enlighten-
ment, and scientific, cultural and social developments in the Western world.
The enlightenment was not simply an anti-religious programme, but, among
other things, it was also a development towards a rational and intellectual
approach to religion. However, the age of reason resulted in both secular hu-
manism and religious liberalism. Many early philosophers of the enlighten-
ment were born Christians but became critics or apostates of Christianity. For
William Godwin (1756-1836), the key figure of modern anarchism and famous
atheist of his time, moral and intellectual autonomy defined human beings.
He was influenced by the rational Dissenters, who insisted that just as nature
could be rationally explained, so, too, God had to be explained through human
reasoning alone. The rational approach to religion and society was further-
more a criticism of the monopoly of power of the Church of England. Godwin
further reasoned that man should not surrender to government or religion
(Weston 2013).

The secularisation debate is closely related to the issue of state—church sys-
tems and their dismantling in Europe. However, while the former state church-
es, in particular, have lost members in Europe, Christianity in other parts of
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the world remains relatively attractive. In 1910 a third of the world’s popula-
tion were Christians (34.8%), and in 2015 nearly a third (31.2%), and the share
is expected to remain largely unchanged until 2060 (31.8%) (Pew 2011; 2017).
However, the regional distribution of Christianity has changed and will change
further: whereas in 1910 two-third (66%) of the world’s Christians were Euro-
pean, in 2015 the share was only a quarter (24%) and is expected to decline to
14% by 2060 (Pew 2011; 2017). In contrast, the proportion of Christians in sub-
Saharan Africa is growing (from 9% in 1910 to 26% in 2015 and expected to rise
to 42% in 2060). However, it is important to point out that the major drivers
behind this development are age distribution and fertility, not church leaving
per se. In Europe, the Christian population is relatively old. (Pew 2011; 2017).
However, Christian churches are also the group that is expected to experience
most switching out worldwide: during a five-year period between 2015-2020 a
total of 13 million people are expected to leave Christianity, most of them end-
ing up religiously unaffiliated, particularly in Europe, North America, Australia
and New Zealand (Pew 2017). Following this development, rather than dis-
appearing, the former state churches (Europe) and mainline denominations
(US) are losing their positions of power, and becoming more equal advocates
in the religious, social, and political markets (Berger et al. 2008). These devel-
opments may be challenged by cases such as restoration of Church status in
Poland, and possible reinterpretations of nationalism and Christian roots, as
seen, for example, in Russia.

In Great Britain, the decline in Anglican attendance and membership rates
and the increase in the number of people identifying as non-religious in na-
tional census has prompted debate in Britain and beyond on the role of re-
ligion and religious categorisation. People tend to define their relationship
towards religion more independently than before, which poses the challenge
of defining who is a Christian, compared to popular traditional definitions.
Mainly in relation to the Christian (former) state churches, the current de-
bate strives to grasp how some people believe without belonging or belong
without believing, while others believe in belonging or neither believe nor
belong (Davie 1990; Day 2011; Niemeld 2015; Brown and Woodhead 2016).
Furthermore, religion and spirituality are also increasingly considered to be
“fuzzy,” something that does not fit into the categories of “religious” and “non-
religious” (Voas 2009) or “practicing” and “non-practicing” (Davie 2006). This
means that religion is also increasingly regarded as something that cannot
be interpreted merely by studying and analysing using traditional means and
measures.

Another perspective on why many people, in this case in Sweden, are no lon-
ger identifying as Christians was given by David Thurfjell. He concluded that
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the case is not so much one of declining religiosity, but a process of narrowing
the definition and meaning of being a Christian. According to Thurfjell, the
previous broad definition has been replaced with a stricter definition, favoured
by revivalist groups and individuals. While the Lutheran Church tradition-
ally considers all baptised Christians, the revivalists (including Pentecostals)
expect a personal and active vocation of faith. This stricter understanding
has alienated many cultural Christians away from Christianity and from the
Church of Sweden (Thurfjell 2015).

Contemporary controversies often revolve around areas of sexuality and
gender. The ordination of women to the ministry and changing attitudes and
laws towards sexual minorities have caused a schism between liberals and con-
servatives, alienating people from both sides. These have been regarded among
the biggest transformations in Christianity in the twentieth century (adoption
of female ministry) and in the twenty-first century (increasing acceptance of
same-sex relationships), and have also resulted in disaffiliation from Christi-
anity. For example, in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Finland, the major-
ity of the biggest peaks in church leaving from the former state Church have
taken place alongside the debates regarding the ordination of women and the
registration or marriage of same-sex couples. The debates over abortion and
contraception have also contributed to church leaving (Byron and Zech 2012;
Niemel4 2007).

5 Major Texts

Apostasy and falling away from Christian faith are mentioned in the Bible
mainly in a few concentrated passages of the New Testament. Although
there are similar passages in the Old Testament, these are usually dismissed
by Christians as dated laws and social norms of ancient society dealing with
conquering enemies and condemning their “false” gods. According to this un-
derstanding, Christianity begins with Jesus Christ and the old scriptures are
applied in the light of the New Testament. According to the Bible, Jesus was
aware that some of his followers would not last, but fall away. He compared
his message and audience with seed and a farmer’s field: if one’s faith does not
have “roots,” the seed will not grow and will “fall away,” but “those with a noble
and good heart, who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a
crop” (Luke 8: 4-15).

The Apostolic letters have been used as the foundation for organising
church life and social conduct. In the letters, leavers are depicted as being de-
ceived by sin, and warnings of falling away are constant. In the Letter to the
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Hebrews (3:7-19; 6:4—8; 10:25—31), the author warns of unbelief, which would
deny a person of their salvation. Furthermore, they claim that “It is impossible
for those who have once been enlightened [...] and who have fallen away, to
be brought back to repentance.” One proverb likens the apostate as a dog who
returns to its vomit (2 Peter 2:17—22), illustrating how the Apostles viewed those
who convert and leave.

The Apostolic letters were the first official formulations of group member-
ship and norms of social conduct for a Christian community. One passage by
Paul (7 Corinthians 5:1-5) has been later used as an example of excommunica-
tion. In it, Paul guides the Corinthians to expel a person committed of sexual
immorality, for a limited time, so they could repent and possibly return: “So
when you are assembled and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord
Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so
that his spirit may be saved on the day of the Lord.”

The ultimate mark of apostasy in the Bible is the sin of blasphemy against
the Holy Spirit. According to Matthew (12:31—-32), Jesus said: “Anyone who
speaks a word against the Son of Man []Jesus] will be forgiven, but anyone
who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in
the age to come.” This passage is often linked with a story in Acts (5: 1-10) in
which a couple tried to lie to the apostles, only to fall dead: “Ananias, how is it
that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit [—] You
have not lied just to human beings but to God. When Ananias heard this, he
fell down and died.” These two Bible passages have been highly debated, but
also used for social control, mainly in fundamentalist and other conservative
groups outside mainline Christianity.

Another passage, often cited by Pentecostal and Evangelical groups, is “the
great apostasy.” Apostle Paul pleaded with the Thessalonians: “not to become
easily unsettled or alarmed by the teaching [...] asserting that the day of the
Lord has already come. Don'’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day
will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed”
(2 Thessalonians: 2). According to some Christians, this refers to a period in the
end times when a large number of people will leave Christianity. The great
apostasy has been identified, for instance, by various Pentecostals as, for ex-
ample, the enlightenment and liberalism, the Roman Catholic Church, Islam,
and the Soviet Union. Sometimes it is interpreted that the great apostasy will
be followed by a final revival before the second coming of Christ (Anderson
2013:165-170).

As previously noted, the persecution of the early Christian Churches
prompted a debate on whether denying Christ under threat of death would
be apostasy. Of the Apostolic Fathers and early writings, Shepherd of Hermes
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(Parables 26:6) says that it is impossible to be saved if a person intends to deny
Christ, although there is the possibility to obtain later repentance for past sins.
Tertullian saw apostasy as a form of mortal sin (De Poenitentia; De Idololatria;
De Puditicia), criticising the Shepherd. However, Irenaeus (Against Heresies),
while deeming apostates to be under God’s punishment, stated that the apos-
tasy was already judgement in itself, and God would not punish them directly —
at least immediately.

6 Key Figures

According to Augustinian theology, Christians cannot be certain of their salva-
tion, despite of free will. Through sin and unbelief, one could lose salvation
(Augustine 2010). Another major theologian, Thomas Aquinas, saw atheism as
a crime against society, since society and the Church were more important
than the individual. Along with many of his contemporaries, he equated apos-
tasy with treason, punishable if not repented of (Aquinas 2002). The contem-
porary Catechism of the Catholic Church (2003) sees apostasy as a full rejection
of Catholic doctrine, and as leaving the Church.

However, Karl Rahner (1904-1984), one of the most influential Roman Cath-
olic theologians of the twentieth century, questions the possibility of absolute
apostasy. According to him, apostasy would not only require denial of Chris-
tian propositions, but also a complete abandonment of any moral realities of
those propositions. In a cultural environment in which Christianity has been
an important source of influence, this is essentially impossible. Instead, Rahn-
er considers those who live in Christian-influenced culture but reject Chris-
tian propositions to be heretics, Christians who have fallen short (Rahner 1966:
486—-487). Pope Francis’s (1936—) statement that God has redeemed everybody,
including atheists (Catholic Online 2013), underlines this Catholic understand-
ing of the perseverance of salvation.

The Protestant dispute on perseverance and assurance of salvation is high-
lighted in Lutheran theologian Francis Pieper’s account on perseverance and
apostasy:

What Scripture teaches on final perseverance may be summarized in
these two statements: 1. He that perseveres in faith does so only through
God’s gracious preservation; the believer’s perseverance is a work of
divine grace and omnipotence. 2. He that falls away from faith does so
through his own fault; the cause of apostasy in every case is rejection of
God’s Word and resistance to the operation of the Holy Spirit in the Word.
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This doctrine the Christian Church must maintain and defend on two
fronts: against Calvinism and against synergism.
PIEPER 1968: 89

Although the Calvinist view could render predestination and election both
ways, salvation and damnation, Karl Barth (1886-1968), a Reformed theolo-
gian, in his treatment of the question of predestination, reserved predestined
judgement only to Jesus (Barth 1957). Methodists, Pentecostals, and other re-
vivalist- and holiness-background Christians often follow in part the Armin-
ian view on salvation, proposing that the Christ died for all, not only for the
elected. However, Methodist leader Charles Wesley (1707-1788) preached that
it is possible for a person to apostatise in such manner that it is “impossible to
renew them again unto repentance” (Wesley 2001: 149-150). Wayne Grudem
(b. 1948), a Reformed theologian widely respected in the Pentecostal-
Evangelical field, combines these traditions by considering it more difficult to
discern who is saved than who has become an apostate. In this he follows a com-
mon Revivalist Christian understanding that “faith” or religious conviction can
be evaluated by its outcomes, by its good or bad “fruit.” (Grudem 2000, 156-157.)

