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Taxi, Sahib?
There was a joke recounted around the Sikh community when Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon.  It was said that after he had walked around a little he stopped to admire what he saw and contemplate his being the first person to walk on the moon.  However, he felt a tap on the shoulder only to turn around to find a Sikh taxi driver asking, ‘Taxi, Sahib?’  Sikhs get about.  They are to be found in many places throughout the world.  I met a Sikh tailor in Singapore who told me of his brother whose shop was on the Royal Mile in Edinburgh.  During the days of the British ‘Raj’ many Sikhs sought employment in the British Indian Army and later were posted to many parts of the then Empire often staying on as police officers and the like.  Here is a martial race which suited this employment.  But their nature was not in terms of fighting for the sake of battle, but fighting as part of the struggle for justice.

The scattered Sikh Diaspora.
In the United Kingdom many Sikhs went to England after the Second World War.  There was a push-pull factor.  Because of the partition of the Panjab in 1947 many Sikh families lost their lands in what was to become West Pakistan, thus Jats, often unskilled other than in farming made their way to work in factories then denied of male workers who had lost their lives in the war.  Later they were joined in the late 60s and early 70s by Ramgharia Sikhs from East Africa, many of whom had been thrown out by Idi Amin.  Their forebears had moved there at the end of the Nineteenth Century to help build the railways.  They stayed to service the railways they had built and subsequently brought over their families.  Educated in British style schools and gaining British qualifications, their move to the U.K. was eased by access to better work and often into the professions and often better paid than their Jat counterparts.
Similar to the move to East Africa many Sikhs also went to Canada to help build the Canadian Pacific Railroad.  They were skilled craftsmen who later settled and eventually brought up families.  Some, however, made their way down the west coast into Washington State and further into California, encouraged by members of the Chinese community with whom they had worked in Canada.  In California many settled in the Central Valley near Sacramento.  There they found an environment not dissimilar to the Panjab where soft fruit could be grown.  Their natural farming skills enabled them to develop soft-fruit growing businesses.  The down-side, however, is that they were refused permission to bring their families.  Many settled with Mexican Roman Catholic partners.  Later Gurdwaras were built and a thriving Sikh community established.

Smaller such communities are now to be found elsewhere in Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, dotted around mainland Europe and in other parts of the USA.

One of the largest Sikh communities outside India is to be found in Southall, West London.  Employment was offered there after the Second World War essentially in two factories.  One was Wolf’s Rubber factory, an occupation which did not find favour amongst white British males.  The other was the Abbess office furniture factory where the production of wooden furniture suited the skills of the Ramgharia Tarkhans - carpenters.  In the late 40s and early 50s Sikh males, along with Hindu and Muslim counterparts were the dominant foreign workers living in the town. Before immigration restrictions increased many Sikhs brought over their families from the Panjab.  By the 60s Sikh Gurdwaras, often converted houses, had been established and the community began to take shape.  Some of the smaller groups, Namdhari Sikhs, for instance, worshipped in hired Church Halls and thus began the first encounters of Sikhs and Christians in the United Kingdom.
Encounters with Christians.
Such encounters were nothing new.  It seems that the first recorded indication of such encounters was through the Deen Ilahi of the Emperor Akbar.  Bhai Gurdas met two or three Jesuit priests.  He was not impressed.  In his eyes they were ‘self-centred and confused’!  Later, by the mid 1830s American Presbyterians made their way to Ludhiana, mainly at the invitation of Col. Wade, the British Agent who saw great potential in the Sikhs and recognised in them people who ‘bucked the trend’, asking questions of Hinduism and Islam which demonstrated them to be a group searching for the answers to spiritual questions to which the Christians believed they had the answers.  The Americans were followed by the Church Missionary Society who settled in Amritsar and founded work which continues to this day.

