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Let’s Rise To The Occasion*



On the day of Vaisakhi 1999, falls the Tercentenary of the Khalsa Order. Traditionally, Vaisakhi has been celebrated in India as harvest festival since times immemorial. It has also virtually been observed as New Year Day, although the Bikrami Samvat starts on the 1st day of Chetra, a month earlier. With the birth of Guru Nanak, Vaisakhi became the most auspicious day for the Sikhs. The subsequent Gurus continued to use this day for special functions and holding big annual congregations for spreading the message of Guru Nanak. Guru Gobind Singh also selected this day for the most important event in human history — the launching of the Khalsa Order as ‘Akal Purkh ki fauj,’ — ‘The Army of the Timeless Lord.’ We all know how, on this day in 1699, Guru Gobind Singh dramatically appeared with a drawn-out sword on the stage before a huge gathering of tens of thousands of his followers, and demanded volunteers, who would offer their heads or sacrifice their lives for the mission the Gurus had preached for over 200 years. He repeated the demand five times, and each time a Sikh volunteered. The Guru then showered his blessings and conferred the title of piaras — the beloved ones, on them. They were the first to receive amrit — the sacred nectar of immortality prepared by the Guru himself.

The five beloved ones came from the common mass of people — poor peasants, artisans, traders and even the menial classes. Through devotion to the Guru, they had realised Truth and the reality of spiritual life. The Guru considered them fit for highest responsibility, and bestowed on them his own authority. To demonstrate it, he stood before them with folded hands, seeking for himself initiation into the Khalsa Order with amrit prepared by them. Thus, the Guru raised their status to that of his own, and completely identified himself with them. He also declared that as long as they remained committed to the service of humanity as manifestation of God Himself, he would always be among them.
This unique real-life drama inspired thousands to join the Khalsa Order on that occasion, and prepared them for the unparalleled sacrifices and sufferings, in pursuit of Truth and service of mankind, during the following decades.
It is this great event, the memory of which we perpetuate and the great mission to which we commit ourselves, when we celebrate Vaisakhi from year to year.
The Vaisakhi of 1999 has a special significance. A century is a reasonable unit of time in the history of a Nation. We are now completing three centuries of our life in the Khalsa Order. This is an occasion which demands an assessment of our achievements and failures during the past as well as intelligent planning for the future. The Khalsa Order, with its ideal of saint-soldier and commitment to service of mankind, is destined to play an increasingly important role in the spread of Sikhism as a world religion. Its followers have now spread to all parts of the world. And we are expected to share our great heritage with our fellow human beings and carry the message of the great Gurus to them, as much through preaching as its practice.

Pages of history glitter with accounts of sacrifices rendered by the Khalsa during the heroic fight against the barbaric repression by the alien rulers in the eighteenth century. This struggle culminated in the establishment of the mighty Sarkar-i-Khalsa in the entire northwest of the Indian subcontinent. Later in the nineteenth century, when we became lax and neglected the Khalsa discipline, we lost our sovereignty, and the territories were annexed by the British in 1849. The subsequent history is a series of setbacks alternating with some glorious chapters like the Singh Sabha Movement, the Ghadar Movement, the freedom struggle, the Akali Movement, and the liberation of Gurdwaras. The Partition of India in 1947 caused, in terms of loss of life and property, intense suffering to millions of Sikhs, who had to migrate to the Indian part, leaving their hearths and homes in Pakistan. Fresh problems awaited the Sikhs in ‘free’ India.

The end of each century, particularly the year ’99, has been a major landmark in Sikh history. Guru Nanak launched his divine mission at Sultanpur Lodhi in 1499 with the pronouncement, “There is no Hindu and no Mussalman.” In 1599, Guru Arjun Dev undertook compilation of the Adi Granth. In 1699, Guru Gobind Singh created the Khalsa Order. In 1799, Maharaja Ranjit Singh established the Sarkar-i-Khalsa. The 1899 landmark was the revival movement of the Singh Sabha symbolised by Bhai Kahn Singh’s famous publication Ham Hindu Nahin. Thus, the expectations for 1999 are high. People expect something similar to lead the Panth to glory.
The Guru has taught us that we harvest only what we sow. We should, therefore, expect no miracles. A lesson from our history is that we suffer only when we deviate from the Guru’s discipline. Most of our sufferings in the past can be traced to this deviation. In order, therefore, to ensure the glory of the Panth, we have to return to the Gurus’ teachings and follow their noble examples of love, service and sacrifice. The spirit that marked the eighteenth century Sikhs has to be revived. We need a second revival movement, which has to be globalised, for the Khalsa is no more confined to one particular geographical territory. In fact, percentage wise, the Sikh population in Canada is higher than that in India.

The talk of celebrating the Vaisakhi of 1999 started a few years back, and the need for befitting celebrations has received sufficient emphasis. A lot of enthusiasm is also visible. The SGPC, aware of its responsibility, has set up a Committee to plan and organise a year-long celebration. Among the decisions already taken is the introduction of reforms in the Nanakshahi Samvat with effect from Vaisakhi 1999. The revised calendars and jantris are ready, awaiting release. A team is active to set up a TV Channel for the SGPC, so that telecasting of kirtan from Darbar Sahib, Amritsar, and other programmes on Sikh religion and history can be started on or before the Vaisakhi 1999. A team of renowned historians is working on preparing a five volume History of Sikhs to be released on this day. The SGPC has also decided to arrange publication of 300 books on Sikhism. A Chief Advisor has been appointed to promote Gurmat Parchar.