7 Conclusion

The history of Christianity is often seen in the light of expansion and pow-
er. However, when examined closely, stories of dissent and apostasy can be
found throughout its history. Early Christianity saw the expulsion of heretics
and deniers of Christ during Roman persecution. The Middle Ages witnessed
the expansion of Islam and the gradual apostasy of large geographical parts
of early Christendom. The Reformation and the Enlightenment brought ideas
of secularism and liberalism, which resulted in a decline in Christianity in
Europe. Other cases and individual developments continue to bring strain and
dissent within Christianity, resulting in apostasy.
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CHAPTER 7
Leaving Islam

Christine Schirrmacher

1 Introduction

Looked at from a global perspective, possibly more people than ever are chang-
ing or leaving their religion. At the same time, while it is legally impossible to
leave Islam in all Middle Eastern countries, it is considered to be a punishable
crime under Sharia law, and the death penalty can be applied in a handful of
countries like Saudi-Arabia or Iran. Interestingly enough, the Koran does not
seem to have a clear verdict on apostasy. Muslim theologians hold different
views as to whether Islam favors complete religious freedom or whether the
culprit is unpunishable as long as he does not rock the boat of the community.
Many Muslim theologians still hold to the death penalty.

2 Key Terms

The term for “unbelief” or “non-belief” (Arabic: kufr) is used 482 times in the
Koran. In at least 19 verses it is used in the sense of turning away or falling away
from Islam (Hallaq 2001: 119—122). There is no mention in the Koran of the Ara-
bic term for “apostasy,” which is ridda and irtidad in Arabic.

However, one finds neither in the Koran nor in tradition an unambiguous
definition for when apostasy from Islam (Arabic: al-rugu‘ ‘an din al-islam or qat*
al-islam) is unquestionably present, how it can be determined, and whether
saying the creed is sufficient in order to avert the charge of apostasy (Griffel
1998: 356). Indeed, there is widespread consensus that apostasy undoubtedly
exists where the truth of the Koran is denied, where blasphemy is committed
against God, Islam, or Muhammad, and where breaking away from the Islamic
faith in word or deed occurs. The lasting, willful non-observance of the five
pillars of Islam, in particular the duty to pray, clearly count as apostasy for
most theologians. Additional distinguishing features are a change of religion,
confessing atheism, nullifying the Sharia as well as judging what is allowed to
be forbidden and judging what is forbidden to be allowed. Fighting against
Muslims and Islam (Arabic: muharaba) also counts as unbelief or apostasy;
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likewise, numerous theologians judge apostasy to be a form of battle against
Islam.

3 Historical Developments

Overall, our knowledge about how the topic of apostasy has been dealt with in
Islam in the close to 14 centuries of Islamic history is limited: Apart from few
sources relating to the time of the Middle Ages and the Ottoman Empire, we
primarily have sources at our disposal which are from the early days of Islam
as well as from the 19th and 20th centuries.

Already around the time of Muhammad’s death in 632 A.D,, there arose a
number of Arab voices against Islamic domination which saw themselves only
personally bound to Muhammad. Fighting erupted under the first Caliph Aba
Bakr, which has gone down in history as the “Apostasy Wars” (Arabic: hurab
ar-ridda). The reason for the outbreak of uprisings has been disputed within
research: For instance, the continued existence of pre-Islamic social structures
is supposed, such that a protective relationship was linked exclusively to an
influential leader (Hasemann 2002: 37). Or was the uprising determined by the
desire to avoid the collection of taxes and to cast off the rulers from Medina?
In such case one would only be able to speak conditionally about the term
apostasy (Hallaq 2001: 120-121).

There are only a few known individual cases of the use of the death penalty
for apostates dating from the 8th century. The reason for this could be that it
was first of all in the course of Abbasid rule from the end of the 8th century
onwards that prosecution and the imposition of the death penalty set in. In the
Umayyad and early Abbasid periods, the defensive measures against apostates
appear to have mostly remained limited to intellectual debates (Cook 2006:
256; 276—277).

From this time, there are only a few individual cases of the prosecution of
apostates which have been handed down: According thereto, Hisam Ibn ‘Abd
al-Malik was executed for spreading Mu‘tazilite convictions in 742 or 743. In
784, the Iraqi writer Basar Ibn Burd was killed on account of apostasy and in
922 al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-Hallag on account of blasphemy. A number of
additional individual cases have to do with prior Christians, who owing to their
conversion and their subsequent return to the Christian faith were reportedly
executed: Tradition includes the name Kyros and his execution by burning
in the year 769, the execution of “Holy Elias” in 795, the killing of “Holy Bac-
chus” in 806; two additional cases are known from the 10th and 14th centuries
(Khoury 1994: 101-192) as well as a number from Islamic Spain, for instance, in
the uth century (Wasserstein 1993).
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From the gth century onwards, a time in which the execution of apostates
becomes historically tangible, complaints become vociferous that the charge
of apostasy set in as a weapon against undesired opponents. For example, Abii
Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Gazali (d. 1111) raged against the ex-
cessive practice of condemning others as “unbelievers” (Arabic: takfir) among
theologians (Lewis 2002: 144). There are reports from this time about the re-
conversion of prior non-Muslim detainees after their release. The question of
whether it was a matter of heresy was decided by means of questioning those
involved, namely whether they spoke “words of unbelief” (Arabic: kalimat al-
kufr). For these “words of unbelief,” there existed prior to the 12th century no
exact definition. Since one considered the inner convictions of a person to not
be justiciable, legal experts at that time appear to have generally been more
cautious to judge belief or unbelief (Olsson 2008: 95). For that reason, many
scholars appear to have concentrated more on the political aspect of the ques-
tion, namely whether the involved individual caused revolt and rebellion. It
was believed that such occurrences were able to be more clearly judged.

Tilman Nagel names the Maliki scholar al-Qadi ‘Ijad (d. 1149) as the first
individual who called for the death penalty for “disseminating improprieties
about Muhammad or questioning his authority in all questions of faith and
profane life” and, with that, shook the foundation of Muslim community.
Later, the Hanbalite theologian Ibn Taimiya (d. 1328) and the Shafiite scholar
Taql ad-Din as-Subki (d.1355) followed this reasoning (Nagel 2001: 295). From
the 12th century, especially during the Mamlik Period (Levanoni 2016), and
then in particular from the 14th century onwards, there are a number of cases
of executions of apostates which have come down in tradition (Cook 2006:
257; 275).

The Ottoman Empire offers a more easily researchable arena as to how apos-
tasy was dealt with. A number of reports are available from the 19th century on
the execution of apostates. This was a time when there was intensive struggle
between the representatives of Western powers and the Sublime Porte (High
Porte) about the justification of these executions. Indeed, the Hatt-i Sharif de-
cree by Sultan Abdiilmecid 1 in 1839 provided all Ottoman subjects with protec-
tion of life, of honor, and of possessions independent of their religion. Strictly
speaking, however, converts were not included. For example, the British envoy
to the court of Sultan Abdiilmecid 1 (1839-1861), Stratford Canning, intensively
campaigned with the support of diplomatic representatives from Austria, Rus-
sia, Prussia, and France at the Sublime Porte for a prohibition on the execution
of apostates. What followed was a long period marked by a diplomatic tug-of-
war: While the British envoy made determined attempts to move the Sublime
Porte to change its laws with respect to the criminal prosecution of apostates,
the Sublime Porte, for its part, sought to be as decided in not giving in to the
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urging and straitjacketing by the envoys of Europe. In the end, Sultan Abdiil-
mecid granted a decree to Stratford Canning in which the Sultan, over against
the High Porte, stated that he would support the High Porte’s preventing the
prosecution and execution of apostates (Deringil 2000: 556; 559).

Cases of the execution of apostates reported out of Egypt are also known
from the 19th century, such as, for instance, the killing of female apostates
from the years 1825 and 1835 (Peters and De Vries 1976: 13). After that, there
appear to have been very few cases of execution for apostasy from the next
150 years which are known about (exceptions are, for example, the stoning of
Sahibzadah ‘Abd al-Latif [1903] and Maulawi Ni‘mat Allah after converting to
the Ahmadiya movement in Afghanistan [1924]) (Ahmad 1989: 16).

It was not until the 20th century that the topic of apostasy developed a new
dynamic: Theologians increasingly drafted tracts and papers in which the use
of the death penalty for apostasy was called for while at the same time most
Muslim majority states in the 20th century, in the course of nation building,
formulated constitutions affirming religious freedom. Only in the fewest of
these constitutions is apostasy from Islam taken to be a criminal offense; it can,
for example, be punished in Saudi Arabia with the death penalty (although
the country has no constitution), in Yemen, Mauretania, and in Iran. However,
apostasy from Islam in the public sphere is now predominantly interpreted
as a political offense, and there are more than a few position statements con-
demning it as an action endangering the state which has to be immediately
halted.

Since Sharia law in the 20th century has been limited to family law for the
majority of the states in the MENA region, a legal charge on account of apos-
tasy is only possible in those few states which have codified Sharia law into pe-
nal law. Resourceful protagonists, however, have occasionally taken the way of
efforts of a hisba legal action (as, for instance, in the case of the Koran scholar
Nasr Hamid Abui Zaid in Egypt in 1993) under the pretext of wanting to protect
the Islamic community from the political offense of revolt. It was not until 1996
that there was a law prohibiting individuals from bringing a hisba legal action
before a court due to alleged apostasy by a third party. The sole exception has
to do with the plaintiff’s being able to credibly demonstrate a personal and
direct interest in the legal action (Bélz 1997: 141).

Traditionally, apostasy counts as a capital offense (hudud offense) accord-
ing to Sharia law. Nowadays, this classification is viewed critically by an in-
creasing number of theologians. Up to the present day, the legal imposition of
the death penalty for apostasy is possible where Sharia law has been codified
in penal law. However, in Muslim majority countries or states characterised
by Islam, public apostasy from Islam has social as well as legal consequences:
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Apostasy is frequently viewed socially as a disgrace, treason, and a scandal. Be-
ing ostracised and cast out of the family are possible results, as are the loss of
one’s employment and in dramatic cases persecution and the use of force up to
the point of attempting to seek to kill the apostate, incarcerate the individual,
and to torture the individual (Marshall and Shea 2011: 61). Legal consequences
can be disinheritance (since according to Sharia law non-Muslims are not al-
lowed to inherit from Muslims), forced divorce (since according to Sharia law
a Muslim female may not be married to a non-Muslim man), or having one’s
own children and the custody of those children taken away (since according to
Sharia law Muslim children may not be raised by non-Muslims).

