long live langartc "long live langar"
Waheguru, save Sikhism from ‘modernity’ and ‘maturity’.

Sikhs in favour of tables and chairs for langar justify their view by saying that equality is still maintained; Sikhism is ‘modern’; or that the Gurus being ‘broad-minded’, did not attach any spiritual value to issues such as : vegetarian vs omnivorous, cremation vs burial, etc., or quote the sakhi of Guru Nanak’s feet at Mecca, implying thereby that where and how we sit for langar is immaterial and of no significance. But the Guru’s message regarding these was to expose the hollowness of the then prevalent beliefs, whereas langar was introduced specifically by Guru Nanak himself with a purpose in mind — which the modern, broad-minded Sikhs prefer to overlook. Are we suggesting that the Guru condemned certain rituals and introduced new ones ?

Sitting on the floor to partake langar is not a mere Indian cultural practice, as argued by some, that can be replaced by modern modes of eating. Is it that tables and chairs are the modern invention of which the Gurus were not aware ? And surely, if sitting on the floor had not been mandatory, then the langar halls in the Guru-period would have provided a variety of arrangements, such as, chairs, benches, manjis, piris, etc. And, Akbar would not have had to sit on the floor.

In langar, the issue is more than equality; it is also about humility and love. According to Manu, all the four castes of Hindus were prescribed different levels for sitting. Even today it is an Indian cultural practice that the rich use higher levels for themselves and make their underlings sit on the floor in their presence. It must have been this practice breeding inequality and complexes that the Guru wanted to put an end to, and bring all to the same level. Instead of making the poor use high platforms, the Guru strove to make the rich more humble, and in the process wiped out the inferiority complex of the poor as well.

But we fail to see the love for all in the Guru’s decision and look at it as a mere Indian cultural practice/tradition. Words alone do not suffice where you wish to convince someone of your love. Therefore, in addition to declaring his wish to associate with the lowliest of the low, Guru Nanak’s actions always demonstrated it. Finding excuses to justify chairs and tables amounts to suggesting that a visionary like Guru Nanak was shortsighted.

Not only sitting on the floor, but sitting in a row(s) (pangat) was also required. But for this specification, people would have formed groups, gender-, caste-, status-, or colour-wise. Will the next improvement be laying of tables in a langar hall as in a restaurant, with equality still intact ?

Moreover, if sitting on the floor is a cultural practice and can be replaced with the culture of the place/time, so is the turban and covering of head to show respect. Should we change over to modern means of covering hair, i.e., with caps, scarfs, etc. ? Or should we rather start lifting our turban to show respect on the lines of the modern Westerners ? When will we rid ourselves of the inferiority complex, and stop being mere copy-cats of the fair-skinned ?

Use of tables and chairs is also justified by referring to switching over to modern modes, of cooking langar food, or of recording Gurbani. If the issue was ‘the mode of cooking’, the Guru would have definitely specified what fuel to use or what not to use, irrespective of where/how one sits/stands to eat. If the issue was ‘the menu’, surely the Gurus would have specified the dishes. But the criterion was simple food. And if in langar, pizza is served in Italy, or noodles in China, or burgers in America, surely it should not be objectionable, as long as the food is prepared by the sangat. Thus, stress on sitting on the floor for partaking langar cannot be compared with modes of cooking, dishes to be served, nature of crockery to be used, detergents to be used for washing utencils, etc.

Similarly, as for the mode of recording Gurbani, is there any two opinions that the Guru wanted to preserve the Word and make it available to the common people ? Did the Gurus ever specify which mode to use and which not to use out of the ones available in those days ? And, when they used the language of the common people, does it not mean that translations are justified.

Why are people in favour of langar on the floor, referred to as fundamentalists/backward/narrow-minded, etc. ? Why is it taken for granted that people in favour of langar on the floor are also stressing on cowdung for its preparation, or are not in favour of recording Gurbani on CD, or its translations ?

On two issues alone, there can be four categories :


Those in favour of Gurbani on CD and langar on floor;


Those in favour of Gurbani on CD and langar on chairs;


Those not in favour of Gurbani on CD and langar on floor;


Those not in favour of Gurbani on CD and langar on chairs.

Imagine how many categories there can be on the basis of all issues put together. (26 alphabets make millions of words.)

Serving langar on the floor is most practical. A hall used in this manner, can be used for many other activities, such as, seminars, meetings, language/martial arts classes, etc., but a hall furnished with rows of tables and chairs will serve only one purpose. Such a need will be realised more and more in future with space getting dearer and dearer. We may ourselves decide to get rid of the furniture in the near future.

No doubt, the hukamnama on langar was a hasty decision. Wisdom is not in issuing the right verdict; it is in achieving the right goal. Surely, the issue could have been handled differently. But wisdom is expected of sangat as well.

Let us follow the Gurus’ actions and words literally. Let there never be any need for edicts; let us follow out of love and respect for the Gurus. If we alter even one thing, the whole set-up will start falling apart. Let us not set any such precedents for the coming generations that might have dire consequences on the originality and uniqueness of our faith. Modernising will spell merging, assimilation of identity, since identity is expressed not only in looks, but also in actions.

Langar is fundamental to Sikhism. If we begin to strike at the very roots, the tree cannot flourish. Let us not alter basic concepts to suit our comfort. If we cannot do a simple thing as to sit and eat on the floor, then what can we do for the Guru’s asking ? It was the non-questioning obedience and total devotion that won Bhai Lehna the favour of the Guru, e.g., rebuilding the wall several times, bringing out a utensil from muddy waters, etc.

Why can we not sit on the floor ? One has to be sensibly dressed and in good physical condition, in order to sit on the floor, which all Sikhs ought to be as soldiers, but are not due to comfortable lifestyles and over-indulgence in food and drinks. Imagine a soldier, who, if pushed to the ground, is unable to rise. Already most foreigners and our younger generation are a poor sight when they have to squat. 

Will we in future, in more modern times to come, have :


chairs in gurdwaras ?


receive prashad in plates and eat it with spoons ?


make pony-tails instead of juras ?


carry guns instead of kirpans ?


wear hats instead of turbans ?

The fundamental doctrines introduced by the Gurus, such as, sangat, pangat, gurmattas, panj pyaras, nash doctrine, miri-piri, etc., should be indisputable. They constantly remind us of, and convey to others around, the lofty ideals preached by the Gurus.
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