The Sikhs treated the Christians with both interest and suspicion.  Why was Christianity thought to be any better than their own faith?   Weren’t these people actually agents of colonial rule?  The Americans, like the British saw few converts from Sikhism for their efforts.  Between 1835 and 1880 there were only about 24 converts from Sikhism, their target group.  By 1880 the conversion of a Dalit man called Ditt brought large numbers of people of his community into the Christian camp and from then on missionaries concentrated mainly on that group.

However, the threat of the conversion of four schoolboys in 1873 opened the minds of Sikhs to the potential loss of young people to Western Christianity.  Thus were formed the Singh Sabhas in an attempt to regain potential Sikh backsliders.

Sikh attitudes to Christianity ranged from hope in the early days – Christianity could provide Western education and, therefore, work; to competition for the hearts and minds of young people; to cooperation by the 1950s/60s when thanks to an American Presbyterian missionary by the name of Clinton Loehlin there was greater understanding amongst the Sikh and Christian intellectuals; to apathy during the 1980s when Sikhs were fighting for their lives; to renewed cooperation through organisations like Manov Manch established by Sikhs and Christians together to give hope, encouragement and affirmation to the poorer classes of Panjabi society.

Meanwhile in the U.K. and elsewhere Diaspora Sikhs were building their Gurdwaras, but more than that they were establishing social centres where Sikhs can meet unselfconsciously.

In California one Christian who was to encourage and support such community building was Clinton Loehlin who by now had returned to the USA and deliberately settled down in California in retirement.  A clergyman with a PhD in Sikh studies he supported the establishment of a Gurdwara in Marysville near Yuba City.  Regularly he broadcast on one of the local radio stations enabling local residents to understand the nature and significance of Sikh festivals, a fitting occupation for someone who, in his final years as a missionary, was invited to speak at a major function at the ‘Golden Temple’ – probably the first such person to do so.
In the U.K. another ‘returned’ missionary, Roger Hooker, together with Pat his wife, acted as a quite remarkable bridge between the faiths in the West Midlands.  After Roger’s death Pat went on to write two basic introductions to the Sikh faith for British Christians.  Similarly Ruth Lambert who had worked in Coventry and Leicester wrote her M.Phil. thesis on ‘What might Christians learn, theologically and spiritually, from the Christian Sikh encounter?’  Moved by the generous hospitality of Sikhs in their Gurdwaras she wrote of the concept of seva, service, which challenges church congregations to consider further ways in which their church buildings could be thrown open to wider use.

Further to that were theological challenges: How does one communicate Christ’s kingdom values in the world?  She sees the way in which the Sikhs’ example also challenges Christians to become active communicators of the grace and gifts of God received through Scripture.

Dr Joy Barrow, now British Methodism’s interfaith secretary, has also edited a similar compendium in which Sikh and Christians alike write of their experience together and of the nature of the practice of faith in the U.K.
Meetings for bilateral dialogue with the Sikh community.

During the 1980s the United Reformed Church sponsored a series of meetings with the Sikh community.  These were not confined to members of particular denomination or Sikh group but open to interested parties.  Thus, at a time when the Sikh community in India was facing rejection and antipathy by the majority community thanks to the tensions in the Panjab and the assassination of Mrs Gandhi, in the U.K. there was an albeit small example of genuine interest in Sikhism and the nature of the practice of its faith.  