4 Major Controversies and Significant Incidents

There are essentially three main positions within Islamic theology today when
it comes to the question of religious freedom. There is a liberal or progressive
position, which advocates complete religious freedom, including the right of
being allowed to leave Islam. There is a restrictive position, which basically
rejects religious freedom for Muslims and which seeks to penalise criticism
of Islam or its progressive interpretation with the death penalty. Finally, there
is a centrist or moderate position, which a majority of theologians might be
considered to support today.

Supporters of the restrictive position cite texts from the early days of Islam
when justifying the death penalty, for instance Muhammad’s call to kill apos-
tates as well as the tradition of the companions of the Prophet and caliphs who
report cases of beheading and crucifixion. Since over the course of the history
of theology the call for the death penalty for apostasy formulated in the early
days of Islam has not been declared to be invalid, and since the principle jus-
tification of punishment of renegades had essentially never been placed into
question by influential committees of scholars using a historical hermeneuti-
cal approach, recourse to texts from the early days of Islam have remained an
acknowledged instrument for abstracting guidelines for dealing with apostates
in the 20th century.

Nowadays, representatives of the liberal position likewise refer to texts from
the early days in order to justify complete religious freedom. They point to
texts within tradition which report on Muhammad'’s rejection of punishment
of apostates as well as Koran verses, such as Sura 2:256, which deny “compul-
sion in religion.” In the course of their defusing the guidelines for the execu-
tion of apostates, they differentiate between theological and political concerns
with respect to the topic of apostasy. Indeed, according to the opinion of the
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majority of representatives of this position, it is also neither desirable nor is it
meaningless with respect to the assessment of the individual in the Last Judg-
ment. Nevertheless, it is not to be subject to punishment. Punishment, they
hold, would contradict what is for them the intrinsic principle of free will.
Since it is held that the Islamic community is not threatened by what is in total
alow number of apostates, the prosecution of individual apostates in the early
days of Islam cannot be taken as a guideline for dealing with those who change
religions in the present day.

In contrast, the centrist or moderate position advocates freedom of belief
for Muslims, which exclusively means internal thoughts. At the same time,
freedom to openly confess adherence to another religion or to no religion is re-
jected. On the one hand, there is a warning against premature allegations and
calls for execution of those whose apostasy is not unambiguously provable. On
the other hand, however, it advocates execution as an obligatory action accord-
ing to Sharia law in the case of proven apostates who make their turning away
from Islam public. In the same way as representatives of the restrictive posi-
tion, they condemn turning away from Islam as a political offense that brings
unrest into the state and society and causes revolt.

The following three contemporary examples illustrate that it is often dif-
ficult, if not dangerous, to leave Islam in Muslim majority societies around the
world. The first example of Yousef Nadarkhani demonstrates that in Iran the
charge of apostasy, punishment, and incarceration also applies while there is
no written law in the constitution which forbids converting to another religion.
The second case of Farag Foda from Egypt illustrates that the said apostasy has
been interpreted as a public crime by some members of society, holding that a
court case is not a necessary requirement for punishing an “unbeliever,” where-
as the third case of Mohammad Younus Sheikh from Pakistan shows that his
continuing confession that he has remained a Muslim believer has not been
seen as relevant with respect to his being charged with apostasy.

The pastor Yousef Nadarkhani, a convert to the Christian faith and the pas-
tor of an underground Protestant Iranian church, was initially imprisoned in
2006 and then again in 2009 and 2012 on account of apostasy. In a judgment by
the First Chamber of the Revolutionary Court on September 22, 2010, Nadark-
hani was sentenced to death by hanging for “the dissemination of non-Islamic
teaching” and “apostasy from the Islamic faith.” On June 28, 2011, the sentencing
was confirmed by the Third Chamber of the Supreme Court in Qom. Gholama-
li Rezvani, the Vice Governor of the Gilan province, labeled pastor Nadarkhani
a “zionist” who was “guilty of corruption and had committed high treason.”
Iranian media labeled him a “rapist,” “burglar,” and an “extortionist.” At the be-
ginning of July 2011, Nadarkhani’s prior lawyer Mohammad Ali Dadkhah had
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been sentenced to receive lashes, g years of imprisonment, and a 10-year occu-
pational ban as a lecturer and lawyer as well as being sentenced to pay a fine.!

In September 2012, Yousef Nadarkhani was surprisingly set free, supposedly
not least because of numerous international press reports and political advo-
cacy in that same year. However, a short time later, he was again arrested, alleg-
edly on account of some sort of irregularity. After being released again, Yousef
Nadarkhani continued to work as a pastor but was permanently harassed by
the Iranian authorities and eventually incarcerated again. In July 2017, he was
sentenced to ten years of imprisonment and subsequently two years of exile
1,200 miles away from his hometown and family.

Nadarkhani was arguably the first convert in whose case the Iranian jus-
tice system openly named “apostasy from Islam” as the reason for its death
sentence in 2010. Earlier converts were officially charged with other offenses,
such as “spying” or “drug dealing.” In the case of Mehdi Dibaj in 1994, he was
detained for years, but was reportedly never given a reason for his arrest. He
was then abducted in the middle of the street and later found dead (Sana-
sarian 2000: 124f.). Since 1996, due to a change in the penal code, insulting
Muhammad is indeed threatened with the death penalty but up to now the
Iranian penal code does not contain any paragraph explicitly calling for the
death penalty. On the contrary, Iran, by signing the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, has taken on the obligation of guaranteeing freedom
of thought, freedom of conscience, and freedom of religion.

Another significant incident was the author and intellectual Farag Foda. He
was murdered by two members of the al-gama‘a al-islamiya group on June
8, 1992 in Cairo. This occurred after he had already been openly accused of
apostasy and unbelief for some time by various individuals. He had also been
challenged by renowned representatives of Islamism in rebuttal of his view-
points, which had a secular orientation (Soage 2007: 26). Among these were,
for instance, his assertion that the application of Sharia law and the imitation
of the habits and customs of the early days of Islam were an ineffective way of
improving the numerous social problems in Egypt (Fuda 2003: 31). The free-
dom of opinion, democracy, an improved legal position for the Coptic minor-
ity as well as the separation of religion and politics were some additional items
he called for.

Foda’s murder was preceded by a fatwa by the chairman of the al-Azhar
fatwa committee on February 1, 1990, which generally rejected the application

1 International Society for Human Rights (1SHR): https://www.igfm.de/youcef-nadarkhani/;
https://www.igfm.de/news/article/irans-bekanntester-pastor-zu-zehn-jahren-haft-
verurteilt/ (November 17, 2017).
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of hadd punishment for apostasy (Najjar 1996: 6). However, two years later, on
June 3, 1992, a second fatwa was issued which contained a personal vilifica-
tion of Foda, threats, and his condemnation as a blasphemer and apostate.
This had been instigated by a group of Azhar scholars. Foda was murdered
five days later in broad daylight. Due to the lack of criminal legislation for the
case of apostasy, the responsible members of the al-Azhar faculty would not
have been able to have themselves carried out the execution of this individual
whom they viewed to be guilty, and they would not have been able to move
the state to apply the death penalty on account of apostasy. However, owing to
their office and based on appealing to their religious authority, they personally
convinced the hired assassins, as one of them confessed in his later hearing,
that Foda’s murder had been a religious duty (Rubin 2006: 1).

In the subsequent trial of Foda’s murderer before the Supreme State Securi-
ty Court in Cairo, Muhammad al-Gazali was asked for a statement. In his state-
ment, al-Gazali called for excluding every apostate from the community, his
condemnation to death by the ruler as well as the unconditional enforcement
of hadd punishment. He continued that an individual who prematurely kills
the apostate arguably commits an act of unauthorised “assumption of author-
ity but Islam does not stipulate a punishment for that. This assumption of
authority only repairs the “shame” that exists in the fact that state power does
not enforce the appropriate punishment.

al-Gazali used disparaging wording when he spoke about the apostate, say-
ing that Foda was “acting like a germ in society,” who “spits out his poison and
urges people to leave Islam” (Fihndrich 1994: 56) as Foda did not keep his fla-
grant unbelief for himself. Rather, he proclaimed it publicly and, with that said,
according to al-Gazali, undermined Islam, which in the final event promotes
Zionism and colonialism (O’Sullivan 2003: 107).

The Egyptian scholar Muhammad Mazrii‘a expressed himself more aggres-
sively, indicating that the killing of Foda was necessary for maintaining the
Muslim community since the state apparently was not willing to act. For that
reason, the defendants were not guilty (Mazrii‘a 1994). Indeed, what followed
was a court case against Foda’s attackers and their subsequent condemnation
and execution on account of murder, but there were also public demonstra-
tions which showed unconcealed delight and support for the offenders.

A third case is Dr. Muhammad Younus Shaikh, a physician educated in
Pakistan and Great Britain and a professor of anatomy at the Homeopathic
Medical College in Islamabad, a human rights activist. As the founder of the
movement The Enlightenment, he expressed his rejection of Pakistani support
of “freedom fighters” in Kashmir (Hassan 2008: 29) on October 1, 2000 at a con-
ference of the South Asia Union. He declared himself in favor of recognising
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the present line of demarcation between Pakistan and Kashmir as an inter-
national border, whereupon a high-ranking member of the Pakistani military
who was present is said to have made blatant threats against Shaikh.

Only a few days later, he was suspended from his position at the Homeo-
pathic Medical College, and on that same evening one of his students with a
close tie to the Pakistani government filed a complaint on account of blasphe-
my according to § 295-C. He supposedly made “blasphemous remarks” about
Muhammad (International Humanist and Ethical Union 2004). According to
the complaint, he was arrested on October 4, 2000 despite testimony to his in-
nocence. The “Movement for the Finality of the Prophet” group led a mob onto
the street, which threatened to set the College and the police station on fire
(Marshall; Shea 2011: 98). Younus Shaikh initially remained in solitary confine-
ment until August 2001 (according to official information this was for his own
protection). However, after nearly 11 months of imprisonment, the Islamabad
Additional District and Sessions Court sentenced Shaikh on August 18, 2001 to
the payment of 1 million Rupees and to death. In the course of the appeal pro-
ceedings, the High Court in Rawalpindi rejected his request for release against
bail on January 1, 2002, supposedly in order to protect him from execution in
broad daylight.

In July 2002, after an additional 15 months of solitary confinement, new
hearings were conducted in connection with the case. There was no lawyer
who dared to come to Shaikh’s defense. On October g, 2003, around three years
after the indictment, the court finally judged that the first instance court’s de-
termination was incorrect. However, Younus Shaikh was not released. Rather,
the case was referred back to the lower court. In November 2003 there were
three hearings appointed: On November 21, 2003, after more than three years
of imprisonment and the loss of his entire livelihood, the defendant was se-
cretly released on the grounds that his accusers had made false accusations. He
immediately received asylum in Switzerland since there was a fatwa calling for
his assassination (Schirrmacher 2016: 10-112).

