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apex body of sikhs*



In the April-June 2003 issue of the Abstracts of Sikh Studies, we listed some current controversies that exercise the minds of Sikhs, and which demand solutions. We made particular mention of the unsavoury debate over Dasam Granth, the conflicting views over the need for an All India Sikh Gurdwaras Act and its scope, challenge to Rahit Maryada, voting rights of Sahjdharis, besides seating arrangements in langar, confusion over long-term goals of the community, mushrooming deras, and kar seva and kirtan at Sri Darbar Sahib. The list is by no means exhaustive, and new controversies continue to arise without end, adding to the confusion already confounded enough.

Add to this the numerous other problems of apostasy, academic assaults on Sikh ideology, efforts to distort Sikh history, lack of quality education among Sikhs particularly in the rural areas, inroads by missionaries of other faiths among rural Sikhs, the plight and utter neglect of weaker sections and tribal Sikhs like Vanjaras, Sikligars, etc., existence and activities of schismatic sects often backed by invisible hostile agencies, which aggravate the situation.

More alarming is the fact that we have not evolved any defence mechanism to deal with such exigencies, that threaten our very existence as a community in the form gifted to us by our great Gurus. This state of affairs amounts to a crisis, the like of which has never been witnessed before. We are divided over numerous issues, and even non-issues, into sects, parties and factions. Ambition, lust for power and money, mistrust of others and prospects of immediate gains determine the policies and actions of our present leaders. In this sorry state of affairs, who cares about the Panth? Who worries about youth getting alienated from the rich Sikh heritage and falling prey to drugs? Who thinks about the falling standards of education? Who is serious about dharam parchar? What about the mission of sharing the message of the Gurus with the rest of world? Is anybody really worried over the plight of poor widows of the 1984 massacre, in which they see self-immolation as the only way out of their misery? Or the orphans of the innocent victims of the genocide that followed, who are living in destitution? Have we taken any meaningful step to solve any of the controversial issues? Have we done anything to immunise our economically weaker brethren against allurement from missionaries of other faiths?

Answer to all these questions is clearly in the negative. Besides, we have never seriously thought of our future in the long run or even in the short run. What is our ultimate goal? Do we want an honourable place in India, our homeland, and in the international community? And how to achieve it in the 21st century environment, consistent with our resources? These and many more questions do not seem to bother us, so that there is little effort to find answers.

Some slogans have been raised in the past thoughtlessly, which have done more harm than good to the cause of Sikhism. Still, rhetoric continues, particularly abroad, where freedom of speech provides security against reprisals. But it hardly helps our cause.

The basic cause of this appalling state of affairs is that we do not have a responsible organisation to worry about, to give guidance to and to look after the community as a whole. We have not chosen clearly the direction in which we want to go. The existing political or religious leadership appears incompetent or unwilling to resolve any controversial issue or to plan and undertake any comprehensive programme to lead the Sikh community to its destined glory. Our existing institutions have failed, chiefly because their representative character and the scope of their activities are limited. 

People often ask, “Why does the SGPC, considered Parliament of the Sikhs, not do the things listed above?,” and sometimes, “Why does the Institute of Sikh Studies (IOSS) not launch the required programmes?” To answer the second question first, the IOSS has no financial or organisational resources, so that it can only act as a think tank and put forth ideas which have to be implemented by the organisations in a position to do so. The Institute has been doing it all along, which is clear from its creditable record. The present article is also motivated by the same desire.

Regarding the criticism of the SGPC, it must be understood that it is a statutory body elected for the limited purpose of managing only such gurdwaras as are listed in the Gurdwaras Act. Its jurisdiction is limited to Punjab, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh and UT Chandigarh, and is not global. One has to agree, however, that in spite of these limitations, it could do more, and intensify its educational programmes and dharam parchar activities. But under the control of politicians, the prospects do not appear to be bright. All the same, the SGPC is at the moment the most important Sikh institution/organisation, and deserves to be not only saved, but strengthened. One way of doing it is to disallow elections on political party lines, so that only independent gursikhs with no political ambitions or axe to grind can be elected to this august body. Still, its limitation that it does not represent large sections of Sikhs in India beyond Haryana or those outside India, will remain. The DSGMC is another important Sikh institution that comes to mind and cannot be ignored. But it also shares the same limitations.

The Akalis are a divided house. The recent merger of the Tohra and Badal groups offers some hope, but in view of the past-experience, and considering their concern to present a secular image and their motive being apparently limited to capturing power in the Punjab and a few seats in the Parliament, it is difficult to expect any serious initiative or concrete steps towards glory of the Panth in the future global set-up.

