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The oft-repeated question these days is ‘Who is a Sikh ?’ The thrust always is that there is no difference between sehajdhari and clean-shaven Sikhs on the one hand, and amritdhari Sikhs on the other, and that the former category be allowed to handle and participate in taking decisions regarding Sikh affairs. It is strange that we sehajdhari and clean-shaven Sikhs want to be considered as much a Sikh of the Guru as an amritdhari, but when the term ‘apostate’ for those who cut their hair is mentioned, we are quick to reply that only an amritdhari can be an apostate.

If we want to shear, trim, shave, drink, smoke, etc., how do we distinguish ourselves from other sects who are not restricted from such activities ? For example, Radhasoamis allow cutting of hair; Nirankaris have no objection to intoxicants.

There is a ray of hope in our insisting on being called Sikhs. It means that we acknowledge and appreciate the high standards that are expected of a Sikh. But if all appearances will pass off as Sikhs, then what will the world associate the Sikh character with ? Just as we derive pride from belonging to Sikhism, let us also do Sikhi proud.

Well, as per Guru Nanak and Guru Gobind Singh, the condition for the followers was to place their heads on their palm before setting foot on their path of love. The same holds true even today. It is only the amritdharis who are literally doing that in India, where the Government has declared them a danger to national security and integrity, and may liquidate them at will ‘in an encounter’. In spite of this, they boldly display their Khalsa roop, whereas we may change colour like a chameleon on the spur of the moment to suit our convenience; the clean-shaven Sikhs are in an even safer abode. As per internationally acknowledged riparian law : only those can enjoy the benefit of rivers who suffer their turbulences. Abroad too, it is only the amritdharis who maintain their Khalsa form in spite of all odds, whereas we have certain reasons, social or visual, which hinder us to obey the Guru in totality. But we forget the sacrifices of our Gurus and their followers, and offer petty excuses. As it is, shearing and shaving does not make us Whites. We remain Browns. We would be respected for abiding by our religious values.

In the Gurus’ times, Sikhs offered their heads, rather than let their hair be cut. But today, when we pay the barber to cut our hair, do we expect anyone to believe that our head is for the Guru ? Surely, we must be able to see the difference between offering our head to the Guru and offering it to the barber. Let us not expect Sikhi to bend to include us; let us instead rise to its ideals.

To have hair cut in childhood or because of settling abroad, is no excuse. One can start growing hair any time; rather one can stop cutting hair any time. It is nature that grows it; we are unable to stop its growth. By depilating, we are interfering with Almighty’s plan.

The amritdharis are generalised and labelled as arrogant. But, they have never questioned our claim to be called Sikhs. The requirement of being an amritdhari for holding office in a gurdwara, and the eligibility of only kesadharis as Sikh voters is justified. If not strictly adhered to, gates would be thrown open to fake, non-Sikh voters, and the management of gurdwaras will soon again be in the hands of mahants. Undoubtedly, the intentions of sehajdharis settled abroad are not comparable to those of bogus voters in India. But consider this : Mr Ujjal Dosanjh has been elected the Premier of British Columbia. His victory can be hailed as that of a Punjabi or an Indian. Can the world see it as that of a Sikh ? 

The Guru’s message is for all, be they clean-shaven, cropped or with jattawan. Their invitation is open to all, but we are well aware that the Gurus are uncompromising. We may adopt them as our Gurus, whereas true seekers will desire that the Gurus accept them as their followers. Thus, there is a difference in wanting to be called Sikhs by people, and being recognized as Sikhs by the Gurus.

Nobody is forcing us to do anything that we do not wish to. The Gurus’ injunctions are not a pressure on us, but these are certainly the requirements to be fulfilled by us to qualify as their followers. 

If an amritdhari or kesadhari is found wanting in his conduct, it does not give us the Guru’s permit to cut our hair; rather it becomes all the more obligatory for us to be better Sikhs in the Khalsa roop, and show the world what matchless people the Guru created. Even infiltrators might take on the amritdhari form. Spies always take on the identity of the enemy. If Indian infiltrators to Pakistan take on the look of Muslims, should all Muslims give up their identity/religious requirements ?

May the modern definition of a Sikh encompass all those who wish to be called Sikhs, if that is all we desire — a certificate, a piece of paper to carry in our pockets. But if we need or seek a true answer to ‘Who is a Sikh ?’, let us ask ourselves.

The mirror does not lie.
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