5 Major Texts

A number of verses in the Koran appear to leave the freedom of choice to indi-
viduals in questions of faith, for example when Sura 2:256 formulates it as fol-
lows: “Let there be no compulsion in religion.” Additional verses call believers
to forgive those who solicit leaving the faith (for example, Sura 2:109), even if
departing from the faith is unambiguously referred to as “straying” (arab. dalla)
(Sura 2:108). These and quite a number of additional verses in the Koran warn
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of the error of heresy but do not name a punishment the heretic has to face in
this world. However, the majority of them warn of the punishment of hell in
the next world (Sura 4:115), God’s anger, and his punishment or “the curse of
God, of His angels, and of mankind” (Arabic: la‘nat allah wa-"l-mal@ika wa-"n-
nas) (Sura 3:87): God will not forgive the apostate (Sura 4:137). However, when
Sura 2:217, for instance, disapproves of misleading other people to apostasy as
more serious than killing a person, even here the consequence mentioned is
exclusively a punishment in the next life and not worldly judgment.

Sura 9:74 makes an exception insofar as the threat of a “grievous penalty in
this life and in the Hereafter” (Arabic: ‘adaban aliman fi ‘d-dunya wa-"-ahira) is
found, but admittedly this “penalty” is not concretely defined. Also, Sura 4:88—
89 speaks of hypocrites (Arabic: al-mundafigin), who desire that everyone were
as unbelieving as they are. After that, there is the call to “seize” and “slay” those
who turn away (Arabic: fa-hudihum wa-qtulithum); Sura g:11-12 also admon-
ishes believers to fight those who have come into the Muslim community and
then, however, “violate their oaths” (Arabic: nakatu aimanahum).

On the basis of this ambiguous textual finding, those who advocate religious
freedom as well as those who reject it call upon the Koran (and tradition).
Advocates of religious freedom argue using Sura 2:256 (“Let there be no com-
pulsion in religion”) as well as the Koran’s disapproval of turning away from
belief and the certainty of God’s punishment of the apostate. They also use the
Koran'’s lack of mention of a process for determining apostasy nor mention of
a punishment in this world. In addition, they say that according to reports of
tradition, Muhammad himself pardoned apostates and did not execute them
(Friedmann 2003: 125; 131). To model his example would in their view mean to
likewise not condemn apostates nowadays.

Advocates of the death penalty for apostasy argue, in contrast, by using vers-
es such as Sura 4:89 (“... but if they turn renegades, seize them and slay them
...") as well as by using texts found in tradition, which in the case of “apostasy”
(Arabic: ridda) depict the execution of apostates in the early Islamic commu-
nity and expressly call for the enforcement of the death penalty for apostasy.
The text, quoted exceedingly conspicuously, is traceable back to Muhammad’s
dictum: “Whoever changes his religion, kill him” (Buhar1) (Arabic: man bad-
dala dinahu fa-gtulihu). However, this counts as only one text conveyed by
a single conveyor of tradition (hadit al-ahad) and thereby does not belong to
those texts with undisputed authority.

Other texts, which have been cited to justify the legitimacy of the death pen-
alty, are, for instance, an account traced back to Ibn ‘Abbas as well as to ‘A’isa,
according to which Muhammad allowed the execution of an individual who
had separated himself from the community and had turned his back on Islam
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(Buhari, Muslim). The hadit text is traceable back to Buhari, in which the blood
of a Muslim is allowed to be shed in only three cases, namely due to apostasy
from Islam, adultery, and the killing of an individual which was not blood re-
venge. The text is often quoted in this connection. A number of the texts name
beheading by the sword, crucifixion, and banishment (NasaT) as permissible
forms of execution and punishment, although the burning of non-believers
and heretics (Buhar1) by Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, ‘Ali, was disap-
proved of by Anas b. Malik.

6 Key Figures

Abdullah Saeed (b. 1960), professor of Arabic and Islamic studies, was born
on the Maldives. His school education was completed in Pakistan, and the
first portion of his studies, up to the receipt of his B.A. in Arabic and Islamic
Studies, was completed in Saudi Arabia. In 2004, with his brother, the former
Attorney General of the Maldives, Hassan Saeed, he wrote Freedom of Reli-
gion, Apostasy and Islam (Saeed and Saeed 2004), in which he makes an em-
phatic call to revise the apostasy legislation found in classical Islamic law and
in which complete freedom of religion is justified from Islamic source texts.
Abdullah Saeed’s significance lies in his widespread activity in a number of
countries in Asia, to which his numerous invitations, conference addresses as
well as his publications on the three continents of Europe, Australia, and Asia
bear eloquent witness. Additionally, the fact that he consults the Australian
government with respect to questions of integration of the Muslim minority
and publishes domestic studies in cooperation with various governmental in-
stitutions means that his expositions have international reach.

On the basis of his numerous as well as influential offices held around the
globe, the large number of book publications of around 120 titles, his fatawa,
articles, public addresses, sermons, and his broad teaching and consulting ac-
tivities for various banks and financial institutions, his enduring media pres-
ence with his own television program on Al Jazeera and his extensive use of
the internet with a number of his own websites, Yusuf al-Qaradaw1 (b. 1926)
counts as perhaps the most influential living Sunni theologian of all. He per-
manently promotes his method of interpretation of “centrism” and “mod-
eration” (wasatiya and (‘tidal) and thus offers Muslim youth, in the Western
diaspora in particular, a paradigm for behavior and identity which marks him
off not only as a theologian but also as a socio-political personality who en-
gages himself in a very targeted manner in current debates and markets his
positions on what is “forbidden” (haram) and what is “allowed” (halal) with a
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sense of significant authority and media impact. In his book garimat ar-ridda
wa-‘uqubat al-murtadd fi daw’ al-quran wa-’s-sunna (The Crime of Apostasy
and the Punishment of Apostates in the Light of Koran and Sunna) (al-Qaradawi
1996), al-Qaradawi takes a middle path. On the one hand, he does not distance
himself from instruction to apply the death penalty to apostates anchored in
Islamic law. On the contrary, he emphasises that administering capital pun-
ishment, as it is particularly formulated in tradition and as it was applied by
Muhammad as well as by the companions of the Prophet, is not a negotiable
issue when it comes to the protection of society. On the other hand, however,
he links certain conditions to imposing capital punishment for apostasy and
emphasises that the execution of an apostate is not possible in every case and
not without careful investigation. His moderation in relation to the punish-
ment of apostasy thus lies in his conceding the possibility that in certain cases
an apostate is not to be executed if it is a matter of the forum internum, the
innermost, non-justiciable area of freedom of thought and of conscience of an
individual which is not visible to the outside.

Abt 1-Ala Maudadi (1903-1979) was one of the most influential Islamic
intellectuals, ideologues, and theologians up to the present today. His work
on the topic of apostasy, murtadd ki saza islami ganiin meén (The Punishment
of the apostate according to Islamic Law) (Maudadi 1942/43), is dedicated to
addressing the question of the maintenance and the secure continuation of
the Islamic state in which Islam is meant to be the sole identity and founda-
tion of the legal system and legislation. This Islamic state is, from Maududi’s
point of view, threatened from the outside — above all through the invasion of
Western powers. However, it is also threatened by the ideologies which ma-
terialism, and godlessness propagate. However, the community of the “pro-
tected persons” (Arabic: dimmi) does not present a danger if its members
remain within their own limited area where they are free to move. But the
case of dealing with apostates is essentially different: These individuals have
decided to rebel. For that reason, the topic of apostasy for Maududi is in the
first instance not a religious or a theological question but rather, above all, a
politically motivated, deliberate attack on the Islamic state. Given, Maududis
thinking, the apostate is dangerous and a pathogenous bacillus that spreads
its “poison” thus inducing the destruction of society. Therefore, the apostate
is not to be tolerated; within a period of one year, the apostate either has
to be forced to migrate or be executed. The apostate, from Maududr’s point
of view, has given up his nationality and can claim no rights — also not the
right to life. Maudidi made no difference between the quiet doubter and the
open propagandist with newly won views. He did not differentiate between
personal freedom of belief and publicly practicing religious freedom and re-
ligious adherence.
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7 Conclusions

The large majority of Muslims do not hold the opinion that the Koran explic-
itly demands the application of the death penalty for apostasy, whereas at the
same time the sunna reports traditions of Muhammad where he is said to have
condemned apostates to death. Sharia law makes the death penalty obligatory
for those who voluntarily and willfully leave their religion, although capital
punishment seems to have been applied only in rare cases throughout history.
Today, there are three major positions among Muslim theologians: One minor-
ity consists of those who are openly advocating complete religious freedom,
while another minority consists of those who deem the death penalty nec-
essary under all circumstances. A majority are those who advocate religious
freedom of the inner heart but forbid open propagation of changing or leaving
Islam. In cases where converts or “liberals” are threatened with violence, the
power factor seems to overlap with the theological discussion.
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Case Studies






CHAPTER 8
Leaving Hinduism: Deconversion as Liberation

Michael Stausberg

1 Introduction

Leaving one religion, and in its place committing to another one, tends to
appear as two sides of one coin, or as two steps in one process. Conversion
narratives typically emphasise dissatisfaction with and imperfections of the
former and the superiority of the new religion respectively. Another model of
conversion is the adoption of a religious self-assertion by previously religiously
uncommitted persons who discover religion and a religion; or, alternatively,
the dissolution of a religious identification and the adoption of a non-religious
one;. for example, former religious believers now profess new identities as
humanists or atheists. Leaving religion, however, is not the same as leaving a
religion.

In this chapter, we will consider the case of a public person who decided to
leave Hinduism, the religion he was thrown into by birth in colonial Western
India. The decision to leave this religion, however, did not emerge in the pro-
cess of converting to another religion, nor did he leave religion altogether — in
fact, he did not profess to be non- or anti-religious but he found religion use-
ful and necessary. Apparently, he was not tempted to create a religion of his
own making. Instead he proceeded to adopt some already extant religion, but
this protracted or retarded quest for the religion he would adopt went on over
several decades. The religion he and several hundred thousand of his followers
adopted eventually, Buddhism, was being remade in the process. The person is
question was Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar (1891-1956), often hailed as the ‘father of
the Indian constitution.

2 Previous Research and Empirical Material (Biographical Outline)

The life and work of Ambedkar has previously been discussed, for example,
by Djananjay Keer (1971), Gauri Viswanathan (1998), Johannes Beltz (2005),
Cristophe Jaffrelot (2005), and Pandey Gyanendra (2006), from historical, an-
thropological, sociological and political science perspectives (see also Jondhale
and Beltz 2005). This chapter presents a biographical sketch of Amdebkar
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[based on Keer (1971); Jaffrelot (2005); Zelliot (2013)] and analyses the back-
ground and reasons for his decision to leave Hinduism, and his adoption of a
new religious identity. As primary sources, the chapter draws on his writings
and speeches.

