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he quotation: “There is no enemy, none is the other, and a sense of universal

brotherhood has come to me” was a revelation from Guru Nanak (1469-1539)
that has powerful implications for Sikhs and Christians today.! It speaks of a power-
ful re-framing of traditional categories that, in our modern context, often promote
enmity and hatred between people. Guru Nanak calls all of us to re-envision the
“other” and to see each other as co-sharers of the exact same source of the grace of
a loving God. When “one is filled with God’s eternal love there is no room for the
limiting chains of seeing your fellow children of God as the “other”.

Christian van Gorder is Associate Professor in the Department of Religion, Baylor
University, Waco, Texas.
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Sikhism is the fifth largest religion
in the world today and its 24 mil-
lion adherents stretch around the globe,
although the vast majority of Sikhs,

Guru Nanak, the founder,
of the Sikh religion began
to teach his message in the

late 1490s in a decidedly

multireligious milieu.

14 million, live in either the Punjab of
modern India or the Commonwealth
nations of the former British Empire.
The Sikh Diaspora is so widespread that
many Sikhs joke that shortly after Neil
Armstrong began to walk on the surface
of the moon in 1969, he felt a tap on
his shoulder and turned around to see a
man with a turban and huge beard ask,
“Taxi, Sahib?” Over one million Sikhs
live in North America. Except for the
Punjab, to be a Sikh means that one
is, in the words of the American Dr.
I. J. Singh, “ordained to remain in a
minority.”> Guru Nanak, the founder,
of the Sikh religion began to teach his
message in the late 1490s in a decid-
edly multireligious milieu. Two hundred
years later, the tenth Sikh guru, Guru
Gobind Singh founded the “order of the
pure” on Baisakhi Day in April, 1699.
Sikh scriptures are unique in that they
include contributions from Muslims
and Hindus as well as Sikhs. For David
Cheetam: “This sends a powerful mes-
sage about the acceptance of the spiritu-
ality that is present in other faiths.”
The new community of learners at
the feet of the Guru lived in the cultural
crossroads of the Punjab and more than
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half of all Sikh history since that time
has been framed in what George Lipsitz
calls the “productive, destabilizing and
frequently dangerous sites of cross-cul-
tural collision, contest, and change”

Stereotypical responses see
the Sikhs as a combination
of “saint and soldier”.

within the web of a British Empire
rooted in the historic Christian tradi-
tion.* Interpreters of the Sikh tradition
to the larger world were also entombed
within the consequential presupposi-
tions of both British colonial policies
and Christian missionary perspectives.
The term Sikb is best translated to be
There is a
pressing need in religious studies today
to move beyond pasquinades about the
Sikh faith, often rooted in nothing more
than uncontextualized textual studies to
look at this faith with fresh perspectives.’
There is also little benefit in those stud-
ies which assert how our various faiths
are distinct; a fact which should be
obvious to all. This paper has far more
modest goals than declarations about
similarities or differences: I will explore
how the study of contemporary Sikh-
Christian relations can foster a spirit of
learning on the part of Christians as they
confront their own assumptions about
the “otherness” of those who call them-
selves Sikhs and to encourage Christians
to learn from Sikh teachers something
of their intense devotion to God, the
Greatest Guru.

One of the issues that Christians
sometimes raise when discussing their

those who are “learners”.



encounters with Sikhs is the style of Sikh
dress, Sikh beards and flowing hair, and
a composite sense of Sikh “otherness”.
Stereotypical responses see the Sikhs as
a combination of “saint and soldier”.
A confident and mature character is
not threatened
by concerns |
about  being [

seen by others | *
to be different.
Sikhism teach-
es that one can
practice the
“fundamen-
tals” of the
faith without |
resorting  to &
fundamental-
ist intolerance.
Guru Nanak |-
taught  that |
people should |
not relate to ¥
others with a "
sense of supe- [}
riority when
he confronted
the underly- [5
ing logic of <2

an inequi-
table Hindu
caste system: |

“How are you
a Brahman and I low caste? Is it that I
have blood in my veins and you have
milk?”” Teachers can confront thoughts
that students have about Sikh “other-
ness” by helping non-Sikhs to appreci-
ate the ways that they themselves are
different. It was certainly the case that
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the first Europeans that the Sikhs met in
India were seen to be “implausible”: the
British were “so incredibly red-faced and
dressed in such quaint clothes display-
ing their bottoms so indecently...their
women went about barefaced in equal-
ly incredible
| clothes  and
spoke to
strangers with
the confidence
of men.”
; A sense
| of “otherness”
{ between Sikhs
and their
neighbors has
often resulted
in periods of
‘| tremendous
suffering
| throu ghout
Sikh  history
and an obvi-
ous strength
and resilience
in the midst
| of sometimes
| unimagina-
Al ble suffering.
Christians
| who worship
4 Christ, who
died a martyr’s
death on the cross as an act of love, can
easily understand this theme of redemp-
tive suffering. The poet Narain Singh
explained of lives that “If you want to
play the game of love, approach me
with your head on the palm of your
hand.” Life is compared to the fragrant
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branches of a sandalwood tree marred
by the presence of snakes which must
be confronted.” All of us must wear the
clothes of both pleasure and pain. One
beautiful line of Sheikh Farid explains:
“I thought I alone suffered, but oh! The
whole world is overtaken by grief. From
the house-top, each abode is equally set
on fire.”!

