what’s in a wordtc "what’s in a word"
Sometimes, undoubtedly out of love for Sikhism, we compliment our faith, people and Gurus by using words like ‘modern’, ‘scientific’, ‘tolerant’, ‘secular’, ‘broad-minded’, etc. But, on second thought, these words may not seem proper, leave alone being compliments.


If we call Sikhism ‘modern’, does it mean that its modernity is decreasing with every passing moment ? And that once another faith takes birth, it will become out-dated ? Sikhism is eternal.


‘Tolerance’ is generally practised towards something disliked, but Sikhism respects other faiths.


‘Secular’ actually means ‘not concerned with religion’, in contrast to the general belief that secular means ‘respect for all religions’.


‘Scientific’ — science has become the deity for the present-day man. He only believes what science says, in spite of the glaring fact that scientists keep contradicting their own findings time and again. Most of the inventions and discoveries we rejoice one day, become the cause of concern within a few years. What appears as the best remedy today, requires ban and remedies itself tomorrow. Consider the following :


The person who manufactured DDT was awarded a Nobel Prize. A few years later, the same award was presented to the person who highlighted its harmful effects, leading to its ban. 


Some fifty years ago, man lived with some killer diseases, like typhoid, cholera, malaria, etc., that are easily curable today. But can this be considered an improvement, when we now face new killer diseases, like AIDS, hepatitis, cancer, etc. 


More recent researches have shown that AIDS is neither infectious nor sexually transmitted. And that HIV (human immunodeficiency virus), so far considered to be the causative agent of AIDS, is neither necessary nor sufficient to cause the disease.


A man in early nineteenth century in London, travelled at a speed of 18 kms/hr on horse back. It has been observed that in spite of the best cars, he cannot do it faster today due to traffic hazards.


the recent wonder drug for potency called Viagara has been reported to be the cause of death in many.


Well, still the contributions of science cannot be overlooked. We have achieved much comfort, convenience, speed, etc., through its achievements. The world has become a global village through television, satellites, internet, etc. But these inventions cannot in themselves improve the quality of life; it is what use we put these to that will determine their usefulness to man. If nothing worthwhile is put on these media or if man still fails to realise his goal in life and turn only to sex, crime and gossip, then the consequences should not be hard to guess. Thus, of foremost importance to the well-being of man is the wisdom with which he will use the scientific inventions. And wisdom is much more, nay, very different from mere knowledge of scientific facts and figures. The chemical formulae known to a chemist are alien to a computer engineer, just as computer programming is to chemist. Can we say who is wiser ?


Moreover, science has interfered with nature to such an extent that our very environment is damaged beyond repair. Today, scientists admit that there is serious danger to the preservation of our own species. Thus, the scientific knowledge being gained by man is no comparison to the Divine wisdom contained in Gurbani. Rather men of science need this wisdom, if the planet is to be saved.


The use of the word ‘broad-minded’ for the Gurus is also out of place, as it is used more often to include the so-called modern people who cut/shave/drink/smoke, etc., which the Guru does not permit. As such, this word, though partially suitable, does not encompass the wisdom and vision of the Gurus.


‘Fundamentalist’ — now-a-days this word is used in a negative sense to refer to those who have blind faith in their religion. According to Webster’s, the word ‘fundamentalism’ means : “1. (a) often cap : a movement in 20th century Protestantism emphasizing the literally interpreted Bible as fundamental to Christian life and teaching; (b) the beliefs of this movement; (c) adherence to such beliefs; 2. a movement or attitude stressing strict and literal adherence to a set of basic principles.” If there was only one religion, such people could be categorised in a single group. But since there are many religions, and every religion has different set of basic principles, the fundamentalists of each religion differ from fundamentalists of other religions. Thus, Muslim fundamentalists differ from Hindu fundamentalists, Hindu from Christian, and so on. So, the word fundamentalist encompasses a different set of fundamentals for Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims, Christians, and so on.


As far as Sikh religion is concerned, there is nothing whatsoever that requires its followers to follow blindly. Rather its fundamentals are such that even the blind can see. Respect for God’s creation and other religions, universal brotherhood, equality and justice for all irrespective of colour, caste, or gender, resistance to oppression, etc., being its fundamentals, why should a Sikh be referred to as a fundamentalist in the negative sense ? Rather Sikh fundamentalists are the need of the hour.


But we call those Sikhs as fundamentalists who keep unshorn hair and beard, or those who carry kirpan. Hair and beard are gifted by Almighty. The Guru asks us to maintain the natural form, as an expression of love for
God and submission to His Will. Sikhism is the only religion that does not interfere with the God-gifted human form for the sake of identity. As for the kirpan : should not a person who plans to write carry a pen on his
person, or a doctor on a mission to serve equip himself accordingly  ? Similarly, a Khalsa equips himself as he is on the Guru’s mission.