Bhimrao Ambedkar was born into a Mahar family. The West Indian Mahars
were treated as what was then called “untouchables,” a word that many today
seek to avoid as it carries stigma. An alternative word for untouchables is dalit
(Marathi for “broken men”), a term introduced by Ambedkar and popularised
by his later followers. In the writings that concern us here, however, Ambedkar
spoke of untouchables, untouchability, or depressed classes — and this is the
terminology used here when speaking about Ambedkar, to capture the stigma
he sought to get rid of.

In later texts, Ambedkar recalls that growing up as an untouchable imposed
“certain indignities and discriminations” (Ambedkar 2002: 52). Here are some
of the examples he provides: in school he had to sit in a corner by himself,
where he sat on a piece of gunny cloth that the servant employed to cleanse
the room would not touch. When thirsty, he could not get out and tap water,
but the water had to be tapped for him by a specific worker, so that he would
go thirsty if that person was not around. No washer would wash the clothes
of an untouchable, nor would any barber shave or cut his hair. While this was
an unquestioned part of their everyday life-world, the exceptionality of these
rules dawned on him during a nightmarish trip to visit his father (who worked
in a different village), where he and his relatives was denied decent transporta-
tion, assistance, and water.

During British rule, relatively many Mahars were recruited into the army.
This opened opportunities for education. Ambedkar’s father was the instruc-
tor of a local military school. It seems that Ambedkar was a brilliant student,
so much so that his teacher let him adopt his own surname instead of his pre-
vious one (Ambadve, after his village of origin in Bombay Province) (Zelliot
2013: 67). In 1904, the family moved to Bombay (Mumbai), where Ambedkar
could advance his education. In 1912, he completed his B.A. from Elphinstone
College with Persian and English as his subjects. Even though this college was
a government school, given his background he was denied the opportunity to
study Sanskrit. Sayajirao Gaekwad III (born Shrimant Gopalrao Gaekwad), the
reform-minded Maharaja of Baroda State, awarded him a scholarship that al-
lowed him to go abroad and study at Columbia University. There he studied
with the philosopher John Dewey, the economist Edwin Seligman and the so-
cial anthropologist Alexander Goldenweiser, a student of Franz Boas. One of
his student papers — a critical investigation of caste — was subsequently pub-
lished in an Indian academic periodical. In line with Boasian theory, Ambed-
kar did not view caste as a result of race but theorised caste as a cultural
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phenomenon (Chairez-Garza 2018). At Columbia, he completed an M.A. de-
gree and was awarded a Ph.D. He continued his education in London for one
year. In 1917, however, having returned to India, it was impossible for him to
work in the administration in Baroda since his colleagues refused any form of
collaboration and intercourse with an untouchable. In Bombay, he became a
political activist and a journalist. In 1920 he returned to London to complete
his education, obtaining an M.Sc. (1922) and a D.Sc. (1923). He was one of the
best educated Indians of his time, and the best educated untouchable ever.

In 1922, Ambedkar was called to the Bar at Grey’s Inn, London. This opened
a professional mainstay for him after his return to India in 1923. Henceforth, he
practiceed law for a living, and for some periods of his life he taught law. The
knowledge of law was an important asset for him in his manifold campaigns
for the emancipation of the untouchables from their oppression. Among of his
strategies of emancipation were the introduction of new laws, the revision of
extant legislation, or opposition to proposed bills. After the war, Ambedkar’s
expertise as a lawyer qualified him to become, in 1947, India’s first law minister
and to draft the constitution of independent India that was adopted in 1949.
Paragraph 17 of this constitution formally abolished untouchability and turned
the practice of it into a crime:

“Untouchability” is abolished and its practice in any form is forbidden.
The enforcement of any disability arising out of “Untouchability” shall be
an offence punishable in accordance with law:!

Unfortunately, this legal stipulation, which does not define “untouchability,”
did not uproot the resilience of the concept and the practice.? This was one
factor, it could seem, that led Ambedkar to take a dramatic religious step to-
wards the end of his life.

Over the decades Ambedkar unfolded various activities aiming to set the
untouchables free from the bonds of discrimination. Among other activities,
he acted as speaker, author, publisher, organiser, politician, educator. His ca-
reer as an activist went along with a concern for theory; Ambedkar was a major
sociologist and theoretician of caste and democracy — and as we shall see, a
theoretician of religion.

1 https://www.india.gov.in/sites/upload_files/npi/files/coi_part_full.pdf (accessed 03/07/2019).

2 Even in the present age, Dalits continue to be oppressed, killed, gang-raped, amputated, pa-
raded naked, forced to eat shit, boycotted; their land is seized and access to drinking water
is denied to them. The legal system systematically defines caste as a factor out of the picture
when dealing with cases of violence against Dalits (see Roy in Ambedkar 2014b).
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In modern Indian history Ambedkar is often recalled as an antagonist of
Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi.? Their relationship turned into open conflict
in 1931, at the Second Round Table Conference in London. These conferences
were a platform organised by the British government to discuss matters of
constitutional reforms in India. Gandhi had negotiated to be the sole rep-
resentative of the Indian National Congress, and Ambedkar was one of two
appointed representatives of the so-called Depressed Classes. Their dispute
escalated during the following year over the matter of a separate electorate
for the Depressed Classes. To Ambedkar, denying the untouchables a sepa-
rate electorate would place them under the dominion of the caste-Hindus,
while Gandhi feared a split within the Hindu electorate. The debate by im-
plication centered on whether the untouchables were a part of Hinduism or
Hindu society, or whether the segregation and discrimination imposed on the
untouchables by the caste-Hindus made them a separate entity; Gandhi held
the former view, Ambedkar the latter. This division would resurface in the is-
sue of deconversion. For the next fifteen years or so, Ambedkar and Gandhi
occasionally engaged in controversy. As late as in 1946, Ambedkar published a
book with the title What Congress and Gandhi have done to the Untouchables,
where he dismisses Gandhi’s economics and his view of society. One issue in
their dispute was the nature and function of Hinduism. While Gandhi was
a major apologist of Hinduism - or his interpretation thereof —, Ambedkar
came to reject Hinduism as “a veritable chamber of horrors,” as he put in it
this book.

The relationships of untouchables to Hinduism was at the same time one of
inclusion and one of exclusion. On this view, by imposing a social order based
on its ideological structure, Hinduism imprisons the untouchables within a
cage of rules and regulations. At the same time, these same rules and regula-
tions exclude them from basic rights and facilities, including religious ones.
For example, untouchables were not admitted to Hindu temples. Accordingly,
campaigns in which Ambedkar played a part dealt with one of the founda-
tional texts for Hindu law and the problem of temple entrance.

These two issues — the ideological basis and the practice of exclusion — were
targeted since around 1927. At a conference that Ambedkar opened in Decem-
ber 1927, a resolution was declared that affirmed the rights of the untouchables
and that condemned Hindu scriptures, which authorise social inequality.
There, Ambedkar took the radical step of burning the Manusmriti publicly,
in full sight of the participants. In the month prior to this act he had studied

3 See Coward (2003) for their respective positions on untouchability.
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the Manusmriti with a pundit and a school-teacher. In an Indian context this
act is unprecedented and it came as a shock to many (including supporters
of his agenda). The idea for this had not originally been his. The conference
passed four resolutions: “a declaration of human rights, a repudiation of the
Manismriti, a demand that Hindu society be reduced to one class, and an advo-
cation that the priestly profession be open to all.” (Zelliot 2013: 81)

While this has been an isolated act, in November 1927 Ambedkar let himself
getinvolved in a movement that demanded entry to Hindu temples in different
locations in the Bombay Presidency. Not all of these campaigns were planned
properly, and they failed in their aim to change temple policies. Authorities
would rather close off temples to all worshippers than admitting untouch-
ables. Following a Gandhian terminology and pattern these campaigns were
called satyagraha. They used Gandhian symbolism (Rao 2009: 100), but they
were not instigated by Gandhi, and Gandhi initially neither endorsed nor sup-
ported them. At a mass gathering in 1930 in the campaign to enter the Kalaram
temple in Nasik, Ambedkar told the participants (in Marathi):

Today’s satyagraha is a challenge to the Hindu mind. Are the Hindus
ready to consider us men or not; we will discover this today ... We know
that the god in the temple is of stone. Darshan and puja will not solve our
problems. But we will start out, and try to make a change in the minds of
the Hindus.

ZELLIOT 2013: 88

This statement makes it clear that the campaign does not primarily focus on
religion; it does not aim at benefitting from the presumed religious efficacy of
the temple. Even though withholding this religious benefit was perceived as
unjust, Ambedkar expressed the conviction that religion will not resolve the
problems of the untouchables — the temple access was not meant to provide
supernatural intervention; he even went so far as to exclude this possibility
by proclaiming the temple as dead (“the god ... is of stone”). For Ambedkar,
the temple campaign was not a matter of faith. The satyagraha was more a
matter of establishing his leadership, making moral claims and mobilising the
untouchables behind a common cause that was able to stir emotions. The un-
folding of the campaigns showed the reluctance of the government and the
Indian National Congress to change the practice of exclusion. The satyagraha
was a provocative social experiment. Its ultimate aim was to initiate a change
in the mindset of the Hindus; without such a change in collective psychology,
Ambedkar thought, there was no chance of the untouchables ever to become
accepted as equal.
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In 1934, Ambedkar stated (in Marathi):

I'would advise the Depressed Class to insist upon a complete overhauling
of Hindu society and Hindu theology before they consent to become an
integral part of Hindu Society. I started temple entry Satyagraha only be-
cause it was the best way of energising the Depressed Class and making
them conscious of their position.

ZELLIOT 2013: 90

The temple entry campaign was an exercise in creating a class conscience.
Even if it would have achieved its apparent goal of allowing untouchables to
enter Hindu temples and there to worship Hindu deities, this would have only
been a first and modest step. For achieving recognition and respect, liberty,
equality and integration of the untouchables — namely the disintegration of
the social category and categorisation of untouchability — would require a
complete transformation of Hinduism in its ideological, social, political, and
economic dimensions.

Ambedkar’s support of the temple entry movement slackened since
1932/1933, when Gandhi started to support this cause and when it became a
more widely shared goal — bringing with it the threat that it was once again
caste-Hindus who would define Hinduism. For Ambedkar temple entrance
really was a side issue; education, employment and economic advance were
much more important. He also suspected that temple entrance gave undue
symbolic prestige to high-caste and orthodox Hinduism (Diks 2001: 324). Rath-
er than reforming Hinduism, Ambedkar came to reject it altogether — and con-
sequently he ceased to support the temple entrance movement.

