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Twenty years ago this June (that is, 2004), the Indian army attacked and destroyed much of the Golden Temple complex on one of the holiest days in the Sikh calendar: the martyrdom anniversary of Guru Arjan, the founder of the Golden Temple. The Temple was full to overflowing with pilgrims, and thousands lost their lives. The Indian government said that some ‘separatists’ were ‘holed up’ in the Temple but failed to explain the deliberately insensitive timing.

The words ‘Sikh’, ‘terrorist’, ‘extremist’ and ‘fundamentalist’ were considered interchangeable, not only in India, but also in other parts of the world eager to show support for the ‘world’s largest democracy’ (and an important trading partner). The Indian army newspaper, Bath Chit, warned that practising Sikhs might look innocent, but should be regarded with suspicion. 

In this country (UK), Scotland Yard took things seriously. Early one Sunday morning there was a loud knock on the door. I opened it to find two embarrassed looking policemen on the doorstep. I invited them in. They said that they were concerned about repercussions of events in India on Sikhs in this country. They asked if I was an extremist or a moderate. I replied that I was extremely moderate. I went on to tell them about some of the fundamental teachings of Sikhism, like tolerance and respect for other religions, gender equality and concern for human rights and social justice. They gave me some Scotland Yard literature on personal safety, and then, clearly confused, they left.

The story shows that not only were the two Scotland Yard policemen  totally ignorant of the Sikh faith but also that they had unquestioningly allowed deliberate smears against a religious community to inform their behaviour. The incident also had its comical side, but this is not always so. All too often, general ignorance about religions, particularly religious minorities, is easily exploited to engender fear and prejudice leading to a descent into the worst in human behaviour.

Today, religion is under attack as never before and is frequently seen as a major cause of conflict, and is an easy prey to smears and misunderstanding. The root cause, as stated above, is ignorance, not only ignorance about other people’s belief, but sadly about our own. The real problem is that the ethical teachings of our different religions  are extremely easy to state, but difficult to live by. It is hard to put others before self; it is hard to forgive. Lust and greed have their attractions.
So, being human, we develop easier surrogates to convince ourselves that we are living true to our beliefs. We look to art, music, chants, artefacts, pilgrimages and ritual acts of charity and worship, as a substitute for living true to the more demanding ethical teachings. 

Guru Nanak, the founder of the Sikh faith, lived at a time when these easier substitutes, together with idol worship and caste, had almost submerged the essential teachings of religion. He tried to bring us back to reality and wrote:

Pilgrimages, austerities and ritual acts of giving or compassion
Are in themselves, not worth even a grain of mustard seed  
                                                                                                             Japji 21 

Earlier, Jesus Christ, in his observations on keeping the Sabbath for example, reminded us to look to the reality of religious teaching, rather than to its ritual form.

Sadly, over the centuries, instead of listening to such wise advice, we have allowed our religions to become cluttered, not only with rituals that divert us from religious imperatives, but also with dated social practices. Away from the protection of religion, social norms are always changing, but when trapped in ‘religious belief’, dated and questionable social practices become rigid and immutable. The result of this is that our different faiths are often judged by the way we are seen to practise our religion. Today, when religion is under attack, it is important to highlight core teachings and disentangle and remove meaningless ritual and social clutter.

As a Sikh I would highlight a strong belief in one God, the supreme reality behind all creation. Sikhs believe that  our different religions are all paths to an understanding of God and all should be respected. We believe that no one religion has a monopoly of truth. Of course followers of any religion have the right, within the confines of their own faith, to believe that they are ‘special’, but propagation of exclusivity or superiority inhibits dialogue and is a dangerous luxury in the world of today.

To emphasise respect for other faiths, the Sikh Gurus included writings of
saints from other faiths in our holy book, the Guru Granth Sahib, which incidentally, celebrates the 400th anniversary of its first reading in September 2004.

The levelling thrust of Sikh teachings, important for today’s world, continues with Sikhism’s criticism of all notions of caste or race. As the tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh taught:

‘recognise the oneness of the human race’.

Much of the conflict in the world today stems from a failure to recognise this fundamental truth. The Gurus' teachings of equality extending to full equality of women in all areas of human endeavour, remain relevant in a world haltingly moving in this direction. 

Sikhism reminds us to put others before self. ‘Where God exists there is no self. Where self exists there is no God’. This teaching provides a healthy antidote to today's obsession with the importance of the individual.
The Gurus taught against a false pursuit of a mirage of personal happiness
through acquisition of wealth and material goods, and quick fixes to happiness through alcohol, drugs and transient adult relationships.
Today, social commentators look at the problems of crime, violence, drug
addiction, homelessness, poverty and much else, in a blinkered way as if
they were mutually exclusive. They are all related and inextricably entwined, a consequence of greed and selfish living. 

Sikhs believe that the way to move to more responsible living lies in the
holistic and balanced approach to life found in our different faiths. For Sikhs there is the threefold rule: Meditate or reflect on religious scriptures to get a direction in life; earn by your own effort; share your good fortune with others. It is this sharing and service to others that, in the Sikh view, provides the key to true contentment.

In a world traumatised with conflict, it is important to reflect on Sikh
attitudes to violence and injustice. The correct Sikh response to personal
insult is couched in metaphor, 'kiss the feet of those that would do you
harm’. It is however, wrong for a Sikh to stand aside when the weak or
innocent are being oppressed and, when all other means fail, it is lawful to resort to force. There are strict conditions. Force should be kept to a
minimum, and should be tempered with compassion, as in the story of a Sikh water carrier seen serving water to the enemy wounded. There is also a requirement that no gain should be sought from conflict in either wealth or territory.
Having detailed some Sikh teachings highly relevant to the world of today, we need to consider practices that distort the thrust of these egalitarian teachings. In many ways Sikhs are fortunate in having Guru Nanak’s advice against mistaking ritual for religion. Also being a comparatively recent religion, we haven’t had much time to accumulate much clutter. But we are doing our best to catch up, with supposed holy people telling us the ‘correct’ way to open and read the Guru Granth Sahib, and the increasing ritual in putting the holy scriptures away at night. We also see it in emotionally charged debates on the holiness of eating langar, the communal meal, on a carpeted floor as opposed to buffet or chairs, and so on.
The challenge of separating true teachings from extraneous additions however is much greater for the longer established traditions, particularly for those people who believe that their religious texts are literally the word of God. If however we are prepared to accept ‘the word of God’ as the ‘word about God’, the door opens for looking again at customs and social practices, which are often against the thrust of the teachings of the founders of our different faiths.
I firmly believe that religions will always be a cause of conflict until we are prepared to discard bigotry of belief, that insists that our way is the only way, or ours is the final revelation. An over-rigid attitude in such areas inhibits dialogue and understanding. Once these barriers between faiths are removed, we see our religions as they really are: overlapping circles of belief in which the area of overlap is much greater than the smaller important area of difference. In that area of overlap, we find common values of tolerance, compassion and concern for social justice; values that can enhance the standing of religion and move us from today’s troubled times to a fairer and more peaceful world. 

