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IMPACT OF GURU GRANTH SAHIB ON THE INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF SIKHISM

By
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This paper is an attempt to present Sikhism in its ideological and practical aspects with special reference to Sikh institutions. There is an intrinsic link between the dynamic scriptural values and the institutional framework of Sikhism. In fact a vital religion, by its very nature, must have a powerful institutional framework to provide concrete shape to its values. Institutions are necessary to make the ideas and values functional. 

The way of religion, as perceived by the Gurus, was not a set of abstract truths or mystic doctrines but a dynamic way of life, meant to be practised according to a certain model. The Sikhs were implicitly devoted to the Gurus, who with their charismatic personalities taught them through stimulating precepts and example. The Gurus aimed at organising their followers into a grant collectivity, with a distinct identity of their own. This led to a very significant development in the form of institutions to help those who chose to follow the path laid down by the Gurus and to serve their fellow human beings through Sikhism.

Recourse to such dynamic and vibrant organisation and institutions may not have been necessary in the case of individualistic religions where the highest aim is self-redemption or personal salvation, unmindful of social responsibility. But in a societal religion like Sikhism, where the greatest emphasis is laid on approach to God through love and service1, where Gurus’ followers have to constantly strive to promote societal welfare, organization is an inevitable condition of its success.

The Gurus took great case to articulate their ideas and beliefs in appropriate forms and institutions which should serve as a living index of their ideals and provide real aids to their religion to preserve the corporate life of the community. These institutions have enabled the Sikhs to keep their ideals unsullied and remain distinct and united even in he midst of the greatest challenges and dilemmas. With the establishment of the institutions of Gurdwara, Langar, Sangat, Pangat, Guru, Miri-Piri, Guru Granth, Guru Panth, Sarbat Khalsa, Gurmatta, Martyrdom, etc etc., message of the Gurus took a firm hold on the psyche of their followers. These institutions have played a pivotal role in guarding the Sikh way of life.

Guru Nanak, the founder of the Sikh faith, took a revolutionary step of breaking the barrier between the Creator and the creation by emphasizing direct communion with a loving God. He freed religion from the clutches of the priestly classes who claimed to be the sole authority in religious matters. Religion, as perceived and practised by the Guru, accorded foremost place to the Holy Word (Shabad) and the congregation (Sangat). In order to spread his message of universal love, peace, egalitarianism and social emancipation, the Guru travelled over the length and breadth of the continent. Wherever he visited, he left behind him an assembly of his followers called Sangat with an injunction to build a Dharamsal (Gurdwara)2. Dharamsal literally means a place for the practice of Dharma or righteousness3. Guru Nanak looks upon the Earth as Dharamsal which implies that life in this world provides opportunities to elevate one’s soul through virtuous deeds. Guru desired that Dharamsal should serve as a rallying point of the new faith, provide food and shelter to the needy and give cohesion to the community. All men and women, rich and poor, saints and sinners were free to join the congregation and partake of Parshad – the Guru’s benediction. Soon a network of Dharamsals was established all over the region. It was an important step towards the organization of the Sikhs as full, free men of a distinct community. The nomenclature Gurdwara came to be used, after Guru Granth Sabib began to be installed in the Dharamsal.

With the establishment of Darbar Sahib and the sacred book, the Adi Granth as the revealed and final doctrinal authority, installed in it by the fifth Guru  Ajun, the Sikhs came to have their sanctum sanctorum, an epi-centre of their faith. The scripture came to be looked upon as the complete and final guide of the Sikh ideology and its way of life. All doubts which were likely to create schisms, sects or cults were set aside with the Guru’s firm injunction that ‘there shall be one Guru, one word and only one interpretation’4. 

Gurdwaras, apart from providing spiritual solace, infused the Sikhs with a new spirit of dynamism, dignity, distinctiveness, self-empowerment and a zeal to fulfil the Guru’s mission. Spirit of congregational prayer was strengthened. Institution of congregational prayer was in India alien to earlier religious tradition in India. Even as the Guru’s mission was applicable to all times and places, Gurdwaras became the nucleus of the Sikh way of life which enabled the Sikhs to preserve the purity of the Guru’s message and give practical effect to the doctrines of oneness of God and brotherhood of mankind. The Guru’s ideal of universal welfare5, enshrined in the scripture became a part of the daily Sikh prayer: ‘May God bless all mankind’.

