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Country Context 

Sri Lanka is a small island in the Indian Ocean with a land area of 25,000 square miles 

and a population of 21.8 million.  Sri Lanka, known until 1972 as Ceylon, has maritime borders 

with India to the northwest and the Maldives to the southwest. Sri Lanka has a documented 

history that spans over 3,000 years, but there are theories to suggest that Sri Lanka had pre-

historic human settlements dating back to at least 125,000 years. Its geographic location and 

deep harbours made it of great strategic importance from the time of the ancient Silk Road 

through to World War II. Sri Lanka is a diverse country, home to many religions, ethnicities and 

languages. It is the land of the Sinhalese, Sri Lankan Tamils, Moors, Indian Tamils, Burghers, 

Malays, Kaffirs and the aboriginal Vedda. Sri Lanka has a rich Buddhist heritage, and the first 

known Buddhist writings of Sri Lanka, the Pāli Canon, dates back to the Fourth Buddhist 

Council in 29 BC.i  

Despite its small size, Sri Lanka has a rich biodiversity distributed within a wide range of 

ecosystems, ranging from rainforests to grasslands, rivers, wetlands and freshwater bodies and 

coastal and marine ecosystems. Sri Lanka inherits a culture and a lifestyle friendly to the 

environment. The legislative framework for the protection of the environment was in place to a 

large extent in Sri Lanka even before independence. Since independence, Sri Lanka has been 

implementing national strategies and plans to achieve sustainable economic growth with equity 

and social development. These programs for economic and human resources development 

enabled Sri Lanka to achieve a comparatively high quality of life at low per capita income 

levels. The national policy to solve the growing problems of poverty and unemployment, 

compounded by population pressures, was to achieve a faster growth rate through diversification 

of agriculture as well as developing industry. 

Ethnic Conflict 

The country's recent history has been marred by a thirty-year civil war which decisively 

ended when Sri Lankan military defeated Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam in 2009. The Civil 

War was a war fought from 1983 to 2009.  Beginning in 1983, there was an intermittent 

insurgency against the government by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (known also as 

Tamil Tigers) which fought to create an independent Tamil state in the north and the east of the 

island due to the continuous discrimination against the Tamils by the Sinhalese domnated Sri 

Lankan government.  After a 26-year military campaign, the Tamil Tigers were defeated, brining 

the civil war to an end.  Yet, for over 25 years, the war caused significant hardships for the 
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population, environment and the economy of the country, with an initial estimated 80,000–100,000 
people killed during its course.[16]  

 

Sri Lanka is a republic and a unitary state governed by a presidential system. The 

legislative capital, Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte, is a suburb of the commercial capital, and largest 

city, of Colombo. It is also an important producer of tea, coffee, gemstones, coconuts, rubber, 

and the native cinnamon, the island contains tropical forests and diverse landscapes with a high 

amount of biodiversity. The country has had a long history of international engagement, as a 

founding member of SAARC and a member of the United Nations, the Commonwealth of 

Nations, the G77, and the Non-Aligned Movement. It is the only country in South Asia that is 

currently rated "high" on the Human Development Index.ii  Yet some have argued that even with 

all the natural resources and the relatively strong human development potential, the conflict has 

had indirect costs, specifically lower domestic and foreign investments, disruptions in trade and 

commerce, and lower revenues from tourism, all of which have taken a toll on economic 

growth.iii 

In the recent past, the Government has acknowledged that its ability to carry out 

development activities in order to accelerate economic growth and improve the distribution of 

income has been severely constrained by its involvement in unavoidable defense and security 

operations in the North and East of the country. The Government's priority is to restore peace. 

However, the Government has given assurance that the priority attached to development will not 

be comprised on this account. 

Religious Context 

 

 While the official religion is Theraveda Buddhism (approximately 67%), there are large 

groups of Hindus (14.5%), Sunni Muslim (10.2%), and fewer Christians with approximately 6% 

Catholics and 1.5% other or unknown Christians. Nevertheless, there is a significant amount of 

discrimination against minority religions on the part of the general society although some lesser 

extent on the part of the government.iv 

 

The National Christian Evangelical Alliance of Sri Lanka (NCEASL) 

 

 It is within this context that the NCEASL is born. With all its potential in natural and 

human resources, the country has been mired in a civil war that has caused poverty and de-

stabilization.  Furthermore, Christians have been targets of discrimination and have benefited 

from an organization that brings them together for encouragement, support, and even advocacy.   