One must not only know
about God with cognitive
insight but “enjoy God” and
experience a state of bliss
(anand).

In their history, first Muslims, then
British Christians, and more recently,
Indian Hindus have unleashed violence
on Sikh communities (quam — literally,
“those who stand together) seeking to
“destroy the future.”> Countless Sikhs
were asked to choose between a forced
conversion to Islam or death. Those men
who refused the force of such hateful
religious bigotry had their beards shaved
and hair shorn before they were killed.
Sikh women were sometimes forced by
Muslim militants to wear necklaces in
public made from the chopped up limbs
of their small children.’® Horrific events
such as the hellish entombment of two
Sikh children, ages 9 and 7 into a wall
after being beheaded by Wazir Khan
on the 13th of Poh, Sambat 1762, can
never be forgotten.' Sikhs are called to
a life of peace with all but are obligated
to “raise the sword only in the defense
of truth” and only as a last resort in
the protection of their communities.'
Mahmood writes that the “landscape
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of the Punjab, saturated with so much
blood, is also in Sikh minds fragrant
with the scent of jasmine.”'¢

Sikh martyrs (shahid) have suffered
so much at the hands of Muslim attack-
ers that their lives offer a particular les-
son to contemporary Christians living
within Muslim majority contexts who
have often faced persecution. These two
communities have often found them-
selves, to use a Sikh proverb, “sailing in
two boats”. Beginning with a perspective
of appreciation and met by oppression,
the “Sikhs had no intention of becoming
serfs under Muslim masters” and chose
to defend themselves.'” Sikh responses
accentuate both the potential beauty of
devotion expressed by sincere Muslims
and recognition of the potential brutal-
ity that can be unleashed by Muslims
who are arrogant and intolerant. Sikhs
and Christians are also united in their
shared experience of living as minorities
within Pakistan.’® The unique prism for
interfaith understanding that Sikhism
holds about Islam and Muslims offers
Christians a creative and balanced per-
spective in our present context where
Christian-Muslim interactions are either
of empty theatrics filled with glowing
platitudes or dire warnings preached
by some about the inherent malevolent
nature of all Muslims.

Christians who harbor a sense of
“otherness” toward Sikhs have lost sight
of a deeper way of seeing rooted in
Biblical revelation. Both Sikhism and
Christianity have long traditions in mys-
tical reflection. Sikhism mysticism is
not other-worldly but teaches that the
presence of God, the “Timeless Being”



(Akal Purakh), is to be “dis-covered”
within each human spirit. All forms
(saguna) are informed by the formless
(nirguna). One should foster an “exuber-
ant love for the Lord.” Just as the one
true God expresses Himself in perfec-
tion for Christians in the incarnation
of Jesus Christ, Sikhs embrace that God
(Waheguru, “The Greatest Guru”) that
revealed Himself perfectly in the lives of
ten historical gurus. One must not only
know about God with cognitive insight
but “enjoy God” and experience a state
of bliss (anand). Christians and Sikhs
both recognize that life is intended to be

For Sikhs, as for Christians,
a life of faith is to be lived
out in the context of family
commitments.

more than simply a delusional (maya)
materialistic drive to wallow in tem-
porary allurements. A call to a deeper
sense of spiritual knowing has enabled
both Christians and Sikhs who have
faced miseries to remain unruffled in the
face of torture. Both religions embrace
mystery and Sikh devotion can remind
Christians to be learners at the feet of
the Guru Granth Sahib who warns that
all worship that is devoid of a genuine
intention is empty: “You may pray five
times a day, but only if truth is your first
prayer; honesty is your second prayer;
generosity is your third prayer; purity of
mind is your fourth prayer; and praise
to God is your fifth prayer; only then
can you call yourself a Muslim.”* Even
though people may put on religious airs
and seek to gain attention their efforts
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are as foolish as the parading of “drunken
elephants arrayed in gold; first among the
giants in blazing colors” and yet last “as
they depart barefoot from the world.”*
Non-Sikhs can lose any sense of see-
ing Sikhs as “others” when they come to
appreciate the Sikh vision to root daily
life in a commitment to purity rooted
in a holy fear of the Great Creator God

The Sikh scriptures teach
that we should “accept all
humans as equals and let
humanity be your only sect.”

