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On Shatabdis*



There are milestones in a nation’s history which turned the course of events or had a profound influence on its destiny. Living nations never forget them. Rather, their memory is perpetuated through periodical celebrations and special functions. They provide and renew the inspiration required to sustain the morale of the nation. They are also opportunities for stocktaking and assessment of achievements and failures, review of the objectives and for charting new course of action.

Sikhs have a rich and inspiring history of struggle and sacrifices for noble causes, and for freedom and upliftment of mankind, social, spiritual, economic and political. The Gurus preached and Sikhs have always sought to promote love and equality, and to end discrimination and injustice. Narrow communal, social or political boundaries do not stand in their way in following the path shown by the Gurus.

Milestones abound in Sikh history. The advent of Guru Nanak was the first and indeed the most important among them. Infact, it is among the few outstanding landmarks in the entire history of mankind. In the list of milestones must be included the major events related to lives of the succeeding Gurus and the sacrifices made by them in the cause of the divine message of freedom, love and equality they preached. Sikhs, therefore, rightly celebrate their birthdays and martyrdom days as gurpurbs every year.

Of late, Sikhs have started observing shatabdis (centenaries) of selected events of Sikh history. The first among the series was the 300th birthday (tercentenary) of Guru Gobind Singh in 1966. This was followed by quincentenary (500th birthday) of Guru Nanak in 1969, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s martyrdom tercentenary in 1975, Guru Amar Das’ quincentenary in 1979, and tercentenary of the creation of the Khalsa in 1999. These occasions were celebrated with a lot of fanfare marked by lengthy processions, largely-attended functions, occasional seminars, etc. No serious thought was, however, given to any of the problems facing the community in India or abroad, or to any steps to share the universal message of Sikhism with the rest of mankind. Apparently, the celebrations have already been forgotten. 

The Guru Nanak Foundation at Delhi and the Guru Gobind Singh Foundation at Chandigarh, created on respective centenaries, have nothing visible to their credit, to say the least. What they are doing, or not doing, appears to be nobody’s concern. The only thing that reminds one of the tercentenary of the Khalsa recently celebrated in 1999 is the incomplete building of the Khalsa Heritage Complex at Sri Anandpur Sahib, languishing for want of funds. Its control as well as that of the Anandpur Sahib Foundation appears to have become a bone of contention, which is no indication of its bright future.

Talking of the most recent of these shatabdis, viz, the Khalsa Tercentenary of 1999, one is reminded of the tremendous response of the masses to the call. An estimated 5 to 6 million Sikhs flocked at Sri Anandpur Sahib from all parts of India and the world to seek inspiration from the sacred place where Guru Gobind Singh had created the Khalsa army for defence of justice and righteousness. Unfortunately, the only message they received was that of disunity of the Panth. Also, the energies and the hundreds of crores of Rupees spent on the occasion went in vain.

It is necessary to recall the above experience, and to benefit from it for planning programmes for future shatabdis. Decisions have already been taken to celebrate the following shatabdis during 2004 CE (536 Nanakshahi):


1.
Quincentenary (5th Shatabdi) of birthday of Guru Angad Dev on April 18, 2004, at Khadoor Sahib.


2.
Quadricentenary (4th Shatabdi) of Guru Granth Sahib’s installation at Amritsar on September 1, 2004.


3.
Tercentenary (3rd Shatabdi) of martyrdom of Sahibzadas at Fatehgarh Sahib, on December 21-26, 2004.

We welcome the decision to celebrate these shatabdis and we are keen that the celebrations are organised and programmes selected confer some lasting benefits. While processions, big gatherings, seminars, and conferences are necessary to create awareness and to generate interest and enthusiasm among the masses, the celebrations should not remain limited to these popular items, and should not end with the shatabdi day. Shatabdi should be utilised as an opportunity to launch lasting programmes for propagation of Sikh values. Based on the past experience and the present-day needs of the Panth, we venture to make some suggestions below:


1.
Unity is the crying need of the Panth today. All shatabdi programmes should, therefore, be planned and carried out unitedly, and not on political party lines. We must demonstrate to the world that Sikhs are united like one man in religious affairs. This responsibility squarely lies on the SGPC, which, forgetting party affiliations, should act purely as a non-political, religious body. All Sikh organisations should be involved in the celebrations regardless of their political leanings.


2.
Guru Angad Dev is known in history for his special interest in development of Gurmukhi script and his literacy programme. According to available statistics 31% of Punjabis, largely Sikhs, are illiterate today. A campaign for teaching Punjabi and Gurmukhi script should be launched on this occasion with the help of volunteers or teachers with nominal honorarium. Vanjaras and Sikligars and other tribal Sikhs scattered in various states of India, who are living in utter neglect and abject poverty, should be special beneficiaries of the project, which should continue until 100% literacy is achieved.


3.
Another thing that stands out in the life of Guru Angad Dev is his attention to physical development side-by-side with spiritual uplift of an individual. The Gurdwara Mal Akhara at Khadoor Sahib, where Sikhs received training in wrestling, is a living monument to the Guru’s interest in sports. On his shatabdi, therefore, a big stadium should be built at Khadoor Sahib as a befitting tribute to his memory. Besides, all gurdwaras with sizeable income should be persuaded to set up gymnasia to attract the Sikh Youth to gurdwaras and to exploit the sport talent that abounds in Punjab, particularly among Sikhs. 


4.
The shatabdi of Guru Granth Sahib assumes unique importance because of the Sikh doctrine of ‘Shabad (Word) Guru’, a major contribution of Sikhism in the development of world religious thought. This doctrine as well as teachings of the Gurus enshrined in it, need to be shared with the world, and propagated in various national and international fora, through translation of Gurbani in various Indian and International languages. Sikhs face identity crisis and in various countries are often confused with Arabs and terrorist elements. We need to produce popular as well specialised literature to educate the non-Sikh populations of the world on universal aspects of our religion. In fact, Sikhism is the future religion of the world. To discharge the responsibility of projecting Sikhism in its true perspective, a World Institute of Sikhism should be set up at Chandigarh where a large number of scholars are available to take up this responsibility. A proposal to this effect is awaiting consideration of the Dharam Parchar Committee of the SGPC. Guru Granth Sahib Shatabdi is the right moment to set up this institute.


5.
We are in the media age, and print media are not so effective as visual media. For propogation of Sikh values we have to exploit the tremendous scope that is available through movies, telefilms on Sikh history – events and heroes, etc. A TV channel exclusively under the control of the SGPC should, therefore, be launched on the occasion of these shatabdis.


6.
Panth is facing numerous problems, academic, social as well as political. We have repeatedly emphasised in the columns of this journal the need for an Apex Body of Sikhs. Nothing will have more lasting effect on the future of Sikhism than the setting up of a such a body, representing all Sikhs. We take this opportunity to urge the SGPC again to take an initiative in this direction on this historic occasion.


7.
Martyrdom of Sahibzadas has special significance for Sikh children and youth, who are going astray due to neglect on the part of the parents, educational institutions and Sikh society in general. On this shatabdi, therefore, special programmes should be launched to attract our youth to the great Sikh heritage, so that they feel proud of bani as well as bana.

These shatabdis will not come again in our lifetime. Let us not miss the great opportunities afforded to us.