The purpose of the above narration is to show that we do not have a body to deal exclusively with problems and future of the Panth as a whole, which is no more confined to the narrow boundaries of India, but has spread to all major countries of the world. Any decision taken in India must consider the interests of its diaspora. The sooner we realise the need for such a body and take steps in this direction, the better it is for the Panth as well as the mankind as a whole, for the Sikh ideals of saint-soldier and sarbat da bhala are the future needs of humanity, and are difficult to surpass in appeal.

Sikhs have a chequered history of glory as well as setbacks. Sikhism flourished in rapid strides during its initial couple of centuries under the guidance and leadership of our great Gurus themselves. All along, the Gurus prepared the Sikhs for leadership, and eventually entrusted the responsibility to the Panth with the creation of the Khalsa and the institution of the Panj Piaras. So long as the Sikhs respected and followed this institution, success and glory kissed their feet. This is clear from the initial successes of Banda Singh Bahadur, and later the achievements of the Sikh misls who made all their decisions through the Sarbat Khalsa, which led to the establishment of Sarkar-i-Khalsa. Whenever this institution was ignored, adversity followed. The lesson from the eventual fall of the Sikh empire is very clear. Divided we fall, united we rise. So let us heed this great lesson from our history, and set up an Apex Body for the Panth to make collective decisions and to take collective action, with everybody pulling in the same direction.

The IOSS passed a resolution about two years ago advocating the creation of such a body and asking the SGPC as the most representative body of Sikhs to take an initiative in this direction. We regret no serious notice was taken of it. Sometime ago, however, the SGPC did consider setting up an Advisory Council with global representation to deal with religious and other Panthic matters through technical committees drawn from relevant disciplines. This was a step in the right direction, but action on this decision appears to have been shelved.

The IOSS has recently repeated its appeal and decided to follow it up with greater urgency. For, time is running out, and we are fast going downhill. It is proposed to convene a meeting of a few like-minded Panthic outfits to sponsor the move. This will be followed by a bigger conclave in which representatives of all major organisations will be invited to participate. Necessary material on its organisation, aims and objectives, representations, mode of functioning, scope of activities, various advisory committees to be appointed, etc., will be discussed and approved in the proposed conclave. The IOSS has set up a committee to work out the details. The members have contributed valuable suggestions, which will be incorporated in the final document, and shared with our readers. There is no intention, however, to anticipate decisions of the proposed conclave.

It is necessary, however, to keep the following points in mind:


1.
Representation on this Apex Body should be global, and Sikhs abroad should get weighted representation.


2.
Only such matters as concern the Panth as a whole, should come to this Body for deliberations and decisions.


3.
The Apex Body should have Advisory Councils for religious affairs, educational affairs, sports, economic affairs, social affairs, inter-faith dialogue, welfare of Sikh diaspora, etc., comprising technical members drawn from respective disciplines.


4.
This Body should not replace any of the existing Panthic institutions/organisations like the SGPC, SAD, DSGMC, etc., which will continue to function, as at present. The Body should rather reinforce their programmes and ensure harmonious cooperation and coordination of their articles to their mutual advantage, and in the interest of the Panth.


5.
This Body should recognise full authority of and declare complete allegiance to Sri Akal Takht Sahib, and play an effective advisory role. 


6.
Following the doctrine of Guru Granth – Guru Panth, all major Panthic decisions should be taken in the presence of Guru Granth Sahib, and should be strictly in accordance with the teachings of Gurbani, so that in due course the decisions are recognised as gurmattas.


7.
Akal Takht Sahib, as the Supreme authority of the Sikhs, will approve of all major decisions, which will be announced and implemented through the Jathedar Sahib of the Akal Takht.

We hope, the idea will attract support from all sections of the Panth and its press. The Sikh Core Group, particularly its Chandigarh Chapter, is among its strong supporters. We appeal to other organisations also to join the effort to bring this Body into existence. This will be the Sarbat Khalsa in action following the doctrine of Guru Granth – Guru Panth. The IOSS eagerly awaits the response.

We may take inspiration from the story of the Nanakshahi Calendar. The IOSS sponsored it in 1995. It took almost a decade to get the same accepted. This experience has yielded some valuable lessons, which can be borne in mind with advantage:


1.
Any sound proposal or progressive step will meet with opposition, but will be ultimately accepted.


2.
Vigorous propaganda and perseverance are necessary to achieve success.


3.
We should not get impatient with those who differ; people cannot be converted overnight. Opponents have the right to express their views. But once convinced, they can become strong supporters. 

So let us proceed with conviction and be prepared for a protracted struggle. We have no doubt, this Sikh Apex Body will be in position sooner than later, looking after interests of the community and dealing with all ills that plague it. This will indeed be the historic first step on the ladder to progress, and will mark the beginning of a new era.