In May 1935, Ambedkar’s first wife (Ramabai) passed away. In June he was
appointed Principal of the Government Law College in Bombay. In October
he spoke at the Bombay Presidency Depressed Classes Conference in Yeola,
a small town some 70 kilometers East of Nasik. In this speech, which lasted
for an hour and a half, in front of some ten thousand listeners he said (in
Marathi):

Because we have the misfortune of calling ourselves Hindus, we are treat-
ed thus. If we were members of another Faith, none would dare treat us
such. Choose any religion which gives you equality of status and treat-
ment. We shall repair our mistake now. I had the misfortune of being
born with the stigma of an Untouchable. However, it is not my fault; but
I will not die a Hindu, for that it is in my power.

ZELLIOT 2013: 147
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There is an interesting shift from the plural to the singular in this passage.
Ambedkar first addresses a collective entity (“we”), which suffers injustice just
for being “called” Hindus and being treated according to this nominal classi-
fication. This collective entity is about to assume agency, and this implies the
acceptance of responsibility: that others treat the untouchables as they do is
a result of the untouchables’ own “mistake,” namely that they call themselves
Hindus. Before the untouchables collective assume responsibility and agency,
however, Ambedkar as an individual (“I”) takes this step of interrupting the
chain of events that leads from birth to death; while he could not help being
thrown into the world as an untouchable, he can achieve an exit from this un-
fortunate trajectory. By way of example, Ambedkar made it clear that leaving
Hinduism was an individual choice and decision. That he “will not die a Hindu”
announces his step of leaving Hinduism; this announcement is ambiguous: did
he declare an intention (that does not need to be executed) or did he execute
a performative act?

The announcement itself was scandalous — and Gandhi was scandalised.
He called Ambedkar’s speech “unbelievable” and denied the feasibility or pos-
sibility of deliberately changing one’s religion: “religion is not like a house or a
cloak which can be changed at will” (Zelliot 2013: 148). Ambedkar responded
by saying that his was “a deeply deliberated decision”. The only uncertainty
was: “What religion we shall belong to we have not yet decided”. Ambedkar
also made it clear that this was his individual decision and as such it was inde-
pendent on what his followers would do:

I have made up my mind to change my religion. I do not care if the masses
do not come. It is for them to decide ...

ZELLIOT 2013: 148

His Yeola speech did not remain an isolated incident. At the Poona Depressed
Classes Youth Conference in January 1936 Ambedkar once again confirmed his
resolve to leave Hinduism (Zelliot 2013: 150). In May 1936 this was followed by
further public pronouncements. At the All-Bombay District Mahar Conference
he composed a kind of litany in Marathi verse, which was printed under the
title Mukti Kon Pathe? (“What Path to Liberation?”) The first verses read as fol-
lows (in Eleanor Zelliot’s English translation [2013: 154]):

Religion is for man; man is not for religion.

If you want to gain humanity (manuski), change your religion.

If you want to create a cooperating society, change your religion.
If you want power, change religion.
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If you want equality, change your religion.

If you want independence, change your religion.

If you want to make the world in which you live happy, change your
religion.

The first verse — a famous Ambedkar-quote — denaturalises and demataphy-
sises religion. If religion becomes a good for humanity and humanity becomes
the subject rather than the object of religion, changing religion becomes an
option. It even becomes a legitimate option if this serves positive aims, goals
and values, such as the ones listed in the following verses (humanity, sociality,
empowerment, equality, independence, happiness). The poem does not rec-
ommend any given alternative religion, but it presents a severe critique of Hin-
duism as a religion; even though Hinduism is not mentioned, everyone would
know that this was the religion addressed as “a religion” in the following verses
phrased as questions:

Why should you remain in a religion that does not let you enter its
temples?

Why should you remain in a religion that does not give you water to
drink?

Why should you remain in a religion that does not let you become
educated?

Ambedkar goes one step further by denying that such a religion — that is, Hin-
duism - is a religion at all:

That religion which forbids humanitarian behavior between man and
man is not a religion but a reckless penalty.

That religion which regards the recognition of man’s humanity a sin is
not a religion but a sickness.

That religion which allows one to touch a foul animal but not a man is
not a religion but a madness.

In May 1936 Ambedkar was invited to give a speech at a forum for social reforms
in Lahore. When this organisation asked Ambedkar to omit certain passages
of his speech that it deemed too radical, Ambedkar decided not to give the
speech. Instead, he had it printed as a booklet under the title The Annihilation
of Caste, which has become one of his most well-known and often reprinted
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works (annotated and critical edition: Ambedkar 2014b). Ambedkar shows
that caste, which divides humanity in different groups and puts these into a
hierarchical order, is “a harmful institution” (Ambedkar 2002: 264; Ambedkar
2014b: 19) in economic terms, that it disrupts Hindu society because it pre-
vents cooperation across the different castes and that it goes against the triad
of liberty, equality and fraternity — guiding principles that he, together with
justice, later came to enshrine in the preamble of the Constitution of India.
Caste contributes to indifference and kills the public spirit. Ambedkar holds
that caste is “a notion, ... a state of mind” (Ambedkar 2002: 289; Ambedkar
2014b: 51). Abolishing caste therefore requires a change of mindset. Ambedkar
argues that caste can also be found in other religions, but that caste has a dif-
ferent status in Hinduism: it alone has imbued caste with an aura of “sacred-
ness and divinity” (Ambedkar 2002: 291; Ambedkar 2014b: 53) and the status
and fate of the Brahmins are tied to caste. For Ambedkar, caste is a fundamen-
tal part of Hinduism; Hindus “observe caste because they are deeply religious.
In my view, what is wrong is their religion, which has inculcated the notion of
caste.” (Ambedkar 2002: 289; Ambedkar 2014b: 51) This religion needs to be de-
stroyed in order to abolish caste and its fateful consequences. Contrary to his
other pronouncements, however, in this speech Ambedkar does not advocate
leaving Hinduism, but of destroying parts of it: “The real remedy is to destroy
the belief in the sanctity of the Shastras.” Or: “You must destroy the religion
of the Shrutis and the Smirtis. Nothing else will avail” (Ambedkar 2002: 290,
297f; Ambedkar 2014b: 51, 62) Consequently, in this speech, which was not di-
rected to the Mahars, he outlines a program of how to remedy Hinduism. This
version of Hinduism would be based on the Upanishads. This would not be
a superficial repair but a complete transformation of its outlook. This would
be to “kill Brahminism” and to “give a new doctrinal basis to your religion—a
basis that will be in consonance with Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, in short,
with Democracy.” (Ambedkar 2002: 301; Ambedkar 2014b: 66f) Note that he
here speaks of “your religion,” as if this were no longer his own religion — or
because he did not address his fellow Mahars. So, whereas he has already left
Hinduism behind, for those who do not wish to take such a step, he outlines
an alternative cure. Towards the end of the book, invoking John Dewey, he
states:

... the Hindus must consider whether the time has not come for them to
recognise that there is nothing fixed, nothing external, nothing sanatan;
that everything is changing, that change is the law of life for individuals
as well as for society.

AMBEDKAR 2002: 304; AMBEDKAR 2014b: 69
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3 On the Necessity and Selection of (a) Religion

That Ambedkar announced his leaving Hinduism, did not mean that he
wished to turn his back on religion. In The Annihilation of Caste Ambedkar
distinguished between rules as prescriptions for doing things and principles
as intellectual methods of judging things — and between a religion of rules and
a religion of principles. For Ambedkar, Hinduism “is nothing but a multitude
of commands and prohibitions” (298), a “legalised class-ethics” or “code of or-
dinances” (299). It is a religion of rules. But a religion of rules is not really a
religion:

religion must mainly be a matter of principles only. It cannot be a matter
of rules. The moment it degenerates into rules it ceases to be Religion, as
it kills responsibility, which is the essence of a truly religious act.

AMBEDKAR 2002: 298

A religion of rules is not a religion, but law. Therefore, “there is nothing irreli-
gious in working for the destruction of such a religion. Indeed I hold that it is
your bounden duty to tear the mask, to remove the misrepresentation that is
caused by misnaming this law as religion.” (Ambedkar 2002: 299) One differ-
ence between law and religion lies in the respective perception of changeabil-
ity: while it is accepted that laws can be abolished, changed or amended, “the
idea of religion is generally speaking not associated with the idea of change”;
so, treating rules as if they were religion makes them immune to change
(Ambedkar 2002: 299). As we have seen, this is precisely what Ambedkar wish-
es to challenge.

At the same time, he makes it clear: “While I condemn a Religion of Rules,
I must not be understood to hold the opinion that there is no necessity for a
religion.” (Ambedkar 2002: 300) He refers to a statement ascribed to Edmund
Burke that “true religion is the foundation of society” (Ambedkar 2002: 300).

In the aftermath of the events of 1936 Ambedkar wrote a text, published
in 1989 as “Away from the Hindus” in volume five of Ambedkar’s Writings and
Speeches compiled by Vasant Moon (Ambedkar 2014a: 403—421; Ambedkar
2002: 219—238). In this text, Ambedkar provides a critical examination of four
objections raised by opponents against deconversion such as Gandhi. (Ambed-
kar speaks of conversion, but deconversion seems more appropriate as it is the
leaving of Hinduism that is in the focus, not the adoption of another religion.)
These common objections are summarised as follows:
1. What can the Untouchables gain by conversion? Conversion can make

no change in the status of the Untouchables.
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All religions are true, all religions are good. To change religion is a futility.

The conversion of the Untouchables is political in its nature.
4.  The conversion of the Untouchables is nit genuine as it is not based on

faith. (Ambedkar 2002: 219)
Ambedkar starts with the fourth objection and holds that, historically speak-
ing, conversions “without any religious motive” (2002: 220) are the rule rather
than the exception. Ambedkar here refers to mass conversions, not to indi-
vidual ones, it seems. Since the (de)conversion of the Untouchables “would
take place after full deliberation of the value of religion and the virtue of the
different religions,” it actually “would be the first case in history of genuine
conversion.” (221) The third objection is dismissed as he holds that (de)con-
version would not automatically bring about political rights (221). As to the
second objection Ambedkar concedes that all religions may in fact be alike
“in that they all teach that the meaning of life is to be found in the pursuit of
‘good,” but asserts that “religions are not alike in their answers to this question
‘What is good?’ In this they certainly differ”. (222) In this context, he appreci-
ates and is critical of the comparative study of religion. On the one hand he
acknowledges the relativising effect of methodological egalitarianism in the
comparative study of religion:

The science of comparative religion has broken down the arrogant claims
of all revealed religions that they alone are true and all others which are
not the results of revelation are false. (222)

He acknowledges that by unmasking a distinction between true and false re-
ligion on the criteria of revelation as arbitrary and capricious “the science of
comparative religion” has rendered a “great service ... to the cause of religion”
(223). For Ambedkar the methodological critique of claims of religious su-
periority or supremacy has had a liberating effect, not from religion, but for
religion.