 

Early Beginnings 

 

 Initially established in 1952 as the Evangelical Fellowship of Ceylon, it was designed to 

be a fellowship for missionaries serving in the country who felt the need to get back to the 

Scriptures as there was a feeling that liberalism had crept in.  In 1983 as a result of the ethnic 

conflict, the office was burned to the ground, as was the library and everything else that had been 

a part of the fellowship.  This was a real blow and not much else happened for the next 10 years.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sri_Lankan_Civil_War#cite_note-ABC200509-16
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 Then in 1992 a young Sri Lankan man, Godfrey Yogarajah, graduated from Union 

Biblical Seminary in Pune, India, and was asked by the World Evangelical Alliance if he would 

take over as the director of the NCEASL.  He was 28 years old and was the only staff member in 

this new stage for the alliance.   

Early Challenges  

 

Young Godfrey faced many challenges.  He swept the floors of the office, he kept all the 

accounts, he did the banking, he searched for equipment such as an electric typewriter.  

Everywhere he traveled was by public transport.   

 

At the time that he took over the Fellowship, it was controlled by individuals, mostly 

missionaries and some pastors but was not functioning much since the offices had been burned in 

1983 as an act of religious persecution. Then in 1994, Godfrey led a restructuring.  He realized 

that the Fellowship could serve more than just a few individuals and to be able to serve the whole 

country, he would have to bring in denominations, churches, and organizations.  From that point 

forward only these can be members.  Individuals are no longer members, although they can be a 

part of the Alliance without vote.  From that one little office, today the Alliance is in 7 regions, 

has multiple satellite offices and 85 staff members!   

 

Developing and Shaping an Alliance 

 

 To go from one small office with one staff member to what it is today with 350 member 

organizations/denominations/churches and a constituency of 325,000 people takes a lot of faith 

and involves multiple approaches and actions. 

 

• Engaging with churches and denominations.  Godfrey recalls the difficult task that he faced. 

He was a young man, a recent graduate, and had to gain the trust of the pastors and leaders of 

the churches.   Religious freedom was difficult in the country at the time.  Churches were 

burned to the ground, the external threat was real. What were the strategies Godfrey used to 

convince them to join the Alliance? 

o He spent long hours of sitting and talking with the leaders. 

o They were convinced that the only way to face the external threats was to come 

together.  

o It was a time to be inclusive, bringing together the Brethren, Pentecostal, Reformed, 

Evangelical, Anglican and others.  All were welcome. 

o They studied the Scriptures together and saw that they had a Biblical mandate to be a 

witness to the nation.  

• Developing a new structure.  As more and more leaders became a part of the Alliance, it was 

imperative to develop a structure that would fit the vision that they had received from God.  

A restructuring committee was formed that included not just pastors but professionals, 

business executives, people with a variety of gifts who gave their services pro-bono.  They 

developed a strategic plan and a financial plan. 

 

The financial plan that was setup develops a way that all can participate at their level: 

• The 5 major denominations all pledge a certain amount. 

• Member churches and organizations each pay a fee. 
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• Programs and projects have to do their own fundraising.  

  

Becoming a witness to the nation. 

 

        This mandate has become a central way in which the Alliance develops its programs and 

projects.  How can a nation be discipled?  What are some of the indicators or what is the 

framework on which to base the programs?  Together Alliance members began examining and 

studying the Bible.  If Jesus was President of the country what would it look like?  What did 

Jesus really emphasize?  Three areas of emphasis stood out, and under each of those the Alliance 

came up with critical needs the nation was facing.  And then programs were developed to meet 

those critical needs. 

 

 Under the vision of “Unifying the Church to Transform the Nation” the Alliance has 

three broad commissions.   

 

1. Equip the National Church: Missions and Evangelism.  Jesus called individuals and 

communities into righteousness.  People need to meet God.  But most of the country is 

unreached; thus the Alliance launched a church-planting program and has a strong 

emphasis on training and the provision of literature and financial support for theological 

education. The Alliance also emphasizes training and discipleship of its staff.  Most of 

the 85 employees are young people and so there is a strong desire to mentor them and 

develop them into people who are called unto righteousness.   

 

2. Advocate for Justice and Peace: Religious Liberty Commission.  Jesus was engaged in 

public justice.  In Sri Lanka people do not have religious freedom and minority religious 

groups are targeted and persecuted.  The Commission was established to facilitate 

religious co-existence and to protect minority and individual rights. They also provide 

free legal services to Christian victims of harassment, and have developed awareness 

programs on religious freedom and human rights. 

