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Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib*



Akal Takht Sahib has ordained sanctity. It is an institution of reverence for the Sikhs. Devout Sikhs all over the world accept Akal Takht Sahib as the Supreme Authority in temporal as well as spiritual (miri-piri) matters. Dr G S Dhillon, an eminent historian and author of many books on Sikhs, writing about Akal Takht and Sikh Heritage states that the institution of Akal Takht Sahib as a “rallying point to discuss temporal and religious affairs” has continually infused the Sikhs with equanimity in their quest to seek “wisdom and unanimity.” The status of the Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib is an embodiment of such lofty sentiments which are directly identified with the exalted concept of the institution. In the words of Dr Noel Q King, an authority on world religions, “A religious concept which is integrated with a community should not be treated as a cadaver in the hands of an anatomist.”

Therefore, when S S Dhanoa in his article in The Tribune dated October 30, 1997, titled Akal Takht Jathedar, states “There is an element of myth and make-believe in the projection of Akal Takht as a symbol of temporal sovereignty,” his intentional cognitive curlicue becomes evident at the very outset. There are other fallacious contents which have been factually distorted and misrepresented. It is crucial, at this juncture, that these are clarified.


a)
S S Dhanoa states that the establishment of Akal Takht by Guru Hargobind, the Sixth Guru, was “mainly to discuss and deliberate on temporal issues that came before him (Guru Hargobind) including the settlement of private disputes of citizens of Amritsar.” The author is thus trying to depict that the concept was confined to merely settling local issues of private nature. The nescience of this observation is evident from the writing also in The Tribune dated August 06, 1994, on Akal Takht And Twin Doctrines wherein Dr G S Dhillon, mentions “... the entire ideology of Guru Nanak was directed at breaking the dichotomy and joining the two streams of life, the empirical and the spiritual, into a harmonious whole. The dichotomy (was) broken by Guru Nanak, (and this doctrine) was symbolised and pursued by Guru Hargobind and his successors.” As such, the concept of Miri-Piri originated with Guru Nanak himself, and it is mendacious to project it as an exercise merely for settling local disputes by the Sixth Guru.


b)
The alleged “receiving the summons” and “obeying the summons” by Guru Hargobind is not supported by any reliable historical evidence. Guru Hargobind had gone to Delhi as a sovereign Sacha Padshah. The Guru’s growing influence and his independent posture referred to as “arrogant” by Dhanoa, during the meeting confirmed the fears of Emperor Jahangir and led to the Guru’s incarceration. Guru Hargobind was a political prisoner in Gwalior Fort where 52 Rajas were also interned. Later, Guru Hargobind refused to come out of the Fort until those 52 Rajas were simultaneously freed. The association with the Guru had spiritually enthused the Rajas, and when they marched out of the Fort they were singing Gurbani hymns. For this incident, the Guru is remembered as Bandi Chhor.


c)
The stated version of “obeying the summons” by the Guru, then his “boldness” and “demand for justice” is a contradiction in terms. Indirectly, Dhanoa is justifying and eulogising the internment and persecution of a religious apostle. History is witness to martrydoms which are tranformative landmarks in development of major religions of the world.


d)
The author ignores the fact that Guru Hargobind had fought and won four major battles in engagements with Mughal forces. How does he reconcile this fact with the alleged prevalent Sikh attitude of “without ever pretending to confront the State?”


e)
The core of the prescient concept of Miri-Piri is the creation of the dynamised doctrine and not only the “structure sanctified.” The focus, by the author, on the “structure” and not the doctrine is misleading.


f)
The appointment, or rather non-appointment, of Bhai Mani Singh as Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib and his role have been misrepresented. His appointment (1721-1740) is an established historical fact (Appendix I, p 98 of The Akal Takht by Harjinder Singh Dilgeer). However, no one could be conceived to act or equal the role of the Gurus. It is the institution of Akal Takht Sahib that has been established for all times to exercise the authority, and the Sixth Guru had not created it to seat himself alone.


g)
The author states that when Bhai Mani Singh was called by the Government “He obeyed the summons of the state authority and paid with his life.” Here again the obsessive slant by the author is obvious in surreptitiously and repetitively inserting the terms “issuance of summons,” “obeying the summons” and “accepting punishment.” The facts of the case as stated by Dr Gopal Singh in his voluminous book, A History of the Sikh People, (1979 Edition) at page 369 are quoted:  “Bhai Mani Singh, it is said, not being able to gather enough offerings, after defraying the expense of the fair, could not pay the Government dues. He was, therefore, arrested and on his refusal to accept Islam (a choice that was offered to him) was cut up limb by limb. A companion of his, Diwan Singh was broken on the wheel. So much was the shock of this gory event felt in the community that they pledged to avenge it on the State apparatus on a scale that would shake it to its roots.”


h)
The significance of Maharaja Ranjit Singh submitting before the Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib has been sidelined in the article. On the other hand, it is a measure of the sublimity and domain of Akal Takht Sahib and strength of the Sikh traditions that even the mighty sovereign and unchallenged ruler had to submit before the Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib. In recent times, a former President of India, a Central Cabinet Minister, a Chief Minister and others too have obeyed the summons of Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib and accepted punishment.

It is not correct to deduce philosophical interpretations regarding Akal Takht Sahib based on a temporary “vacuum” or edicts issued “in favour of their partisan interests,” “by the powers that be.” Such incidents occured only when Akal Takht Sahib was in the hands inimical to the interests of the Panth. Aberrations and deviant trends in such situations cannot be ruled out in any stream of religious movement, and do not constitute the norm. These can in no case over-ride the guiding and fundamental truths.

For a more meaningful analysis of Dhanoa’s article and to understand the depth of misconceit, one may recall (and not many concerned Sikhs are unaware of) the glaring role of the author, as a prominent player during the Black Decade. His other writings including an article in The Tribune dated July 17, 1997, titled Invoking False Traditions being in the same genre only proves his consistency.

The areas of religious sensitivity amongst Sikhs at large are raw and psychologically unhealed. No doubt a situation of peace has been established in Punjab, but the stability is very delicate, because the subterranean sentiments of the hurt psyche have remained unattended. The causes of alienation, whether based on economic, societal or even political inequity at National level, have not been redressed. This is referred here only to impose all possible perceptive caution at the highest level.

Sagacity demands that provocative writings, particularly during a crisis, which distort religious concepts, misrepresent facts, misconstrue events and are loaded with misleading expressions, are avoided. Voices of sentient concern and positive reaction of scholars must be heeded. Let us remember that in 1984 the Sikh leadership, intellectuals and social thinkers were engulfed by and caught up in a process beyond their comprehension. The consciousness and magnitude of the emerging scenario did not become evident until it exploded with disastrous consequences.

For sometime, a wave of enthusiasm has been building up amongst Sikhs towards grand celebrations in 1999 relating to Tricentenary of the birth of the Khalsa. Certain Sikh forums have taken initiative to encompass participation by eminent personages and other globally renowned dignitaries belonging to all religions. The plans envisage suitable ceremonies in a serial manner spread over different centres worldwide. Unfortunately, however, lack of higher directions to resolve the case pertaining to Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib has added an acerbic note. Suffice it to say that the ordained status of Akal Takht Sahib is sacred to the Sikhs and Jathedar, Akal Takht Sahib is the “First Citizen” amongst Sikhs. Reflexivity of the current situation demands that sober, and statesman-like considerations should govern the resolution of the present crisis.