On the other hand, Ambedkar voices the criticism that this attitude has had
a relativising aspect that disenables the comparative study of religion to mark
important differences:

But it must be said to the discredit of that science that it has created the
general impression that all religions are good and there is no use and pur-
pose in discriminating them. (223)

The critique of comparative religion as an academic discipline is twofold.
First, there is its presumed uncritical pro-religious attitude, which fails to
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acknowledge the negative aspects of religion — such as the disastrous effects
of the Hindu caste ideology on the untouchables. Second, he believed that the
methodological egalitarianism of comparative religion has blinded it to the
need to make distinctions between religion based on values or principles.

In addressing the second objection to conversion, Ambedkar already starts
addressing the nature of religion. Religion appears as an authority defining
what is good and a “motive force for the promotion and spread of the ‘good”
(222). Hence, religion has an ambivalent power: if the aim (‘good’) in ques-
tion is destructive — as the caste system in Hinduism — religion advances its
spread, which in this case is a bad thing. If, however, religion would define a
positive, constructive value (‘good’) religion would contribute to its advance-
ment, which would be a good thing. To substantiate this ambivalence he refers
to Cornelis Tiele (222).

Ambedkar’s discussion of the first objection to conversion results in a dis-
cussion of the function and purposes of religion. Unlike a Marxian reading that
considers religion as an Uberbau (superstructure) he finds it to be a kind of Un-
terbau (substructure or foundational structure) of society and societal life. In
his discussion he cites a range of Western theoreticians such as Dewey, William
Robertson Smith, Ernest Crawley, the sociologist Charles Ellwood and the psy-
chologist William McDougall. (No Indian thinkers are cited.) Drawing on this
body of theory, Ambedkar seeks to dismiss some common notions of religion:
it was mistaken, for Ambedkar, “to think of religion as though it was super-
natural” (223) — recall his refutation of the supernatural reality of deities in the
stone of Hindu temples. Moreover, he thinks one should not “look upon reli-
gion as a matter which is individual, private and personal” (225). Instead, “the
primary content of religion is social” (223), and “life and the preservation of life
constitute the essence of religion” (224). Like language, religion “is social for
the reason that either is essential for social life and the individual has to have it
because without it he cannot participate in the life of the society.” (225) As an
institution that centres on life and that allows participation in society — none
being the case with Hinduism for the untouchables — religion operates like a
kind of kinship community structure, which it enacts in shared ritual drinks
and meals (235), a thought that seems to be inspired by Robertson Smith.

In his posthumously published work The Buddha and his Dhamma (criti-
cal edition: Ambedkar 2011) he rephrases his theory of religion as a theory of
dhamma. As the states in the preface, Buddha's dhamma is the best religion.
“No religion can be compared to it” — a statement, which, ironically, is the result
of his comparative studies. In a wording that can be read as a meta-paraphrase
of Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach (“Philosophers have hitherto only in-
terpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it”), he writes: “The
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purpose of Religion is to explain the origin of the world. The purpose of Dham-
ma is to reconstruct the world. (Ambedkar 2o011: 171) Dhamma is religion mi-
nus its negative, supernatural and mythic aspects, plus its being “aboriginal”
(2011:168); that is, he believed it to have been the original religion of India and
the untouchables. In his theory of dhamma he also drew on the notion of the
“sacred,” which alone could guarantee that a moral order would not be trans-
gressed (Durkheim 2011; see Omvedt 2003: 260).

As religion (or Dhamma) was, for Ambedkar, a precondition for the mean-
ing and preservation of life, the determination and promotion of the good, so-
cial life and bonding of the individuals in a community, leaving religion never
was an option. Leaving Hinduism was necessary in order to enable religion to
do its work for the untouchables. Untouchables would need to “embrace the
religion of the community whose kinship they seek.” (235) Which community,
or which religion would that be?

Ambedkar’s announcement of leaving Hinduism opened the marketplace
for religions. As much as he was determined to deconvert from Hinduism, he
was not in a hurry to convert to another religion. As his personal library shows,
he did read himself up on the comparative religion, investigating the differ-
ent pros and cons of the main religious options available in India. Representa-
tives of different religious communities got in touch with him, and he attended
conferences of different religious groups. The archbishop of Canterbury even
expressed concern about an auction of religions taking place in India (Jenkins
2007: 455).

Eventually, after World War II Ambedkar mainly concerned himself with
Buddhism, even though the Indian branch of Buddhist Mahabodi Society,
which was dominated by Bengali Brahmins, had in 1936 expressed shock at his
decision to leave Hinduism (Omvedt 2003: 258f). In 1950 Ambedkar undertook
tours to Sri Lanka, Burma, and Nepal to study lived Buddhism. Yet, it would
take another six years until he and his second wife Savita — a medical doctor —
in a mass ceremony in Nagpur presided over by a respected old Burmese Bud-
dhist monk publicly recited the Three Refuges and the Five Precepts, thereby
formally adopting Buddhism. He then led hundreds of thousands of his fol-
lowers to take the same step. The next day, on October fifteenth, 1956, he gave
a three-hour long speech in Marathi in which he recapitulated his religious
trajectory and to defend his decision. “I feel as if I have been liberated from
hell,” he said (Karunyakara 2002: 246). In one passage he reflects on the long
timespan from deconversion to conversion:

... there are some who wonder why I have taken so long to take a deci-
sion. In regard to the change of religion. “What have you been doing all
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these years?” They ask. The only reply I can give is this that question of
religion is the most difficult and a very serious question. It is a matter of
enormous responsibility ...

KARUNYAKARA 2002: 252

While Ambedkar does not mention this, we should not forget that he vowed
not to die a Hindu. Was it merely an accident that he died less than two months
after his conversion? Or did he feel death approaching? This remains a mat-
ter of speculation. In this speech, however, Ambedkar shares some results of
his research in comparative religion. Here is one main finding, which for him
speaks in favor of Buddhism:

The teachings of the Buddha are eternal but even then the Buddha did
not proclaim them to be infallible. The religion of Buddha has the ca-
pacity to change over time. A quality which no other religion can claim
to have.

KARUNYAKARA 2002: 253

Another comparative advantage that made Buddhism attractive to Ambedkar
was its basis in reason and an “element of flexibility in it, which is not to be
found in any other religion.” (Karunyakara 2002: 255)

Ambedkar developed a scheme for a new form of Buddhism in India — he
called it Navayana, as an alternative to Theravada and Hinayana. Ambedkar
was not the first learned untouchable to adopt Buddhism, and his view of
Buddhism shows continuities to earlier Buddhist revivalists such as the Tamil
Iyothee Thass (1845-1914) and Laxmi Nasaru, whose book The Essence of Bud-
dhism he republished with a preface in 1948 (Omvedt 2003: 2, 259; Jacobsen
2018: 69—71).%

For the present chapter, it is worth recalling that for the mass-conversion
event as performed in Nagpur in October 1956 Ambedkar composed a decla-
ration of faith comprising 22 articles that were to be recited by the new Bud-
dhists. The first six of these are actually declarations of deconversion. The first
four are statements of “I do not believe in,” followed by a series of Hindu deities
and avatars. The fifth article reads:

I believe that the idea that the Buddha is an avatara of Vishnu is false
propaganda.

BELTZ 2005: 57; see OMVEDT 2003: 262 for a different translation

4 See Beltz (2005) for the development of Ambedkar-inspired Buddhism.
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With this, Ambedkar apparently wanted to make sure that Hindu strategies
of inclusivism would not be applied to re-domesticate the new Buddhism as a
form of Hinduism. This is, after all, is a line of interpretation, which could seem
to be warranted by the Constitution of India. An explanation (II) to paragraph
25 (“Right to Freedom of Religion”) reads as follows:

The reference to Hindus shall be construed as including a reference to
persons professing the Sikh, Jaina or Buddhist religion, and the reference
to Hindu religious institutions shall be construed accordingly.?

While this could be read to mean that Hinduism encompasses Sikhism, Jain-
ism and Buddhism, an Ambedkarian reading would probably emphasise the
equality of rights for the adherents of these religions. Moreover, the article ac-
knowledges the religion-status for Sikhism, Jainism and Buddhism and does
not refer to them as Hindu sects or the like.

4 Conclusion

Obviously, Ambedkar was not the first Hindu to leave his native religion. There
is a long history of Hindu conversion to Islam, Sikhism and Christianity (see
the chapter by Clemens Cavallin in this volume). Apart from individual deci-
sions, these were often motivated and backed up by political circumstances.
Yet, the case of Ambedkar is special in different respects. He acted as an in-
dividual but also on behalf of the Mahars and other groups of untouchables
who he knew would follow him so that his step carried a great responsibility.
As an untouchable he had a remarkable career, and through his exceptional
international and interdisciplinary education he obtained a much broader ho-
rizon than any of his fellow untouchables. Ambedkar’s decision to leave Hin-
duism was based on his own life-experiences and on a penetrating theoretical
analysis. His is a case where leaving a religion (not to be confused with leaving
religion) was an existential step. It was preceded by unprecedented and pro-
vocative acts of burning a Hindu book. He conceived of leaving Hinduism as
an act of liberation, but an incomplete one as long as a new religion to convert
to had not been identified. This only happened shortly before his death, so that
he would remain truthful to his vow of not dying as a Hindu. His study and
quest, the time it took from public deconversion to public conversion, covered
a period of 21 years. His decision was not based on a revelation or some kind

5 https://www.india.gov.in/sites/upload_files/npi/files/coi_part_full.pdf (accessed 03/07/2019).
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of transformative experience, but “almost as a scientific project” (Viswanathan
1998: 134) based on critical comparative analysis. His decision was grounded
in a post-supernaturalist social and functionalist theory of religion, in which
there was no place for belief in deities and the miraculous. He sought to imple-
ment his ideas on the nature and function of religion by forming a new blue-
print of religious praxis. Nowadays, this Buddhist religion is lived by over five
million people in the Indian state of Maharashtra.
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CHAPTER 9
Leaving Theravada Buddhism in Myanmar

Niklas Foxeus

1 Introduction

This chapter examines narratives of Burmese Buddhists who have left the “tra-
ditional” Theravada Buddhism in Burma, into which they were born, for the
teachings — stamped “heretical” and illegal by the state — of a dissident Bud-
dhist monk, Ashin Nyana.

Since 1980, the State and monastic authorities have sought to regulate or-
thodox Theravada Buddhism by means of the law. Monastic courts backed
by the state have scrutinised cases charged with “heresy” (P. adhamma),! that
is, teachings not considered to be in accordance with the Buddhist canon, a
contested issue. Heresies are declared illegal and the dissemination of such
teachings is punishable with imprisonment (see Tin Maung Maung Than 1993;
Janaka Ashin and Crosby 2017). Apostasy and heresy tend to blend into one
another, and the state may serve as an arbiter to decide the nature of the case
(see Larsson 2018: 7, 20). From the state’s point of view, Ashin Nyana and his
followers represent a kind of disloyal Theravada Buddhist apostates dissemi-
nating doctrines that deviate from orthodox Theravada Buddhism and that
pose a threat to the maintenance of the latter in society. From the perspective
of Ashin Nyana and his followers, Theravada Buddhism represents a deviation
from the original teaching of the Buddha, and they have therefore abandoned
it and do no longer attribute authority to its monks. They do not regard their
teaching as a branch of Theravada Buddhism and therefore it cannot, in their
view, be regarded as a “heresy.”?

