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War On Apostasy*



Growing apostasy is a wolrdwide phenomenon, not peculiar to any particular religion. Attendance in churches has progressively dwindled over the past few decades, and indifference towards religions is a cause of serious concern to leaders of all denominations. In some countries in the West, a large number of churches, which must have been constructed with great enthusiasm and fervour, have been closed, and even sold out for other uses. Practice of religion is yielding place to materialistic pursuits and consumerism, posing a threat to moral and ethical values that have sustained civilization and society during the past centuries. In this situation, the growing spate of crime and corruption in public life should not suprise anybody.

Sikh religion is no more immune to apostasy than other sister religious faiths. There is one difference, however. It is more visible in case of Sikhs, since, the Sikh code of conduct lays as much emphasis on external form as on internal discipline. Following from its philosophy of living in harmony with nature and obedience to the Will of God, a Sikh is expected to respect his/her natural form, and sport unshorn hair and beard. The Sikh Rehitnamas, which represent the Gurus’ commandments, prescribe a large number of do’s and don’ts for observance in daily life by a Sikh. There are, however, four serious breaches of discipline which amount to apostasy. These are adultery, use of tobacco and other intoxicants, eating kutha meat (cruelty to animals), and cutting/shaving of hair. Any of these is regarded as apostasy, and leads to automatic excommunication. Re-entry is possible, but only after an appropriate punishment and formal re-initiation.

Hair/beard and turban are an essential part of the external appearance and personality of a Sikh. In fact, these have become synonymous with his personality. So, when somebody shaves, the breach cannot be concealed. Hair/beard and turban visibly symbolise a commitment to Sikhism or the Gurus’ way of life: love of humanity, truth, service and sacrifice. The external appearance is the pronouncement of this resolve. Hair/beard, thus, has acquired a sanctity. Anybody who violates it, shows that he/she is no more serious about his/her commitment as a Sikh, and that the responsibilities enjoined upon him/her by the Gurus are no more binding upon him/her. It is also a warning to the rest of the world that the lofty ideals of Sikhism and its conduct cannot be expected from him/her. By listing this breach among the four kurahits, the Guru has provided an automatic mechanism to detect the loss of faith.

Sometimes, a distinction is made between a Khalsa and a Sikh. The latter often means the so-called sahjdhari Sikh, erroneously supposed to be exempted from the Sikh discipline. Distinction is also made between the teachings of Guru Gobind Singh and Guru Nanak Dev. While strict adherence to the Sikh discipline is the hallmark of the former, the latter is (again erroneously) believed to be liberal, and even lax. Such a distinction between the Gurus is hardly tenable, since, the spirit of the founder Guru worked in all successors. This fact is stressed in Guru Granth Sahib, in the Vars of Satta and Balwand, as well as by Bhai Gurdas in his Vars. Guru Gobind Singh himself testified to this and said, ‘Saints have known this reality, only fools failed to see it.’ Sewadas, a contemporary of Guru Gobind Singh, writes in his ‘Parchian’: 



“Guru Nanak Dev had his abode in the Supreme Brahman



and God Himself was his Guru.



For the sake of salvation of the world, 



He passed his spiritual light into Guru Angad. 



Guru Angad exalted Amar, and blessed him for his devotion and service.



Just as one lamp lights the other, and both emit the same light,



Guru Amar Das merged his identity with Ram Das.



Gurmat (Guru’s way) and the Guru are inseparable,



And are immeasurable, eternal and unshakeable.



When Guru Ram Das was pleased, 



He transformed himself into Arjun.



As if the Lord Himself had assumed the human form.



Such was the unique spirit that appeared.



Guru Arjun was happy beyond measure with Hargobind.



The Guru is omnipotent and ever-caring.



Guru Hargobind transferred the divine light to Har Rai,



And blessed him with salvation in life, 



Beyond the reach of the Trinity of gods.



Guru Har Rai bestowed his immense pleasure on Har Krishan,



And Merged his soul with his, 



With a perfection that transcends the highest art.



Guru Har Krishan seated on his throne, the perfect man,



Whose name was Guru Tegh Bahadur.



Guru Tegh Bahadur transferred his infinite light



To the Tenth Mahal, the True Emperor,



Whose name is Guru Gobind Singh.”
A lot of literature has appeared to show that all the ten Gurus preached the same philosophy and the same way of life, based upon the Will of God, in perfect harmony with nature. Unshorn hair/beard was a visible expression of this principle even in the times of Guru Nanak Dev. In one of the Janamsakhis, Bhai Mardana, who came from a Muslim family, and accompanied the Guru on all his udasis (travels), is reported as emphasising three things, one of which was ‘never to cut one’s hair.’ Guru Arjun Dev also referred to the natural human form with hair and turban, in his bani recorded in Guru Granth Sahib as ‘sabat surat dastar sira.’ (p 1084)

This should make it obvious that the keeping of unshorn hair was not introduced by Guru Gobind Singh. It was already being observed by all Sikhs. The same can be said of the other parts of the rahit, which was codified, and not invented, in the Rahitnamas, at the instance of Guru Gobind Singh, for observance by all Sikhs. In no way does it mark the origin or the date of its introduction. The natural form, with unshorn hair, was in vogue even earlier.

Some misguided persons cut/shave off their hair, and say that they are sahjdhari Sikhs of Guru Nanak. It is obvious that they want to stay as Sikhs, and do not want to embrace any other faith. They are, unfortunately, not aware of the unity of thought of all the ten Gurus. Surprisingly, they assume that one who deserts the tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh, will be acceptable to the first Guru, Guru Nanak Dev. The expectation is indeed far-fetched.

