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A History of the Lake Shrine

The Self-Realization Fellowship (SRF) Lake Shrine/Mahatma Gandhi World Peace Memorial was founded in 1950 by Paramahansa Yogananda.  At the dedication of the Lake Shrine on August 20, 1950, Yogananda said, “This Shrine has been created for all religions, that all may feel the unity of a common faith.”  In the nearly fifty years since then, millions of visitors from all over the world have passed through its gates.

Early History of the Lake Shrine


The colorful history of the Lake Shrine began more than three-quarters of a century ago.  In the early 1920s, the Inceville motion-picture studio filmed silent movies on this site in Santa Ynez Canyon.  The land was later purchased by Los Angeles real-estate magnate Alphonzo Bell, Sr., and in 1927, the surrounding hillsides were hydraulically graded in an attempt to make the canyon level for future development.  However, the grading was halted prematurely, leaving a large basin that quickly filled with water from the many springs in the area, creating Lake Santa Ynez, the only natural spring-fed lake within the Los Angeles city limits.


The site remained undeveloped for more than a decade, until 1940, when H. Everett McElroy, assistant superintendent of construction for 20th Century Fox studios, purchased the property and began to develop it as his future residence.


After clearing the brush and dredging the lake, McElroy transported his double-deck Mississippi-style houseboat from Lake Mead to Lake Santa Ynez.  Later, he constructed a residence modeled after a small mill house, complete with a large waterwheel used as part of an irrigation system, which he and his wife occupied, renting the houseboat to film stars and others in the movie industry, and on occasion to royalty.  McElroy’s third project on the lake was a reproduction of a 16th-century Dutch windmill; then came a boat landing with a peaked roof and carved figureheads — all of which remain at the Lake Shrine today.


In the late 1940s, the McElroys sold the property to an oil company president, who planned to construct a resort hotel complex around the lake.  However, before he could proceed, the new owner had an unusual dream in which he saw his new property as a “Church of All Religions,” with ministers conducting inspirational services before a large group of people assembled by the lake.  After two more occurrences of this nocturnal vision, he got out of bed and looked up “Church of All Religions” in the telephone book.  The only such listing was for Paramahansa Yogananda’s Self-Realization Fellowship Church of All Religions in Hollywood.  Deeply moved, he immediately wrote a letter to Yogananda describing his dream and offering to sell the property to Self-Realization Fellowship (SRF).

Dedication of the Lake Shrine


When the Santa Ynez Lake property was offered to him in 1949, Yogananda recognized it as an ideal place for the open-air shrine of all religions that he wished to 

establish in Los Angeles.  Several benefactors of his work provided funds for the purchase of the property.  From temporary headquarters on the Mississippi houseboat, Yogananda personally directed monks of the SRF monastic community during the many months of construction and extensive landscaping needed to create the spiritual oasis he envisioned.


The Lake Shrine was formally opened to the public on August 20, 1950.  Lieutenant Governor and Mrs. Goodwin J. Knight assisted Yogananda in the dedication, which was attended by 1,500 people.


As part of the ceremonies, Yogananda dedicated the Gandhi World Peace Memorial — the first monument in the world to be erected in honor of Mahatma Gandhi — where a portion of Gandhi’s ashes was enshrined in a thousand-year-old stone sarcophagus from China.

The Lake Shrine Today


Today, the Lake Shrine continues to be a magnet for people of all faiths and from all walks of life who are seeking a respite from the harried pace of daily life.


In 1996, a new temple on the hilltop overlooking the lake was opened.  There, monastics of Self-Realization Fellowship conduct inspirational and meditation services, as well as classes on the SRF teachings.

Paramahansa Yogananda and Self-Realization Fellowship


Paramahansa Yogananda has been a well-known figure in the spiritual and cultural life of Los Angeles since 1925.  He came to the United States from his native India in 1920 as a delegate to an international congress of religions in Boston.  Following the congress, he 

embarked on a nationwide lecture tour, speaking before capacity crowds in major cities across the country on the science of Kriya Yoga and the art of balanced living.  In 1925, Yogananda established the international headquarters of Self-Realization Fellowship in Los Angeles, atop Mt. Washington.


During the following decade, Yogananda divided his time between lecturing throughout the country and attending to his spiritual and administrative responsibilities at the Mt. Washington headquarters.


In the mid-1930s, he began to withdraw somewhat from nationwide lecturing in order to devote more of his time to his writings, including his life story, Autobiography of a Yogi, which today is recognized as a spiritual classic.  During this period, in addition to conducting classes and spiritual services, Yogananda also concentrated on training monks and nuns of the SRF monastic community, as well as receiving the many visitors who came from all over the world to seek his counsel and spiritual help.


Paramahansa Yogananda passed on in 1952, and his spiritual and humanitarian work is being carried on today under the direction of one of his earliest and closest disciples, Sri Daya Mata.  She has served as president of Self-Realization Fellowship since 1955.  The society publishes Yogananda’s writings, lectures, and recorded talks; oversees temples, retreats, and nearly 600 meditation centers around the world; and coordinates the work of its Worldwide Prayer Circle, an international network of groups and individuals who regularly pray for the physical, mental, and spiritual well-being of others, and for world peace.
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