 

3. Build Resilient Communities: Relief and Development.  Jesus fed the hungry, healed the 

sick, gave sight to the blind, and in multiple ways cared for the whole person. The 

Alliance Development Trust (ADT) was established to put into practice these teachings 

of Jesus.   The ADT reaches out to a broad group of marginalized communities 

throughout the country irrespective of their race, caste or creed, equipping religious 

leaders, elders, youth and children to be catalysts of change in their communities.  

 

This three-pronged approach has provided the framework for resiliency and adaptability in 

changing times, and strengthened the churches to see themselves as a part of their neighborhoods 

and their nation, providing hope, encouragement, and vision for a future that is honoring to God. 

And this strength has prepared the Alliance and its members for responding effectively to the 

crisis that came with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 Responding to COVID-19   
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        According to UNICEF the COVID-19 pandemic is unravelling decades of health, education 

and other advances for children across South Asia.  In Sri Lanka a survey they conducted in May 

2020 uncovered a reduction in food consumption in a large percentage of the population and 

predicted worsening rates of malnutrition among already vulnerable children, with potential life-

long consequences.  The economic turmoil triggered by COVID-19 is hitting families hard with 

large-scale job losses and wage cuts.  Yet Sri Lanka’s response has been remarkable, including 

the swift transfer of vital cash by the Government to millions of households in April and May.v  

Additionally, the Government very early on put into place a lockdown to mitigate against the 

spread of the virus.  Part of the Government’s response has also been to take UNICEF’s 

admonition seriously to work with religious leaders and other partners in mitigating against both 

physical impacts and addressing myths and hate-speech that the pandemic has given rise to.  

 

  The Government of Sri Lanka had already built relationships with the Alliance 

Development Trust, the relief and development arm of the NCEASL.  In previous years, both 

during an HIV/AIDS and later a leprosy project, the ADT had been called upon to assist in the 

education and response to these crises through their island-wide network of churches and the 

subsequent success in reducing stigma and treatment through early detection.vi  The success, 

particularly of the leprosy initiative, was partly due to the partnership ADT formed with an Inter 

Religious Peace Foundation.  This effort succeeded in developing a trust relationship between 

the minority Christian pastors and Hindu, Muslim and Buddhist priests and leaders. With these 

relationships already in place in time of COVID-19 it was natural for the Government and the 

World Health Organization (WHO) to turn to the ADT and other community partners for 

assistance in mitigating against the ravages of the pandemic. 

 

 The approach of the NCEASL during this time of the COVID-19 pandemic has several 

major components that are significant, aside from regular donations of food, water and soap.  As 

soon as they heard about the pandemic, the staff began to research online, looking at the WHO 

data, and began strategizing to anticipate what would be coming and what they would do. 

 

1. Providing Leadership and hope.  People in the churches, and throughout the country, 

were at a loss as to what to do, filled with anxiety and fear. The Alliance knew they had 

to build resilience by planning ahead of time and adapting quickly to changes coming 

along. They called pastors and provided valuable information to disseminate to their 

communities.  And they offered hope and encouragement to them, even in some instances 

providing food for the pastors who lost all income when churches were closed in the 

lockdown.  

2. Neighborhood Crisis Response Teams.   Having already a large network of churches 

and partners throughout the country, the Alliance encouraged them to reach out into their 

communities to determine the impact of the pandemic. They called upon churches to 

seize this opportunity to bring the love of Christ into the neighborhood in tangible ways 

by creating Neighborhood Crisis Response Teams.  The teams are entrusted with seeking 

out the most vulnerable individuals and families and assisting them in whatever way is 

possible.  

3. Economic Recovery Programs.  Even the Alliance has been impacted with loss of 

income during this time.  Thus expenditures were cut, telephone, wifi, freeze on 

purchases, etc.  The decision has been made not to cut staff or salaries during this time, 
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even if it might means giving up offices in the regions and allow staff to work from 

home.  In addition, they are providing expertise, self-help and livelihood projects. For 

example, they have selected 5000 families and provided them with seedlings so that they 

can start growing crops in their own gardens. Part of the strategy has been to cultivate 

land that the Alliance has in the East of the country to grow food crops which can be sold 

to raise funds for their work.   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic is not over and the NCEASL is aware that it will be a slow 

recovery.  Once again they are reviewing their strategies for response and resiliency moving 

forward.   As such they have formed task forces for mobilizing volunteers, for economic 

recovery, and for digital technology.  They view this next phase as a total new start-up, realizing 

that they cannot go on as they have been. Elements included in their strategy: 

• Recruiting businessmen and professionals to serve on task forces 

• Creating tool kits for churches to use in their neighborhoods 

• Creating a hot line especially for youth who are dealing with anxiety and fear. 