Sikhism does not divide life into watertight compartments—spiritual and temporal. Life is a single unit and has to be lived as a whole. That is what the doctrine of Miri-Piri means, or the ideal of saint-soldier stands for. Similarly, the Sikh religion has to be practised internally as well as externally. Both are equally important, and simultaneous. The argument that one should adopt Sikh values and ignore the external form, is hollow, since the crux of the Sikh values is to obey God. In fact, living His Will (hukm or raza) is the goal of a Sikh. This is also the methodology for achieving that goal. With this rider, no follower of the Gurus can tamper with the natural form given to him or her. The external form is written into the genes, and has to be respected as the Will of the Creator. 

There is the other side of the same argument. We often hear that people who observe external symbols, often indulge in unworthy or un-Sikh like conduct. Leaders and religious preachers are a special target. The objection is valid, and only supports our earlier emphasis that external appearance has to be backed by the ethical and moral conduct that Sikhism prescribes. Adoption of external Sikh appearance without truthful living is hypocrisy and cheating, deserves condemnation, and is not acceptable.

In no way, however, can it be construed as an argument to do away with the external form. The stress in such a case should be on practice of truth or internal Sikh character. The external form should be used to remind oneself of the spiritual and moral values symbolised by it. Dropping the symbols altogether will not help. Rather, it will lead to a break with the source of inspiration, and to total degeneration. 

The purpose of this discussion is not to prove that external symbols are more important than internal discipline. The intention is to stress that both are essential to be a Sikh. Each one alone is inadequate. Let us not plead for one form of imperfection against the other. Let us adopt perfection as our goal and work for it. The goal could be summed up as bani and bana (internal discipline and external form). The two are inseparable. One cannot exist without the other. A Sikh committed to truthful living will love his/her external symbols, far from objecting. One wearing the symbols would feel an urge to practise the virtues symbolised. 

The adoption of external form or symbols is an announcement that you subscribe to a certain philosophy. Such an announcement helps, since it raises certain expectations in other people, and inspires you to worthy conduct and even highest sacrifice in challenging situations. That may not be possible without symbols, or when you can conceal your identity. This has happened in history. One of the most striking events in our history is the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur in the Chandni Chowk square of the capital of India. Out of a population of thousands of followers of the Guru, nobody came forward to claim his body. Only two Sikhs, one Lobana and the other Ranghreta, rose to the occasion. All others, who could conceal their identity, chose to ignore the challenge.

The current trend towards disregard of Sikh symbols is a cause for concern. It is bad enough, but it would be even worse, if the elders among Sikhs fail to take notice of this trend. It could be suicidal. For, without the external form, the essence of Sikhism and its identity would vanish into the surrounding confusion. 

Sikhism is the latest among world religions. It is based on concepts and doctrines which are universal and valid for all times. Superstition and ritualism have no place in it. It is a life-affirming faith, and regards life as real, and the world as a place for practice of dharma or righteous living. The goal is to establish the kingdom of God on earth, based on perfect equality and justice. Mankind is a brotherhood under the Fatherhood of God. It is our responsibility to share this great heritage with the rest of mankind.

We should present Sikhism as a future religion of the world. Unfortunately, with the present erosion of Sikh values, indifference of our youth, and apathy of elders, this appears to be a far-fetched dream. Whatever the reasons for this state of affairs, and there are many, all arise from ignorance of the philosophy and the lofty ideals preached by the Gurus. This root cause has to be tackled with a concerted effort as a campaign, as a movement, and in fact, as a War on Apostasy. This is the call of the time. Fortunately, the realisation has dawned, and a move to organise the offensive on apostasy in the form of ‘Gurmat Chetna Lahr,’ initiated by the Institute has evoked enthusiastic response from all quarters. 

The idea to launch such a movement was discussed and unanimously approved in a meeting of Principals of Khalsa colleges and schools, convened by the Institute of Sikh Studies at Chandigarh, on the 5th February, 1996. The Jathedar of Akal Takht, Singh Sahib Manjit Singh, addressed the meeting, and blessed the idea. Sardar Gurcharan Singh Tohra, President, and Sardar Manjit Singh Calcutta, Secretary, also addressed the meeting and declared whole-hearted support of the SGPC for the movement. 

Some of the other steps subsequently taken are reported elsewhere in this issue. The movement demands a sustained effort over the next few years. Some short-term measures are required to be undertaken immediately to stem the rising tide of apostasy among the youth. These should include individual contacts with managements, teachers and students of Khalsa colleges and schools through series of overnight camps, distribution of suitable popular literature and use of mass media to educate and motivate the younger generation. Some long-term projects will also have to be initiated for lasting gains. For example, arrangements for satisfactory religious instruction in all Sikh educational institutions will have to be made. Qualified teachers have to be provided. Proper syllabi have to be prepared as also text-books for different standards. Training institutions have to be set up for training of teachers, preachers and granthis. Full use of electronic media should be made. A production centre should be set up to produce documentary films/video cassettes, covering important aspects of Sikh religion and significant events from Sikh history. A TV channel is required exclusively for televising religious programmes. 

The beginning is very encouraging. All leading organisations of the Panth have assured support, and their Heads have already issued an appeal, exhorting the followers of the Gurus to practise the true spirit of Sikhism with equal emphasis on bani and bana. We take this opportunity to appeal to our readers, and through them to all Sikhs, wherever they are, to participate in this much needed, and long overdue exercise, to restore the pristine glory of the great Sikh faith, for a better future of the entire human race.