The state-sanctioned form of Buddhism represents a collectivist and anti-
secularising tendency, and likewise an enchanted form of religion, with a “tra-
ditional” cosmology comprising 31 levels, with heaven and hell, inhabited by
gods, hell-beings, ghosts, and spirits.

1 In this chapter, “P” is an abbreviation for Pali. All foreign words are Burmese, unless oth-
erwise indicated. The word “karma” is used instead of kamma, since the former has been
adopted into English.

2 They tend to view Theravada on a par with Mahayana Buddhism, both of which they regard
as later corruptions of the pristine teaching of the Buddha.
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Many of the “heresies” represent novel reinterpretations of Buddhism that
have emerged in interplay with modernisation, Western science, and “Oriental-
ist” views on “original” Buddhism. The development of doctrinal lay Buddhism
began in the colonial period and continued in the post-independence period,
with Buddhist monks disseminating intellectualised forms of Buddhism to the
laypeople, especially simplified versions of insight meditation (P. vipassana),
teachings that had previously been reserved for the monks (Braun 2013; Hout-
man 1990).3

Ashin Nyana (1938—) was ordained a Buddhist monk but was defrocked in
1983, whereupon he set up his own group called mou-pya-wada, “The Doctrine
of the Sky-Blue [One].” At that time, he began wearing blue robes consisting
of a shirt and baggy pants. His adherents still regard him as a monk exercis-
ing corresponding authority. Thereby he not only left the monastic community
(P. sarigha) but also Theravada Buddhism. Ashin Nyana claimed to have re-
discovered the original teaching of the Buddha that preceded the emergence
of the allegedly corrupt Theravada Buddhism. He has served three prison sen-
tences for having disseminated a “heretical” form of Buddhism. Last time was
in 2010 and he was released in January 2016. Today, this is an underground,
illegal new religious movement.

Ashin Nyana'’s teaching represents a secular form of Buddhism, acknowl-
edging only one life; and rejecting the rebirth, Buddhist cosmology, and the
metaphysical underpinnings of the teaching of karma. Moreover, it consti-
tutes an intellectualised form of Buddhism informed by Western rationality
and science. It is characterised by an individualist this-worldly orientation,
and psychologisation, anti-ritualism, and scripturalism, with an emphasis
on doctrines and ethics. In contrast to traditional Buddhism, it focuses on
The Four Noble Truths and The Eightfold Path. His teaching is also known
as pyissouppan-kamma-wada, the “doctrine on present karma.” Rejecting the
existence of spirits, gods and other supernatural beings, he explained them
as “mind-creations” (seitta-za). The cosmological levels of the Buddhist cos-
mology were, according to him, mere symbols for mental states. Most impor-
tantly, he reinterpreted Buddhist doctrines and simplified them so that they
could serve as a practical technology for resolving everyday problems for the
Buddhist laypeople, including marriage and business problems. In this teach-
ing, most of the traditional Theravada Buddhist practices and rituals for the
laypeople are abandoned, including meditation, merit-making rituals, giving
alms to monks, and presenting offerings to Buddha statues.

3 For a broader depiction of Burmese Buddhism and its history, see Foxeus 2016.
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Based on fieldwork in Myanmar, the aim of this chapter is to — using various
theoretical and analytical frameworks — investigate interlinked deconversion
and conversion narratives of my informants divided into three different groups,
based on their attitudes (secular, devotional or spiritual seekers) and the kind
of Buddhist practice in which they were mainly engaged before converting.

2 Previous Research and Empirical Material

As for previous research on deconversion and conversion in Myanmar, it has
mostly been concerned with cases between Buddhism, Christianity and Islam
(Tint Lwin 1997; Charney 2006; Ikeya 2012). To my knowledge, there are not yet
any case studies in any of these fields.

The words “apostasy” and “defection” may carry negative connotations,
implying a blaming the individual for break of loyalty (Streib et al. 2009: 17).
The term “deconversion,” which refers to a disaffiliation process, expresses,
Streib et al argue (2009, 17), less prejudice and it suggests that deconversion is
as legitimate as conversion. Earlier scholarship on conversion was shaped by
Protestant subjectivist notions of conversion as sudden and privileged interior
states. Today it is mainly understood as a gradual process taking place over an
extended time, and the subjective orientation is expanded by including other
themes, factors and contexts (see Rambo and Farhadian 2014; Streib et al. 2009,
chap. 1). According to J.D. Barbour, the rise of deconversion has grown out of
increasing individualism and religious pluralism in modernity (cited in Streib
et al. 2009: 21). Although these changes have mainly been examined with re-
gard to the West, that situation is, to some degree, comparable to Burma and
other countries in Southeast Asia since the post-war period.

In 2014—2017, I conducted about 65 semi-structured interviews with Ashin
Nyana'’s followers, mainly in Upper Burma but also in Lower Burma. Since Ash-
in Nyana was arrested in 2010 and his teaching was declared to be “heretical”
in 2011, the movement is formally illegal and has gone underground. Today,
followers tend to keep their views to themselves and avoid discussing them in
public. The movement consists of several informal social networks, many of
which are unrelated to one another.

3 New Findings Focusing on “Leaving Religion”

Among Ashin Nyana’s followers are found urban laypeople such as academ-
ics, teachers and other intellectuals; business people, some ex-communists,
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student activists, military officers and politicians, but also some peasants and
poor people from the lower middle-classes. The majority are men. Most of
them had practiced “traditional” Burmese Theravada Buddhism before they
converted to Ashin Nyana’s brand of Buddhism. They view his teaching as the
“true” teaching of the Buddha.

The majority of my informants had undergone socialisation, in which
Theravada Buddhist notions and values, including its cosmology, became an
integral part of their habitus and general taken for granted assumptions. One
man had to attend Ashin Nyana’s courses three times because he was so per-
plexed by this teaching. Most of my informants described a gradual deconver-
sion process that developed over several years. Since Ashin Nyana's teaching
represents an intellectualised form of Buddhism, many of them described cog-
nitive discrepancy such as intellectual doubt (see Paloutzian 2005: 336—338)
as reason for leaving Theravada Buddhism. They read books or listened to ser-
mons delivered by Ashin Nyana, and doubts began to grow in some of them,
and others were already in doubt.

This motif was sometimes combined with an explicit or implicit moral
criticism of the monastic community. Some expressed resentment towards
the monks for having deceived them; one referred to them as “rubbish”
(ahmaik); a former student activist even said that Theravada Buddhism had
“enslaved them” (kyun-pyu). Such critique resembled ideology criticism viewing
Theravada Buddhism as representing a kind of Marxian “false consciousness”
(compare Snow Machalek 1983: 267) sustained by the monks. In contrast to
most Theravada Buddhists, many followers do not give alms-food to the monks
but instead give food to poor and needy people. In other cases, the intellectual
doubt and moral criticism was combined with emotional suffering. Many said
that Theravada Buddhism brings about “expectations” (aAmyaw), for instance,
for a better next rebirth, and “fear” (akyauk), for instance, to be reborn in hell.
Due to one or several of these circumstances, they decided to leave Theravada
Buddhism.

These reasons for leaving Theravada Buddhism correspond to several of the
motives for deconversion in the scholarly literature, for instance, intellectual
doubt, denial or disagreement with specific beliefs; moral criticism, and emo-
tional suffering (Streib et al. (2009, 21—22). In a general sense, a “key element
to any conversion or transformation process must be some element of doubt,
pressure, or motivation to change” (Paloutzian 2005: 336). However, the decon-
version or disaffiliation literature (Streib et al. 2009; Bromley 1998) does not
seem to emphasise one aspect that was important in my material. The majority
of my informants would not have left their religion if they had not have found a
viable alternative. In their narratives, the deconversion process was intimately
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intertwined with the conversion process. For that reason, the one cannot be
separated from the other. This chapter is thus about leaving one religion for
another.

In Burma, there is a rhetorical dichotomy between Buddhists who prac-
tice in a passive and in an active mode, respectively, and that has informed
many of my informants. In the early post-independence period in Burma,
many Buddhists discarded what is sometimes rather pejoratively called
mi-you-hpala-bouddha-bhatha, a simple, ritualistic form of Buddhism inherited
from their parents focused on merit-making. It is implied that it represents a
passive mode, and that it is performed mechanically and without knowledge.*
Instead, they set out to find the “true” or “authentic” Buddhism that required
commitment, knowledge, and intense practice (see Houtman 1990). For many
Burmese at that time, it meant practicing a form of insight meditation that was
marketed mainly by many monks (see Houtman 1990). Others became adher-
ents of dissident monks, including Ashin Nyana.

This dichotomy is reminiscent of the distinction between the active and
the passive convert in the West, with those affiliated with new religious move-
ments representing an “active, meaning-making subject” (Streib et al. 2009:
19—20). This is an individualistic trend in Burma emphasising agency and the
converts as active subjects (see also Staples and Mauss 1987; Streib et al. 2009;
Rambo and Farhadian 2014: 8). My informants can be divided into three groups
depending on their preconversion practice: 1) those with a more secular ori-
entation; 2) those practicing devotional Theravada Buddhism; and 3) those
having embarked on a spiritual quest to discover “true” Buddhism. All my in-
formants represented the active mode, looking for alternatives to the passive
mode of religiosity, but for different reasons. Before conversion, they all (in the
present sample) self-identified as Theravada Buddhists. In the following, I will
give some examples from these three groups.

The first group comprises people who had already acquired a secular world
view, such as communists and other sceptics. After the communist movements
died out in Burma by the end of the 1980s, some communists felt disoriented
and sought to restore their former Buddhist identity. Others, including farmers,
also had a secular world view, but still identified as Buddhists and seemed to
look for an alternative interpretation of Buddhism that was more congruent
with their worldview.

4 This kind of Buddhist practice is sometimes called “karma Buddhism” because it is a ritualis-
tic, devotional form of Buddhist practice that is oriented towards improving one’s karma by
performing merit-making activities, thereby hoping to achieve a better rebirth in the next life
(see Spiro 1982; he uses the label “kammatic Buddhism”).
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One man was 68 years old, a former communist leader, political activist and
military officer. Today he is retired and runs a tea shop. “When I was 14 years
old, I became a communist [—], a “non-religious person” (bhatha-me-thir), and
I abandoned Theravada Buddhism.” This remained until 1988, at which time he
relinquished communist ideology, but he st