• The Youth Evangelical Alliance has created a blog and a youth forum, including setting 

up a counseling center and hotline 

• Creation of video messages to disseminate accurate information and give hope and 

encouragement 

• Holding zoom calls with pastors and helping them to serve the church by rethinking who 

the church really is for such a time as this.  

 

So has the pandemic strengthened the Alliance? In the words of the Deputy General 

Secretary, Godfrey Yogarajah, “The pandemic has given us an opportunity to serve as never 

before.  That will strengthen our Alliance as we make a contribution not to just the churches but 

to the community and to the nation.” 

 

In conclusion, there are several principles that can be drawn from the story of the National 

Christian Evangelical Alliance of Sri Lanka.   

 

Important Principles for a Strong Alliance 

 

• Leadership Development.  Good leaders require nurturing.  When Godfrey was tapped to 

become the leader of the Alliance, he was mentored closely by the General Secretary of 

the World Evangelical Alliance, Dr. Agustin “Jun” Vencer.  Dr. Vencer often traveled to 

Sri Lanka to spend time with Godfrey.  Through phone calls and letters, he consistently 

remained in dialogue with Godfrey, praying with him, helping him develop his strategy, 

and in other ways nurturing this young man. 

 

The leader/s need to take the time to grow personally.  Godfrey encourages leaders to 

take courses online.  To think and reflect about how to function in the future.  A leader 

has to keep growing, but it takes time to grow.  Part of good leadership is also developing 

a spiritual life.  Spiritual formation needs to be at the core of leadership development.  

Especially as a leader mentors younger leaders, there is a need to focus on character 

building and spiritual formation.  The Alliance sometimes assumes that the church is 
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taking care of that, but have now come to understand that it is the role of the Alliance as 

well. 

 

• Strategic Vision.  As mentioned earlier, the Alliance leadership firmly believes that they 

are to serve the country and not just the church.  Therefore much time is spent gathering 

information on what is happening and what are the issues that are affecting both the 

church and the nation.  As mentioned above, the issues are what shape the strategies that 

the Alliance will take and the programs and projects to meet those strategic initiatives. 

This is what guided them in their response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

• Incorporating Women and Youth into leadership roles.  There has been a concerted effort 

to incorporate youth into the Alliance.  To do this, they have given space and autonomy 

to these young leaders.  Young people are never told not to do something, but rather to be 

creative, to do the work they see needs to be done.  This allows room for creativity. This 

has its challenges, particularly for the millennial generation who are enthusiastic but 

easily demotivated.  Thus they need to be mentored into persevering and not giving up, a 

process in character building. The goal is to build youth leaders to take over the 

leadership of the Alliance, providing a diversity of views for strategic thinking. To date, 

80% of the staff are under 30. 

 

Women also have been incorporated into leadership roles.  This is not easy when the 

church expects women to be very feminine and act in the role of a sister.  The Alliance 

has appointed a woman lawyer to head up the Religious Liberty Commission.  The 

Deputy General Secretary has encouraged her, supported her, and made it possible for her 

to build the Commission.  This team has grown to 3 female lawyers.  Over time, the 

church community has accepted them and is realizing the gifts and professionalism that 

these women provide the community. 

 

• Inclusivity.  One of the strengths of the Alliance is that by focusing on the church and the 

country, they have developed relationships and partnerships with a diverse group of 

organizations and religious institutions.  Given the history of ethnic and religious 

conflict in the country, they have found it important to work with leaders of other faith 

traditions to solve the common issues that they all have.  Through those relationships, 

they have been instruments for resiliency and healing in the communities.  And through 

those relationships, they have proven that they are all working for the common good. 

 

• Working with Government and World Organizations.  The Alliance has focused on ways 

to build the country.  They are working on issues of justice and peace.  They have 

proven to the government that the country is what is important.  This has been very 

carefully strategized, but the ADT, especially, has been able to develop communication 

messages and tools to help the Department of Health and organizations such as the 

World Health Organization and UNICEF disseminate the information needed to mitigate 

against the impact of diseases such as leprosy, HIV/AID, and now COVID-19.  Indeed, 

they have put into practice the admonition of the prophet Jeremiah: “Build the welfare of 

the city, for on its welfare your welfare depends.” 
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Note: Research and writing by Grace R. Dyrness based on interviews with Godfrey Yogarajah, 

Yamini Ravindran, Praveen Gomez, Williams John Anthony, and Mr. Jayaweerakohombange.  
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