Sikhism

1. History

The term “Sikhism” means “to learn.”  Its founder was Nanak (1469-1539), who was reared a Hindu, but sought to unite Hinduism with Islam.  Many feel that he was not so much an original religious thinker, as much as one who simply adapted already existing religious schools of thought.  Nanak, in fact, was a disciple of Punjab Kabir, who also preached the reconciliation of Islam and Hinduism.  Nanak echoed Kabir’s views, specifically that being Muslim or Hindu was not important, but rather the sincere worship of God.
 

Nevertheless, Nanak claimed that at age 30, while he was washing in a river, he received a divine revelation that became the basis for his religious teaching.
  He announced after receiving the revelation that “there is no Hindu, there is no Muslim.”
  He subsequently gave away all his possessions and became a travelling guru, gathering a group of followers around him.

Before his death, Nanak appointed Agnad his successor, and after him another eight gurus filled that role.  The fifth guru, Arjan, compiled the sacred scriptures of Sikhism, the Adi Granth, which contain the teachings and hymns of the first five gurus.  The tenth guru, Guru Gobind Singh (1666-1708), added to the collection the hymns of the sixth guru of Sikhims, and announced that there would no longer be a human successor, but that the Adi Granth would be the eleventh and final guru of Sikhism.
  Consequently, the Adi Granth is also known as Guru Granth Sahib. 

Gobind Singh also founded a special order of Sikhs – the Khalsa.  The initiation into this order is water baptism, called amrit by Sikhs.  After receiving the initiation, members of the order are called Amritdhari.  Five features characterize the Amritdhari:
 
· Kesh: hair left uncut

· Kangha: a comb made from wood

· Kara: a metal bracelet for the wrist

· Kirpan: a short sword

· Kachera: short pants

Although Amritdhari carry a sword, Sikhism is opposed to violence except in defense.  They also abstain from tobacco and alcohol.

In summary, Sikh Rabit Maryada defines Sikhism as:  

A Sikh is any person who believes in God (Akal Purakh); in the ten Gurus; in Sri Guru Granth Sahib, other writings of the ten Gurus, and their teaching; in the Khalsa initiation ceremony instituted by the tenth Guru; and who does not believe in any other system of religious doctrine.

Sikhism boasts 26 million followers, the great majority of whom live in India, particularly in the Punjab region.  In 1984, the Sikhs unsuccessfully attempted to create an independent state of Punjab.
 

2. Scripture

As already mentioned, the authoritative scripture of the Sikhs is the Adi Granth, or the Guru Granth Sahib, compiled by the fifth guru Arjan and containing the teachings and hymns of the first five gurus and the hymns of the sixth guru, added by Gobind Singh.  The collection also includes some saying from sants, another class of Sikh holy men that is still active today.  Another collection, less authoritative than Adi Granth, is the Dasam Granth, authored by Gobind Singh.
 

In addition, as mentioned earlier, Gobind Singh declared the Adi Granth the eleventh guru of Sikhism.  McLeod comments that “it is believed to embody, in a strictly literal sense, the eternal Guru.”
  Sikhs show great reverence for the Adi Granth – it rests beneath a canopy and devotees bow before it.
  Corduan claims, “The basic function of the Adi Granth is as an object of veneration, not as a record of revelation.”
  After compiling the Adi Granth in the 17th century, Arjan placed it in the Harmandir Sahib, or “Golden Temple,” constructed in the city of Amritsar in the Punjab region of India.  It remains there to this day.

Another respected work among Sikhs is the Janam-sakhis, or narrative of the life of Nanak: his travels, ministry and alleged miracles.  Yet, the historicity of this work is challenged, and it does not enjoy canonical status among the Sikhs.
 

3. Teaching

Unlike Hinduism, Sikhs believe in one God.  He is known by different names, especially as Akal Purakh or Vahiguru.  He is a personal God, characterized as merciful, eternal and creator of the world.  Nanak was his mediator and proclaimed his truth.  From Akal emanates a certain “Eternal Guru,” who became incarnate in the ten gurus of Sikhism and aided them in fulfilling their calling.
  

Like Hinduism, Sikhs believe Akal has two aspects.  As Nirguna, he exceeds all mental conception or verbal description.  As Saguna, he has attributes that can be described.  However, in distinction from Hindu thought, Akal has no avatars.
 

A key feature in Sikh thought is their understanding of revelation.  On the one hand, Akal reveals himself through creation.  The cosmos reflects his glory.  On the other hand, Akal makes himself known in mystical experience to each of his devotees.  He sends his sabad, or “word,” which those open to him are able to receive.  

Sabad comes to people not only through inner perception, but also through the teaching of the gurus, contained in the Adi Granth.  Yet, the teaching of the gurus impacts only those who are already predisposed to receiving divine revelation on a personal level.  So then, in the Sikh’s search for knowledge, personal mystical experience is primary, and study is secondary.  As McLeod explains, “Only those who comprehend Akal Purakh in their own mystical experience can truly grasp the meaning the human word endeavors to communicate.”