Casteless and classless social ideal of Sikhism was reflected in the unifying institution of Langar (Community kitchen) initiated by Guru Nanak and strengthened by the other Gurus. Langar served a double purpose of feeding the poor and eliminating the invidious distinctions and prejudices of caste and creed. All men and women, high and low, rich and poor sat together in a row (Pangat) and ate the same food in a spirit of humility and gratitude to God. 

In Guru Nanak’s whole-life system, there was no room for asceticism, monasticism, celibacy or withdrawal from life. “The Guru recommended for his followers the life of a householder with emphasis on work-culture and charity: Those who earn their bread by dint of their labour and give away something in charity truly recognize the way”6. The Guru advocated a comprehensive life-affirming world-view which took full cognizance of man’s spiritual as well as temporal concerns in their entirety. Accordingly, the Gurdwaras assumed a theo-political status and became the platforms for the fulfillment of spiritual, moral and socio-political obligations for the Sikhs. A Sikh was supposed to be an active agent to realise God’s will on earth and promote human welfare, Guru Hargobind clearly understood the full import of Guru Nanak’s message of God-inspired social activism and raised Akal Takhat – the supreme seat of temporal authority for the Sikhs, adjacent to Harmandar, as a visible symbol of the idea of spiritual and empirical unity (Miri-Piri). This step was in full consonance with the socio-religious ideology of the Guru which ordained his followers to fight injustice, discrimination, oppression and denial of basic human freedoms and rights. Those who profess dichotomous religions invariably withdraw from the field of social responsibility. They like to treat religion as an individual’s personal affair and look upon the Miri-Piri doctrine with disgust and suspicion.

As per the Guru’s injunction, the sikhs came to look upon themselves as the instruments of God on earth and they called their Guru Sachcha Padshah (True Emperor). They virtually came to have a kind of self-government of their own- ‘a state within a state’ – which came to the notice of the Emperor who looked upon it as an undesirable socio-political growth, a potential threat to the state. Sikhs became a force to be reckoned with. Meetings of the Sarbat Khalsa (grand collectivity) held at the Akal Takhat provided the Sikhs with opportunities for the assertion of their collective identity and for the projection of their grand heritage of service, sacrifice and martyrdom. Decisions taken in the name of the Guru were based on consensus and were called Gurmattas. These Gurmattas expressed the collective will of the community and were instrumental in providing unity, cohesion and strength to the Sikhs.

Guru Nanak proclaimed that his mission was aimed at steering man across the turbulent sea of life7. Sikh scripture assigns a pivotal role to Guru to provide guidance to the Sikhs. Through intense love with the Guru, a Sikh links up with an inexhaustible source of power. A sort of mystic unity is created between the Sikh and the Guru on the one hand and the Guru and the Word (Shabad) on the other hand Guru’s Word is considered as important as the Guru himself. The Guru says, “The Guru is Sikh and the Sikh who practises the Guru’s Word (Shabad) is one with the Guru”8.

Being completely attuned to the Divine will, Guru becomes a symbol of  the Highest Personality. As is God so is the Guru. As a corollary, as is the Guru so must be the follower. Guru Nanak says, everybody is subject to error; only God and the Guru are without error9. Guru Arjan’s Sukhmani Sahib refers to the level of perfection reached by the Gurus:

“God  does not die, nor do I fear death.

He does not  perish, nor do I grieve.

He is not poor, nor do I have hunger.

He has no pain, nor have I any trouble. 

There is no destroyer but God,

Who is my life and who gives me life.

He has no bond, nor have I got any.

He has no entanglement, nor have I any care.

As he is stainless, so am I free from stain.

As he is happy, so am I always rejoicing.

He has no anxiety, nor have I any concern.

As he is not defiled, so am I not polluted.

As he has no craving, so do I covet nothing.

He is pure, and I too match him in this.

I am nothing: He alone is everything.

All around is the same He.

Nanak, the Guru has destroyed all my superstition and defects,

And I have become uniformly one with Him”.