Our first weekend meeting was spent looking at the basics of our faiths with a view to finding topics of mutual interest for discussion.  In later meetings we were to consider the nature of Liberation Theology, then, for us Christians a fairly novel issue, but for Sikhs an inherent part of their theological stance – ‘What is the use of your spirituality if my stomach is still empty?’ was a question posed by the Guru and a major challenge to some Christian’s preoccupation with personal salvation.  
We looked at the matter of communicating the faith to the coming generation.  This was, and still is, a major matter for the Sikh community in exile.  Owen Cole once memorably remarked that in the Panjab you imbibe your Sikhism with your mother’s milk, in the U.K. you have to learn it.  But how do you learn your faith without the ethos of Sikhism consciously, but more often unconsciously and unselfconsciously, present in a predominantly Sikh town or village.  We looked at materials Christians had used in a century of Sunday School work and heard of Sikh efforts to establish similar bodies.  How did children learn the faith when both parents were out working to meet mortgage payments and grandparents, often the ones who told the stories of the Gurus, were thousands of miles away in the Panjab?
Most memorable were the scripture studies we shared together.  It is the practice in Christian meetings to start with devotions – prayers, a scripture reading and perhaps a hymn or two.  In the early days of dialogue when any notion of interfaith worship was frowned upon by many Christians, we sought an alternative expression of our common faith and trust in God.  This we did through scripture study.  We prepared two passages, one from the Guru Granth Sahib and the other from the Bible.  A Christian introduced the passage from the Guru Granth Sahib and a Sikh from the Bible.  What emerged was the most wonderful gift of fresh understanding of often familiar passages as they were explored with new insights.  We used this technique lest we be confined to ‘standard’ interpretations which may have been the case if Christians had introduced the Bible passage first or Sikhs the bani from the Granth.  Often discussion went on far longer than was planned and people spoke of the deeper things of faith often preceded by the words, ‘I’ve never said this to anyone before …’  Such was the depth of trust and mutual respect found at the meetings.
Perhaps most memorable was an exploration of the words of Jesus that if one wanted to follow him one must take up the Cross daily.  What followed was a fascinating discussion which took in issues of both vulnerability and the willingness to give one’s life in fighting for a cause.  But then a Sikh colleague noticed the words that followed Jesus’ dictum, that whoever lost his or her life would gain it and whoever tried to gain it would lose it.  This was something Sikh colleagues warmly related to.  It was about haumai  - self-centredness - and the need to eliminate egotistic behaviour, for if one was self-centred one would never be God-centred.
The exploration of scripture together was further continued on a fairly regular basis through meetings of a Methodist congregation with Sikh colleagues in Southall, a predominantly Sikh town in West London.  These were normally in our own home and attended by 15 -20 people.  We used exactly the same pattern and experienced the same sense of belonging.  But what insights did we gain?

At a time in the U.K. when Biblical languages do not have the same place in theological education than was once the case, one was confronted with the recognition of how their knowledge enhances the study of scripture.  By the same token it was also worth learning Sixteenth Century Panjabi to understand Guru Granth Sahib all the better.  Sikh children of coming generations may lose out, as will future generations of Christian theological students, if only translations are used.  That said, we became aware of the two fold alienation of young Sikhs from their scriptures.  Some speak but do not read Panjabi, but the Panjabi they speak is not the Panjabi of the scriptures. If they don’t learn the ancient language, and to read it, then their scriptures remain a closed book.  The debate about the use of translations continues and for some it will be the only way they learn of their heritage.  It’s a dilemma for many.
Of those Christians who were involved in the studies many found that their own faith was considerably enhanced by dialogue.  This can happen in a number of ways.  One is challenged to think about what one actually believes, not just about what one is ‘supposed’ to believe.  Honesty was the issue.  There was often a sense of ‘Help my unbelief!’  But something else occurred.  That was we were challenged to find ways of expressing our faith in a manner which people of the other faith understood.  Jargon and clichés were out, straightforward, daily language was the order of the day.
We became increasingly aware of the depth of spirituality of our Sikh colleagues.  Their faith was not compartmentalised.  It was about life, the totality of life, lived under the hukum – the will – of God.  It was measured not by pious words but by service – seva – unstintingly given and without fuss.

We learnt that if dialogue is to be worthwhile then mutual understanding is of the essence.  It calls for careful, specific and non-polemical articulation of the Christian faith, but the questions the Sikhs asked made us realise that there are issues which require further exploration in the articulation of a Christian apologetic to Sikhs.
First is the nature of the atonement.  What is the difference we were asked between the deaths of our Gurus, Arjan and Tegh Bahadur and that of Jesus?  Why does the death of Jesus have such cosmic implications?  All died on behalf of others.  Thus there were questions about vicarious suffering.  We recognised that any martyrdom that portrays the death of a passive victim will not find Sikh sympathy.  Death must be for a purpose and to this extent the model of ‘Christus Victor’ may be worthy of exploration.  The Cross cannot be portrayed as a mechanical transaction freeing the believer but that which enables the believer to go through the process of dying to self-centredness to find the power of God in self-renewal.

