Sikhism
Sikhism is the youngest of the world's monotheistic religions. It was founded in the 15th Century (the mid to late 1400’s) by Guru Nanak.  The view that Sikhism is a variety of Hinduism is completely wrong, and gives great offence to Sikhs.

There are 18-20 million Sikhs in the world and 80% of them live in the Punjab state in Northwest India, where the faith began.

There are 500,000 Sikhs in Britain, 80% of whom are active in their faith. 39% of UK Sikhs attend a religious service at a Gurdwara (meaning house, or residence of God) once a week.  Other countries with large Sikh communities are Canada (225,000) and the USA (100,000).

The word "Sikh" is Punjabi (an Indian dialect) for "disciple" and Sikhs are disciples of the Gurus.

Sikh men are particularly easy to identify because they all have a full beard, and wear their hair uncut and contained in a turban.

The Sikh place of worship is called a Gurdwara or temple.  Sikhism does not have priests, but most gurdwaras will have a Granthi. A Granthi is a learned Sikh who is skilled in reading the scriptures; however, a Granthi has no special religious status.  Sikhism does not actively look for converts, but it is thoroughly welcoming to those who do want to convert.

Beliefs and sacred texts:

The principal Sikh scripture is the Adi Granth, often called the Guru Granth Sahib.  Sikhs believe that the words of these scriptures are the present day embodiment of the Sikh Guru and they treat the book with the respect and devotion that they would have given to a human Guru.  Nowadays the scripture is generally regarded as the Guru, and the role of the community is to safeguard the status of the scripture.  Sikhs believe the words to be divinely inspired, but not actually the words of God.

The book is the focus of communal ceremonies including naming ceremonies and weddings as well as private devotion, making the Sikhs a people of the book at least as much as any other world religion.  

The Guru Granth Sahib is written in the form of poetry and contains hymns, or shabads, which form the backbone of Sikh communal worship.  Not only does the Guru Granth Sahib contain writings of some of the Sikh Gurus, but also texts by Hindus and Muslims.  The Guru Granth Sahib is written in Gurmukhi, the script used to write Punjabi. Although its language is not easy to understand for many Sikhs today, modernizing or translating it for devotional purposes is generally seen as inappropriate.

In a gurdwara, the Guru Granth Sahib is put on a special platform under a canopy. Worshippers bow or prostrate themselves before it as they enter the temple, and leave offerings next to it. Shoes must not be worn in its presence, and as a mark of respect no-one turns his or her back to it. 

The essence of being a Sikh is that one lives one's life according to the teachings of the Sikh Gurus, devotes time to meditating on God and the scriptures, and does things to benefit other people.  Sikhs believe that there is a single, all-powerful God, who created the universe and everything in it.

Sikhism emphasizes social and gender equality, and stresses the importance of behaving altruistically (acting for the common good without thought for personal gain).  

Equality: Everyone is equal in God's eyes; whatever their caste, creed, or gender.  God is accessible without priests: Everyone can be directly in touch with God. There are no clergy in Sikhism. 


Accept other faiths: Sikhs do not believe that any religion has a monopoly on the truth. They do not regard Sikhism as the only way to God. 


Live in the world: One should live a responsible life as part of the community. Withdrawing from the world and living a life of solitary poverty is not as worthwhile. 


No ritual for its own sake: Empty ritual is meaningless and should be avoided. 

Devotion can take the form of action as well as prayer: Personal devotion includes Nam simran (meditation on and awareness of God) and Sewa (community service). 


A good world is just and fair to all: Social justice is to be supported. The use of force as a last resort is justified to uphold it. 


Death is not the end: Death is seen as the transition to a life where the joy of being in the presence of God can be fully realized.

Leadership

There were ten human or living Gurus, or teachers in Sikhism.  The Gurus were human beings, not Gods, nor were they incarnations of God (God taking human form).  The Gurus are never worshiped, although Sikhs hold the Gurus in high esteem, and pictures of them are often seen in Sikh places of worship and homes.  The ten human Gurus: 

Guru Nanak, 1469-1539 

Guru Angad, born 1504, Guru 1539-1552 

Guru Amar Das, born 1479, Guru 1552-1574 

Guru Ram Das, born 1534, Guru 1574-1581 

Guru Arjan, born 1563, Guru 1581-1606 

Guru Hargobind, born 1595, Guru 1606-1644 

Guru Har Rai, born 1630, Guru 1644-1661 

Guru Har Krishan, born 1656, Guru 1661-1664 

Guru Teg Bahadur, born 1621, Guru 1664-1675 

Guru Gobind Singh, born 1666, Guru 1675-1708

Guru Nanak founded the Sikh faith 500 years ago. Guru Nanak, began his mission after a mysterious three-day disappearance at the river Bein near Sultanpur. When he re-emerged, he announced that God was beyond outward religious distinctions and that what mattered was to everyone to be a truly devout follower of his or her own faith. He spent the rest of his life teaching, writing hymns which his Muslim companion set to music, and travelling as far as Sri Lanka, Baghdad and Mecca to discuss religion with Muslims and Hindus. 

The Guru Granth Sahib and the Panth Guru Gobind Singh decided that there would be no further human Gurus after his death.  He declared that the Guruship would be shared between the Sikh Holy Scriptures, called The Guru Granth Sahib, and the community of Sikhs, called the Panth.

The Khalsa sect
The Khalsa is the central grouping of orthodox Sikhs. It consists of men and women who have been initiated into the Khalsa in the appropriate ceremony.  The Khalsa was founded by the 10th and last living guru, Guru Gobind Singh in 1699.  The Khalsa was founded to unite the Sikhs, and distinguish them from the followers of other faiths. It gave Sikhism a committed group of men and women who would: Devoutly follow the Sikh principles laid down in the teachings of the Gurus.   Wear the physical signs of the Khalsa, the "5 Ks", so that everyone could see that they were Sikhs.  Be ready to take up arms to defend the oppressed.  Ignore the unjust caste system that governed much of Indian life. 

The Khalsa are a minority among the Sikhs, but their concept of Sikh ethics and identity has had a decisive influence on the faith as a whole.  Khalsa Sikhs show their commitment by wearing five religious symbols, known as the Five Ks: 

kesh, or uncut hair;  kanga, the comb;  kaccha, a short baggy undergarment;  kara, a steel bangle;  kirpan, a short sword. 

The turban is not one of the 5Ks but is used by Sikh men to cover their uncut hair. It forces them to stand out in a crowd and makes their commitment visible to the world around them.

Members of the Khalsa follow a code of conduct, which amongst other things says that they must not smoke, eat meat from ritual slaughter, or commit adultery. They are required to recite and meditate on a set of prayers every morning and night.  
 [Confirmation Aleph – Sikhism]






Page 3 of 3