that fears only God and none other. Life
is the “dance of dances” and the truth
of God must be lived out in daily deci-
sions. Guru Nanak teaches that “truth is
higher than all but higher still is true liv-
ing.” 2 For Christians, the love of God is
not a theoretical idea and Christ did not
love abstractly and in a vacuum. Both
Christians and Sikhs speak of those who
love God as something akin to “intoxi-
cated love-filled madmen” with God as a
“spouse” to be loved as an intimate “soul
bride.”” This will mean that loving God
is more important than even life itself.
Shaheed Bhindranwale, freedom fighter
for the cause of Khalistan, proclaimed,
“Physical death I do not fear; death of
conscience is the real death.”> Death is
no better than life; both are wonderful
gifts to be filled with spiritual mean-
ing. Guru Nanak taught that “Death is
not called bad if one knows how to die.
Serve the Lord and your path will be an
easy one.”?

The Sikh vision for the appreciation
of a shared humanity is rooted in the
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home. For a Sikh the “home is a sacred
place where the troubles and anxieties
of the world cannot enter.” In spite
of our labels, many of us return to our
homes and become fathers and mothers,

All of us are God'’s children:
this is the heart of the dec-
laration of Guru Nanak that
“there is no Hindu here, nor
a Muslim”

brothers and sisters, sons and daughters.
For Sikhs, as for Christians, a life of faith
is to be lived out in the context of family
commitments. Countless passages in the

Adi Granth Sahib speak of the impor-
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tance of home and stress that “liberation
is not achieved in isolation, but within
the context of family and domestic
responsibility.”” An individual is culti-
vated in the family and the ethics of the
family are central to the creation of a just
and equitable society.

Sikhism is a faith that promotes
interfaith harmony so that social justice
can be advanced. A Sikh theology of
liberation teaches that God is the Asur
Sanghar, “the destroyer of demons.”
Emancipation must be collective. All
humans are born blessed by God and
the mission of life is to protect the
weak and the hurting; not to focus on
“qualifying for a non-existent Heaven



or being scared from a mythological
Hell” is what motivates the Sikh com-
munity.?® Christianity teaches that love
for God must always be expressed in
our concern for our neighbors. The
fact that Christians and Sikhs share a
commitment to service (seva) and the
advance of social justice can work to
dispel any perceived sense of “otherness”
amongst our respective communities.
Long before modern voices called for
egalitarian and democratic values, the
Sikh faith encouraged its followers to
cherish each individual while also cul-
tivating a social vision of justice rooted
in tolerance. Sikhism teaches that those
who earn money through anything but
honest labor (kirat) are those who take
“the blood of the poor.”

Perhaps one of the greatest teachings
that Sikhism can relate to contemporary
Christians, who can sometimes become
caught up with a sense of their own sense
of being right, is an unswerving commit-
ment to mutuality. The Sikh scriptures
teach that we should “accept all humans
as equals and let humanity be your only
sect.”® Guru Har Rai (1630-1661) was
known to frequently quote the proverb
of Baba Farid that every man’s heart is a
jewel. Sikhs are called to pray not only
for their own communities but for the
benefit of all people. Sikhs are taught to
“take care of others; even if they do not
agree with us.”»" The ninth Sikh Guru,
Tegh Bahadur, expressed this belief that
he was his “brother’s keeper”, by will-
ingly dying in defense of his Hindu
neighbors when they were confronted
by the tyrannical whims of the Mughal
Shah Aurangzeb.

43 | V9 N2 December 2011

Christian van Gorder

Our respective faiths will be
enhanced by constructive and polemic-
free Sikh-Christian dialogue. Listening
is “the gateway to wisdom” and marks all
who are sincere.”> God’s truth is not an
exclusive property or a monopoly to be
hoarded by one group but is a free and
inclusive gift for all who are sincere and
who seek after the truth. All of us are
God’s children: this is the heart of the
declaration of Guru Nanak that “there
is no Hindu here, nor a Muslim” (Na
Koi Hindu, Na Musalman).?* Interfaith
harmony can proceed in spite of our dif-
ferent views or preconceptions when we
set aside our egotism (haumai). We need
to learn to listen to God and to each
other. Our common enemy, Christian
and Sikh, is hateful intolerance that
seeks to marginalize and dehumanize
the “other”. In The Brothers Karamazov,
Fyodor Dostoyevsky warned fellow
Christians that they must guard against
Jesus Christ Himself being held as a
“prisoner” by authoritarians who fear an
“open and ongoing dialogue” rooted in
“freedom and love.”®> A genuine love for
all people, rooted in the maturity of one’s
own faith, should remind Christians of
the promises of the Bible that God loves
the entire world (John 3:16) and is not
willing that any child of God should
perish (Il Timothy 2:4). A transforma-
tive heart that engages others also creates
a new shared space for a genuine sense of
mutuality rooted in respect where barri-
ers and categories fall to the wayside. As
Guru Nanak explained: “Meeting with
the Guru, I have abandoned the sense of
“otherness”.*
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