The knowledge and grace imparted by the perfect Guru enable a person to face the vicissitudes of life with courage. It helps him to dispel ignorance and egotism and achieve God-realization. The Guru was an everlasting personality, one and the same throughout, in spite of changes in succession. None of the Gurus deviated from the path laid down by Guru Nanak. Just as one lamp imparts its flame to another, the same way Guru Nanak’s light blended with each successive Guru. There are definite verses in the Granth Sahib which declare that all the ten Gurus are one in spirit: ‘The spirit was the same and so was the method; the Master merely changed his body’10. As the Gurus were one in spirit, the Sikhs were one in the Guru. This helped in preserving the corporate life of the community under the banner of the Guru.

Creation of the Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh was an epitome of the mission of Guru Nanak. The Khalsa stood out as an image of the highest ideal of manhood and was consecrated as the Guru incarnate. The Guru furnished the order of the Khalsa with the institution of Panj Piaras (the five beloved ones) of the community on the basis of their willingness to sacrifice their all for the Guru’s cause. The five men had literally stood up at the Guru’s bidding to offer their heads for sacrifice. In order to raise the Khalsa Brotherhood, the Guru first initiated (performed Amrit ceremony) all five of them. Later the five were required to administer Amrit to the Guru himself. The Guru took great care that his creed should be well-defined and should not be confused with the beliefs and practices of other religions. He gave five freedoms to his Khalsa (Dharam Nash, Karam Nash, Bharam Nash, Kul Nash and Kirt Nash)11 signifying a clear break with the past religious systems, traditions and customs. The Guru not only delivered the message, laid down postulates and showed the way, he also took the Sikh by the hand and saw that he trod it with full dedication and self-confidence. We, therefore, find every Sikh, the Khalsa, fighting and functioning as an institution in himself. The Guru was keen that the Khalsa should be distinct from the Hindu and the Muslim.

The essential features of the order of the Khalsa were clearly laid down by Guru Gobind Singh. The Khalsa must be a man of deep religious faith and humility and must be in possession of the power of aims to maintain his integrity and to function truly in relation to society.

The foremost aim of the Khalsa is to participate in history with an enlightened consciousness to restore justice and harmony in human affairs and thus become a useful instrument in fulfilling the ultimate object of creating God’s kingdom on earth. Kirpan, wielded by the Khalsa, is meant to resist aggression and extirpate tyrants for the protection of the weak and oppressed. It warns him against reversion to pacifism, withdrawal from life, other-worldliness and personal salvation. Kirpan represents for the Khalsa the dynamic ideal of social commitment and readiness to sacrifice.

The ideal of service to humanity, which remains central to Sikh doctrine has had far-reaching social implications. The institution of martyrdom, which occupies a pride of place in the Sikh system, is grounded in this ideal. Guru Nanak gave a clarion call to his followers: “If you are desirous of playing the game of love, then come with your head on your palm. Once you have set your foot in this direction, then waver not”12. Ideal of absolute surrender to the Guru is one of the fundamental principles of Sikhism. As Bhai Gurdas puts it, “To be a Sikh is to be dead”13. Tremendous driving power of the moral force that the Guru had created led to an unfailing adherence to the ideal of self-sacrifice. The Sikhs came to believe that to sacrifice their all for the Guru was the highest and the most meritorious  act. 

Guru Nanak wanted the Sikh to cultivate the courage of conviction in defence of righteousness. In Babar Vani, the Guru admonished not only the invading Mughals but also rulers of the day – the Lodhis, who failed in their duty to protect the people. He advocated and practised fearlessness as an essential ingredient of his faith. Intrinsically linked with the Guru’s ideology of service and sacrifice, Sikh history is a saga of sacrifices, persecutions and martyrdoms undergone by the Sikhs in pursuit of the Guru’s mission. Guru Arjan and Guru Tegh Bahadur set glorious examples of martyrdoms for the sake of truth and justice.