Recently, the word ‘fundamentalist’ has been used for those who wish to adhere to Guru’s prescribed mode of serving langar. The Christian fundamentalists had convicted Galileo for upholding the theory of Copernicus that the earth moves around the sun, as contrary to their Biblical belief. But today his findings are an established truth. Is the prescribed mode of serving langar in contradiction to some recent scientific discovery ? Has any research revealed something utterly dangerous with this mode ? If no, then why has this issue come up at all ? The only thing that comes to mind is that we are getting more comfort-prone and indulging in vulgar display of either wealth or body — which is not a Sikh way of life anyway. The two categories of people based on the issue of langar are,   therefore, very inappropriately referred to as ‘fundamentalists’ and ‘moderates’.


Since a fundamentalist is one who adheres to the fundamentals of his/her religion, a Sikh fundamentalist is Guru’s sant-sipahi — an ideal human being, committed to the welfare of all.


In contrast to a Sikh fundamentalist, a ‘Sikh moderate’ thus can only be seen as the one who does not take the Guru’s teachings seriously, wishes to change with the times or place, for no particular justification at all. He probably finds the path of Sikhism tough to tread. But instead of admitting his inability (to which no one objects), he would rather expect Sikhi to change to suit his conveniences. The Gurus have shown us a way of life; any one, the world over, who feels convinced about it is welcome to tread it. It would be more appropriate to refer to the self-styled moderates as ‘modernists’.


‘Martyr’—according to Oxford dictionary, the word ‘martyr’ means : “a person who is killed or made to suffer greatly because of her or his religious or other beliefs : the early Christian martyrs.” It thus encompasses a wide spectrum. In Punjabi, the word shaheed is used to refer to a martyr. A perusal of Sikh history shows that there are Sikhs who were killed under different circumstances :


some en masse unawares with no opportunity/choice to escape.


some because they maintained the Sikh form in spite of orders of the rulers to kill such persons on sight; there was even a prize on their heads;


some for having murdered an agressor;


some died fighting in the battles;


some refused to accept allurements and preferred to be killed for a righteous cause; and so on.


All are justifiably called martyrs. It needs to be remembered that a Sikh is to sacrifice not only for his own faith/people, but also for other faiths/people. Yet, the use of the same word shaheed to refer to all the various categories does not bring out the true emotion of or the message that a particular person/people wish to convey to the world at large.


Muslims refer to those who are prepared to die fighting in a religious battle as mujahideen. Sikhism offers a unique concept of martyrdom that needs to be referred to by a different word to bring out its uniqueness. Say, for example, a word like jindvar could be coined to refer  to those who opt to sacrifice their life instead of accepting allurements to give up a just cause or succumb to pressure. Rather, every category should be addressed by a different word. After all what is a language meant for; more the words, richer a language.


‘Extremist’ — The word ‘patriot’ is used for those who are committed to one’s state, i.e., a geographic area. But one geographic area may have more than one nation, which too have boundaries, not geographic though.


If the person who avenges the transgression of geographic boundaries is declared a hero, why is the person who avenges the transgression of religious boundaries labelled an extremist ? Whose offence is greater – the one who enters your house or the one who walks all over you ? Let us not glorify persons for the sole reason that they belong to one’s own geographic or religious group, irrespective of their acts. No wonder a hero of one nation becomes the terrorist of another. Even the effigy of deity of one nation is burnt by another. Each act is either right or wrong, as per human standards. Let us call a spade a spade.


Words like Ram, Gobind, Gopal, etc., are used in Gurbani to refer to the Almighty, but many (even some Sikhs) insist that they imply the Hindu deities, Ram and Krishna. Undoubtedly, the people the Gurus were addressing seriously worshipped king Ram and Krishna as gods. The Gurus, instead of dismissing the words the people were devoted to, simply gave a new meaning, a concept to them. These words now denoted the God of Guru Nanak as defined in the Mool Mantra. A rejection of these words could have evoked a defensive response from the people. But the Gurus wanted to lead them on to new levels of existence. The word Ajuni itself clarifies, without doubt, that God never takes birth as a mortal.


On similar lines, words like kant and sauh are also used by the Gurus for God to convey to people the relationship between the Creator and His creation, and bring out the equality between man and woman.

Let us use the words in their right perspective and think before complimenting/commenting our faith, people and Gurus. Actually, the best compliment to Sikhi is living Gurbani. Let our deeds speak the Guru’s Shabad.
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