The total self-revelation of Akal, whether through creation, or by sabad, is called nam, which is equated with the Name of Akal.  Nesbitt describes nam as the “compression or encapsulation of divine reality,”
 

McLeod summarizes the Sikh understanding of divine revelation: 

Akal Purakh, however, looks graciously upon the suffering of mankind and through the guru utters the sabad which communicates a sufficient understanding of the nam to those who are able to “hear” it.  The Guru is thus the “voice” of Akal Purakh, mystically uttered within the man (heart-mind-spirit) of the devotee.  The sabad or “Word” is the actual “utterance” and in “hearing” it a person awakens to the reality of the divine Name, immanent in all that lies around and within him.

The problem of humanity, then, is its lack of receptivity to sabad, i.e. the voice of Akal.  Humanity lies in the grip of self-concern (haumai), which results in poor behavior and bad karma.  Here we encounter other common features with Hinduism – belief in karma, samsara and incarnation.
  People have a natural predisposition to haumai called “man.”  Due to this corrupt orientation, people incorrectly perceive the meaning of life and its true values.  This is the Sikh understanding of maya – an incorrect view of the meaning of life.
 

The only hope for liberation from man is meditation and repetition of the name nam.  McLeod describes the Sikh view: “A sufficient understanding of the divine Name provides the essential means to deliverance.”
  Along with this, a devotee can increase his/her receptivity to sabad by consciously rejecting haumai.  One must change one’s life orientation from man to nam.

Nam reveals the existence of a harmony inherent in creation, which reflects the divine order instilled in it.  McLeod elaborates this view: 

Look around you and look within.  Both around and within you will perceive the divine Order (hukam), a harmony expressed in the physical creation, which reflects the divine harmony of Akal Purakh himself.  In order to secure liberation, one must attune one’s whole life to that harmony expressed as the divine Name.

Humanity’s goal is to enter into this harmony: “The purpose is to bring the entire being of the devotee into harmony with the divine rhythm.”
  In addition, “The end is mystical union in the eternal bliss of total serenity.”

Unlike Hinduism, the Sikh path to moksha does not involve separation from the world, performance of rituals, or worship in a temple.
  Additionally, Sikhs do not spend all their time in meditation.  Together with their spiritual disciplines, they engage in normal life activities and strive to do good deeds, which is also a necessary aspect of attaining moksha.
  

4. Worship and Community Life 
Sikhs gather for worship in a facility called the gurdwara, which houses a copy of the Adi Granth.
  The weekly worship service consists of singing and reading with exposition of the Adi Granth or the lives of the gurus.  The leader of the gurdwara, the granthi, does the exposition.  During worship, men and women sit separately.  A dinner follows the service.  On occasion, special services are held that last two days, during which the entire Adi Granth is read.  Worshippers donate a tithe of their income.
  

The Sikh scriptures devote little attention to rules for ethical behavior.  Therefore, another publication, the Rahit, fulfills that function.  The latest edition was released in 1950.  Not infrequently, however, the Rahit does not adequately address certain issues.  Therefore, Sikhs often appeal to respected members of their faith community for advice, or they may open the Adi Granth to a random passage to settle the question.  Disputed questions include discussions about eating meat, drinking alcohol, and cutting hair.
  

A final feature of Sikhism: men and women are, at least theoretically, equal in status in the faith community.  Marriage is preferred over celibacy.  Officially, Sikhism rejects the caste system, yet traces of it can nonetheless be found among Sikhs.

5. Evaluation 
First, we note that Nanak made an advance in embracing monotheism in spite of his Hindu background.  Nonetheless, besides this positive feature, little else commends this faith to the seeker of truth.  

The main weakness in this system is confirming the “revelation” allegedly received by Nanak and the other gurus of Sikhism.  Nanak claimed to receive a divine revelation while washing in a river.  On this claim alone, Sikhs base their faith.  How can his claim be proven?  What are the confirming signs that his “spiritual insight” and that of the other gurus came from God?  Are there supernatural confirmations of their divine origin? 

One may also critique the spiritual quality and value of the Adi Granth.  The Sikhs themselves admit that it inadequately addresses moral issues and therefore they appeal to a supplemental source, the Rahit.  This is a major defect for the founding document of a major world religion. 

Furthermore, in connection with the Adi Granth we note another difficulty.  Sikhs seem to focus more on the physical object, the book, than on its contents, and practically worship it.  If Sikhism claims to be an advance over other religions, how can it justify this digression to idolatry?  Similarly, the establishment of the order Khalsa appears to be a regression as well.  How can wearing special clothing and weaponry lead to greater spirituality and godliness?  

Moreover, Sikhism has borrowed extensively from Hinduism in its teaching on Nirguna, Saguna, karma, samsara, moksha, and reincarnation.  Consequently, Sikhism is subject to the many of the same criticisms leveled against Hinduism (see chapter 6).  Another undesirable quality is the exaggerated mystical element of Sikhism. 
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