Nucleus of the Sikh society is built around the unique institution of Guru-Granth, Guru-Panth, in its twin aspects. It was the tenth Guru Gobind Singh who put an end to the institution of living Guru and vested the Guruship in the Granth Sahib and the Khalsa Panth. Guru Gobind Singh’s idea of elevating the Granth Sahib to the status of Guru is linked with repeated emphasis in the Bani on the revelation of Truth through the Word (Shabad). In the Sikh system, there is no place for ritualism, ceremonialism or idol-worship. Guru Nanak laid emphasis on the formless aspect of God. God’s eternal form is Shabad - ‘Gur moorat gur Shabad hai’. God can be realized through Shabad, and not through any visible object or person14. Guru repudiated mythology and symbols of mythology. Instead he presented Word (Shabad) as symbol. Words are symbols because if their meaningfulness. Words become paramount carriers of information and knowledge (Gian). They are the purest vehicles of sublime experiences. Essence of God is best captured through the medium of words15. Words within themselves carry signals that evoke various responses. Comprehension of God deepens through the repetition of Guru’s word which vibrates in the pages of Granth Sahib16. It is an expression of the revelatory experience of the Guru. Truth as revealed in the Holy word is valid for all times. Guru-Shabad or Guru Granth is the eternal, unchanging and unchallenged Guru of the Sikhs. It was yet another superb act of supreme wisdom and foresight on the part of the tenth Guru to merge his personality with the collective personality of the Sikhs which he called the Guru Panth. It was believed that the spirit of the Guru lived and moved in the Panth making it an embodiment of the Guru. Guru Panth was entrusted with the onerous task of performing the empirical responsibilities through the practice of Truth as revealed in the Holy word. By hailing the Panth as Guru Panth, tenth Guru captured he democratic and republican impulse released by Guru Nanak’s mission. Institutions of Guru Panth or corporate Guru is geared to meet the needs of a progressive democratic society. It is a living, dynamic organism with an in-built potential to grow, progress, perpetually evolve and remain ever new and fresh according to the needs of each new generation. By subordinating the office of Guruship to the corporate will of the Panth, the Guru saved it from human fallibility. Sikhism emerged as a democratic religion, ‘the religion of a people’17, as Stroup calls it.

Sikh institutions sustained themselves and survived in the hostile environment of the 18th century on the basis of their commitment to the high ideals of Sikhism. Institutions of Guru, Guru Granth and Guru Panth emerged very powerful during this period. As standard bearers of truth, righteousness, social dignity and human rights, the Sikhs were filled with a rare fighting zeal and unflinching faith in the Gurus. They played ‘the game of love’ as worthy players, maintaining their high reputation for steadfastness, tenacity of purpose and death defying courage. They rose into higher and still higher spendour from every attempt to crush them.

Guru’s Holy word, which had a unique place in the Sikh psyche, was an important factor in keeping alive the cherished values of humanism, compassion and social ethics. The rare action of serving water even to the enemy soldiers in the battlefield received its impulse from the Guru’s ideology. This was the time when the statement o a Sikh in a court of law was treated as gospel truth. Kazi Nur Muhammed, an arch antagonist of the Sikhs could not help praising them for their high standard of morality and truthfulness. He wrote, “Do not call them ‘Sags’ (Dogs) as they are the bravest and the most chivalrous when in the battlefield. They do not tell a lie, nor they will molest a woman or even cast on evil eye on any woman”18. The benign Sikh rule witnessed under the Misls and Ranjit Singh was a product of the liberal Sikh ethos. They ruled in the name of the Khalsa.

CONCLUSION

Creation of new institutions by the ten Gurus over span of two centuries, provided solidarity, strength and sustenance to the Sikh community. Guru Nanak’s vision of a new socio-political order on revolutionary lines could not have been fulfilled without the establishment of institutions on he same pattern. It was a tremendous challenge of awakening and emancipating the minds of a depressed, demoralized, superstition, caste-ridden and priest-dominated people. Institutions conceived and created to perpetuate the Guru’s revolutionary ideology turned the Sikhs into a confident, virile, chivalrous and enterprising community a force to be reckoned with. It was the light radiated by the Gurus that enabled the Sikhs to develop a well-knit organization capable of progressing and propagating itself. This has wielded a strong influence on the socio-political scene of the Indian Sub-continent, entirely out of proportion to their small numbers.

In the recent years, drift from he high ideals of Sikhism has led to decadence in the Sikh institutions. There is a dire need to restore these institutions to their original  glory in the light of the Sikh doctrine. The Sikhs have to reaffirm their faith in their glorious heritage of the Granth Sahib and the Guru Panth. 
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