The second issue that requires further work is that of the analysis of humanity and the consequent nature of enlightenment or redemption, since the Sikh faith will be more concerned about overcoming ignorance of humanity’s inherent relationship with the divine rather than what is seen as the Christian preoccupation with sin – often individual and not corporate sin.
Thirdly, we are obliged to consider how we present the incarnation since Sikhs are inclined to recognise the presence of God amongst God’s gathered people rather than an individual such as Jesus Christ.  There is that of God within each of us, so it would be worthwhile exploring the concept of the Body of Christ especially in terms of self-giving service to humanity as a manifestation of God’s nature and continuing sustaining concern.

The fourth matter is the need for the continuing reflection on the Word/logos/shabad in both faiths since this would provide insight into the nature of God’s relationship to ‘his’ creation and into God’s desire to communicate.
It would also do us well to consider the nature of discipleship, both in terms of the deeper understanding of faith and the cost of discipleship in the living out of our faith.

The sixth matter for reflection would be in terms of considering the nature of the mystery of faith and its not being divorced from the harsh realities of life since withdrawal from the world, in Sikh eyes, is seen as an abrogation of the search for God’s justice in creation.

Those of us from the Reformed traditions discovered to our delight something of the Sikhs’ understanding that humanity can only find its liberation or salvation through the grace of God.  The term gur prasadi – by/through God’s grace, so dominates the Sikh understanding of God’s gracious support of our search for faith and liberation.  But we are confronted by a major difference of opinion – who takes the first step?

The eighth matter is the consideration of witness and identity.  Unlike Keshdari Sikhs who are clearly identified by their wearing the 5Ks, Christians are less readily distinctive.  If service to the community is a manifestation of faithful living, how does one distinguish between the two faiths, or is such identification really necessary?  
We were further challenged by the matter of exclusiveness.  A Sikh text which challenged was ‘O God, this world is burning, save it by whatever means you can.’  It challenged us to recognise the question of the sustainability of the environment.  It challenged us once again to recognise the way in which God uses other people, or peoples, to fulfil ‘his’ purposes.  It also could take us on to the question of who are our partners in mission, if the goal of mission is the reign of God.
The tenth, and perhaps most significant, matter for consideration is with regard to our understanding of the nature and being of God. ‘The more you say about God, the more you need to say about God’, said the Guru.  God is always beyond our understanding.  Finite human beings cannot understand the totality of an infinite God.

The agenda for discussion is actually quite enormous.  I believe these are no questions of difference but questions in which mutual discussion can open up fresh understanding.  Dialogue becomes a matter, not of exploring faiths, but exploring faith and deepening faith.  Whilst some of my Christian friends talk of bringing people to Jesus, I want to suggest that Jesus actually pointed beyond himself to God’s reign, God’s commonwealth – however we translate that Greek word basilea.  My Sikh colleagues talk in terms of following the hukum of God – God’s will.  Is this the same will that Jesus taught us in prayer to seek so that God’s ‘kingdom’ could come?

Dominant in the many questions is one final challenge.  Have we failed to recognise that Jesus, along with other founders, may have had a vision and an insight into something far greater than we have recognised?  We use the term ‘kingdom’, sometimes it has almost been presented as co-terminus with the church.  Even if we now recognise that we no longer live in a Christendom situation, is this still too narrow a vision?  We have failed to point to that which is beyond.  We have presented our domesticated, inadequate, parameter fixated view and I do not think it matches the height, depth and breadth of Jesus’ vision.  Like our understanding of God it is inadequate and insufficient.  God grant us grace and point us to a fuller understanding.
JMP Feb. 2009.
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