The Akali Government in Punjab has reportedly set apart a sum of Rs 300 crores for the development of Anandpur Sahib, the birthplace of the Khalsa. The details are not yet available, but it includes, inter alia, plans to set up a modern museum to show Sikh history, and four laning of the routes to Anandpur Sahib, besides development of the town itself.

The Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, gave a call for Gurmat Chetna Lehr, a couple of years back. There are visible indications of a positive response to it in the increasing number of Gurmat camps and processions proceeding to Anandpur Sahib and other Sikh shrines, besides the steep rise in the number of amrit sanchar samagams. The Guru Gobind Singh Study Circle, Ludhiana, has been very active, and we have been supporting their programmes from time to time.
The World Sikh Council, set up recently under the patronage of Akal Takht, is reorganising itself. Sikhs, the world over, have welcomed the appointment of Justice Kuldip Singh as its President. This has also raised the expectations of the people. The Council can play a decisive role in acquiring a Nation status for the Sikhs in the United Nations and in improving the image of Sikhs in the world. The Council can also make a big contribution in the proposed celebrations of the tercentenary. 

There are several other Panthic organisations which may come forward and join the celebrations, like the Chief Khalsa Diwan, the Delhi Sikh Gurdwara Management Committee, the Sant Samaj, and the Damdami Taksal. Sri Akal Takht can provide a lead, while other Takht Jathedars can organise and coordinate the activities in their zones. 

Sikh organisations abroad appear to be more active. They are taking up the celebrations more seriously. The proposed Sawa Lakh March in the USA is an indication.

The tercentenary celebration is not a single day affair. It should last the whole year beginning on the Vaisakhi 1998. The Vaisakhi 1999 function at Anandpur Sahib should constitute the climax. It should not, however, be the end of the celebrations either. We should concentrate on building institutions to carry out research and training programmes as well as an intensified Dharam Parchar programme to fight apostasy among Sikhs and to spread the message of the Gurus for the benefit of the entire humanity on a continuing basis. 

Sikhism is a whole-life religion. The programme for celebration of the Tercentenary should be as comprehensive as possible. Attention should be paid to economic uplift of the masses, particularly our forgotten brethren like the Vanjaras, Sikligars, Lobanas, etc., outside Punjab. We should also pay attention to sports in which Sikhs can lead, and to opening blood banks. Gurmat Parchar should not be confined to gurdwara premises. All schools, colleges, villages, etc., should be covered with different kinds of activities to carry the message to every individual. 

Every Sikh should resolve to play his part. It is the responsibility of parents to convey the teachings / essence of Sikhism to their children through recitation and explanation of Gurbani.

It is gratifying to note that our readers have been taking keen interest in the celebrations and have given valuable suggestions from time to time. It seems appropriate to mention some of these for the benefit of readers and organisers. It is for the Panthic organisations to adopt these suggestions :


-
A strong Sikh Press including an English Daily.


-
Attention to weaker sections of society through the Vanjara Project.


-
Blood banks and blood donation at global level.


-
Eye banks.


-
Live relay of kirtan from Darbar Sahib on radio.


-
Movies, telefilms, documentaries, etc., on Sikh religion dubbed in different languages.


-
Standard version of Guru Granth Sahib in Roman script and its translation, in print and on CD, as well as on Internet.


-
Set up institutions for research on Sikhism and training of scholars, parcharaks, ragis and granthis.


-
Preparation of popular literature on Sikh religion in all Indian and major world languages.


-
Pursue Sikh Personal Law and Gurdwara Legislation.


-
Suitable slogans, stickers, signs, etc., for Vaisakhi 1999.


-
Government of India should be persuaded to issue suitable postage stamps on Vaisakhi 1999.


-
From 1999 onwards, April 14 should be observed as day of “Mankind – a Single Race” as preached by Guru Gobind Singh.


-
Doordarshan be asked to display a suitable logo on the 300th anniversary of the Khalsa in its programmes.


-
Government should be asked to strike suitable coins to mark the occasion.


-
Singers and poets be encouraged to compose material relevant to this day.


-
Encourage sports and set up sports academies. Prepare teams and organise local, national as well as global tournaments.


-
Suitable calendars and greeting cards to promote awareness and messages of the Gurus.


-
Agencies should be created to carry out each activity, and people should be informed where and to whom they can donate their contributions.


-
Institute an annual prize for Sikh literature (on the lines of Nobel prize), in the name of Bhai Gurdas.


-
Institute a prize for outstanding valour, bravery or chivalry in the name of Baba Banda Singh Bahadur.

The above list is by no means exhaustive. Our readers certainly have a lot more ideas. We invite them to share their thoughts with us.

It is for the Panthic organisations to give a practical shape to the ideas in an organised manner. Major responsibility in this regard will have to be borne by the SGPC, the World Sikh Council and the political parties that represent Sikhs. We trust every Sikh individual, every Sikh family, and every Sikh organisation will participate in the celebrations. This is the only way to make the glory of the Panth a reality. And this demands total commitment.
