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panthic unity and
the Principle of Guru Panth*



While unity of the Panth is a desirable objective any time, it is absolutely essential for a meaningful celebration of the Khalsa Tercentenary, which falls in 1999. There is visible excitement among the Sikh masses, and expectations are high. Elaborate plans have been drawn up by SGPC as well as several other major Sikh organisations. Even the Punjab Government led by Sardar Parkash Singh Badal has decided to join in with substantial financial allocations for development of Anandpur Sahib and erection of some monuments to the glorious history of the Khalsa during the last three centuries. There are indications of participation by Government of India too.

All this is going to involve a tremendous outlay of funds as well as effort. We can ill afford to take any risk or to do anything that can frustrate the gains expected.

The object of the whole exercise is to bring about an increased awareness of the lofty ideals of love, universal brotherhood, and equality and justice for all, to which the Guru committed the Khalsa, and for which he made sacrifices unparalleled in human history. We want to rededicate ourselves to these ideals and to show to the world community that the role model provided by the Guru could be adopted by entire mankind to make this world a better place to live in.

We want to highlight that Sikhism is a progressive and universal faith for all times and for all places. It sees the world as real, and life as an opportunity for fulfilment, and realisation of ultimate destiny as a gurmukh. It pays as much attention to the development of the individual as to the corporate life in society. It also emphasises a balanced development, physical, mental, moral and spiritual. It eschews exclusivism and promotes respect for all faiths, with emphasis on basic human values of love, and truthful and ethical conduct.

Oecumenism, which is a recent phenomenon in the history of religious thought, is inbuilt in Sikhism. It is a religion of optimism and active concern for welfare of the entire mankind. These are the aspects that need to be emphasised in the picture of our religion we want to present to the world. With such tenets and a glorious history replete with supreme sacrifices in the cause of justice and freedom, it has a lot to contribute to a richer and fuller life of the future world. In fact, this is the message mankind needs and is waiting for.

But are we united enough to make the collective effort required to deliver this message? Unfortunately, the present scenario leaves much to be desired. Schismatic trends divide the community. There are sects like the Namdharis, Nirankaris (Baba Sahib Dyal), Sewa Panthis, Udasis, Nirmalas, etc., which are only loosely attached to the Panth, and are more keen about their schismatic identity than that as Sikhs. Then there are the new sects like the Nanaksarias, Akhand Kirtanias, Dodhar and Sacha Sauda groups with special features that divide more than unite the community as Sikhs. Also, there are the sehjdharis (no longer a preparatory stage for taking amrit) preaching almost a parallel cult. Besides, a large number of deras headed by members of the Sant Samaj claim sizeable chunks of following among Sikhs. All this is in addition to the divisions based on region and caste, like the Ramgarhias, Jats, Bhapas, etc., with separate gurdwaras. There is no end to the factors that divide. The latest addition is the controversy over use of chairs in langar which has split the community into
two warring groups. All this is alarming enough. But what should worry
one even more, is the fact that there is hardly any organised effort to look after the mainstream Sikhi which we want to project during the Tercentenary celebrations.

“How to forge unity?” is the question that stares us in the face today. Failure to find a satisfactory answer could be disastrous. Fortunately, Gurbani has the answer. Guru Amar Das gives the following formula for unity:

fJek pkDh fJe[ r[o fJe' ;pd[ thukfo ..”
 

“There shall be One Guru,

One Word and only

One Interpretation.” 


 — Guru Granth Sahib, p 646
So long as this formula is strictly observed, there can be no sects. The Guru was always one, and is always alive. Only the body changed; the spirit did not. Satta confirms this:

i's Ujk i[rfs ;kfJ ;fj ekfJnk c/o gbNhn? ..”

“The spirit was the same, and so was the method,

the Master merely changed his body.”

— Guru Granth Sahib, p 966
During their lifetime, the Gurus ensured a single uniform interpretation of bani. No change was allowed, nor any new centres permitted within the pale of Sikhism. Those who tried to found a schism, were thrown out with their followers, as is clear from the fate of Minas, Dhirmalias and Ramrayias.

After the demise of Guru Gobind Singh, the Panth as a collective unit was invested with the authority of the Guru. It meant that the Word for the guidance was the same as before, only its interpreter had changed his body. Instead of being one person, he had assumed the shape of a corporate body called Panth.

Unfortunately, due to historical reasons, the principle of Guru Panth or Panthic leadership had no chance of working effectively. In the absence of checks exercised by the Gurus earlier, many sects have arisen in Sikhism, and the Sikhs do not know what to do with them. If after Guru Gobind Singh, the Sikhs had instituted a central assembly to exercise the right of personal guidance in the name of the Guru, there would have been no divergent interpretations, and no sects would have been formed around those interpretations. But there being no such central authority to check, control, unite or coordinate, there have arisen certain orders of preachers or missionaries, who, in the course of time, have assumed the form of sects. Such are the Udasis, Nirmalas, Sewapanthis, Namdharis, Nirankaris, etc.

The Panth did exercise its authority occasionally on temporal matters, through the institution of Sarbat Khalsa. That was possible when the number involved was small. Also, when Maharaja Ranjit Singh came to power he had his own imperial ambitions and, therefore, discontinued the practice. In the case of spiritual matters or the interpretation of Gurbani, the responsibility has been completely neglected. As a result, even awareness of this responsibility on the part of the Panth is now vague, if at all. The void continues and provides a fertile ground for rapidly mushrooming new sects.

It is high time the Panth paid attention to this problem and constituted a central Body to look after interpretation of Gurbani, Sikh doctrines and allied religious matters.

It might be argued that we have a central body in the SGPC. This body, however, is not in a position to discharge this responsibility, as is clear from its history. There are reasons for that. Firstly, its mandate is limited to the management of gurdwaras. Secondly, its members are elected by popular vote based on adult franchise, which does not attract committed gursikhs and authorities on gurmat. Thirdly, its jurisdiction is limited to Punjab, Haryana, Himachal, and UT Chandigarh, so that a large part of Sikhs living in the rest of India and abroad is not represented on it. A separate body called Guru Panth with a mandate from the entire Sikh community is a clear necessity. The SGPC will no doubt have a major role and responsibility in it. It will take the required initiative in setting up this body, and later provide the infrastructure and any other assistance that may be necessary. The SGPC should, therefore, call a Panthic convention to which representatives of all major Sikh organisations and eminent Sikh scholars from all over the world should be invited to discuss these problems in detail as early as possible.

The Guru Panth, as proposed, will not only prevent further splitting of the Panth into sects and deras, but will in itself be a big achievement on the eve of the Tercentenary of the Khalsa.

The next question is: What should be done with the existing sects and deras? There is no easy answer. The advice given by late Principal Teja Singh long time back, still appears to be valid, and may be tried:

“What is to be done with them? If the Sikhs exercise their collective authority in the name of the Panth as Guru, they cannot tolerate the existence of separate centres, having their own Gurus and their own interpretations of the doctrine. If, on the other hand, they allow the schisms to continue unchecked, their own authority, their own principle of Panthic Guruship is undermined, and they can make no progress with uncertain or divided doctrine.

“In my view, the remedy is not to throw out all those who differ from the Singh Sabha form of Sikhism, but to tolerate their differences for some time until we are able to remove the cause which has given rise to these sects. We should give a definite shape to the Principle of Panthic Guruship, which has been so long kept in abeyance. Let us recognise one body as the central authority for the whole community.”

This may be the greatest blessing of the Khalsa Tercentenary. Let us seek it.

