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Religion as a force for moderation and healing in Society 
Address to the Devon Faith and Belief Forum AGM

Dr Indarjit Singh CBE
Last year many in the Sikh community were upset to learn that between 2001 and 2008, the BBC had made 41 faith programmes on Islam, 5 about Hinduism and only one called Sikhs and the City about Sikhs. There were calls for protest and legal action against the BBC. Then we decided to look a little closer at the content of these different programmes and found that it was almost totally negative showing disputes, scandals, violence and half naked sadhus in exotic rituals.
We decided not to pursue our complaint to the BBC.

In 2004 Sikhs commemorated the 400th anniversary of the martyrdom of Guru Arjan who was tortured to death in the searing heat of an Indian June for preaching respect and tolerance for different faiths. That year we decided to do the traditional SHABIL, that is giving cool and refreshing drinks to strangers to remember the thirst and suffering of our martyred Guru, in Trafalgar Square, giving hundreds of ice-cold cans of soft drinks and cartons of juice to anyone that passed. The Bishop of London and other  leading figures from the Christian Church, the Chief Rabbi’s Office and prominent Hindus and Muslims joined in. Radio, television and the papers were contacted to report on this example of faiths working together for the common good. But the media, seeing no possibility of conflict or controversy deemed the story to be ‘not newsworthy’. 
It’s easy to blame the media for its obsession with conflict and the sensational, but the responsibility for the absence of coverage of voices of tolerance and respect in the media, lies not so much with the media as with society as a whole. The media driven by sales and the pursuit of ratings gives us a diet of what we want, sadly scandal and sensationalism to boost and reinforce our prejudices. Even the British bobby is influenced by such thinking. Let me tell you a true story.
In the mid 80s, the Indian government attacked the Sikh Golden Temple with tanks and helicopter gunships on one of the holiest days in the Sikh calendar.It was like attacking the Vatican at Easter or Christmas. Thousands of innocent pilgrims from India’s less than 2% Sikh community  were killed.. To date there has been no independent inquiry into the events,  Sikhs and many international observers believed that this attack and the smearing of Sikhs as extremists was politically inspired to pander to the worst prejudices of the Hindu majority in the approach to the forthcoming general election. The outrage was condemned by Sikhs abroad who in turn were also smeared as extremists by the Indian government. 
Early one Sunday morning there was a knock on the front door of our house. I opened it to find two Scotland Yard police officers on the door step. They said they were visiting the homes of prominent Sikhs to discuss tensions in India. Pleased at the word prominent, I invited them in. They asked me if I was an ‘extremist  or a moderate. I said I was extremely moderate and after receiving a little lecture on the extremist teachings Sikhism, like respect for others and gender equality, they went away.

Sikhism is all about questioning prejudices and looking to ways to greater tolerance and respect for our fellow beings; it emphasises that in their essence our different religions are a force for good. Not the sort of image of religion that attracts media or public attention, and as a result there is widespread ignorance about our the Sikh religion.
I’d like therefore,  to start this evening by giving you a brief thumb nail sketch of Sikh teachings and then go on to explain how these are an antidote to bigotry and prejudice and a way to greater tolerance and more positive living. 
Sikhism is a little over 500 years old. It started with the teachings of Guru Nanak who was born in 1469. Guru Nanak lived at a time of considerable conflict between the majority Hindu faith, largely sunk in ritual and superstition, and Muslim invaders from the North, often bent on forced conversion.

It was against this background that the Guru taught that the one God of us all was not aligned to any one faith and that our different religions were like different paths up a mountain leading to an understanding of God. He taught all paths should be respected and that our different faiths should not get in the way of understanding that we are all, men and women, equal members of the our one human family.
Guru Nanak criticised both the extremes of ascetism and the blind pursuit of material wealth. He emphasised the importance of balanced living; the need to look after the less fortunate and our responsibility in working for social and political justice. He emphasise that Sikhs should live by three golden rules: Naam, Kirt Waand chakhna. That is, meditating or reflecting on our religious teachings to give us a fuller perspective on our daily life, earning by our own effort and using our wealth and time for the benefit of others. 
The Guru wanted to ensure that we do not simply pay lip service to these ethical principles of responsible living, but make them central to all we do. He therefore instituted a system of succession and in all there were 10  Gurus, who showed that Guru Nanak’s teachings were relevant in widely varying social and political environments. Living true to such teachings often led to confrontation with those in power and authority and two of the 10 Gurus were cruelly martyred for their beliefs. The 10th Guru, Guru Gobind Singh felt that the infant Sikh community could now stand  on its own without the need for further living Gurus, and declared that the teachings of earlier Gurus as recorded in the Sikh Holy Granth should be followed by Sikhs as they would a living Guru. 
How relevant are these teachings to the world of today; a world of globalisation and the rapid movement of people and cultures? 

In the past, we could all grow up in the comfort and security of a background religion that we shared with those that lived around us. It was common and patriotic (it still is for some), to go into raptures about our way of life compared with the inferior ways of foreigners! Many believed that even God acknowledged our natural superiority, and was always on our side.  The famous words of John of Gaunt in Shakespeare’s Richard II which we learn at school, illustrate this type of thinking: He described England in the following words:

This royal throne of kings, this sceptred  isle,

This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,

This other Eden, demi-paradise,

This fortress built by nature for herself
Against infection and the hand of war

This precious stone set in the silver sea

Which serves it in the office of a wall

Or a moat defensive to a house

Against the envy of less happier lands

-----------------------------And there is much more of the same!

At school, we learnt to appreciate the literary style, the use of figurative language.  We never thought to criticise the xenophobic insularity of its general sentiment. I remember my English teacher not being very amused when I suggested the possibility of other nations having different explanations for God isolating the British! Seriously though, it’s important to understand that this sort of thinking was common, and sadly, is still prevalent today in most nations and cultures. 

In the past, we could always strengthen our sense of cohesion and identity, including religious identity, by misrepresenting the ways and beliefs of others, or describing them in disparaging terms. The dictionary definition of heathen for example is ‘those who are not Christian, Jew or Muslim’. It also gives an alternative meaning: ‘an uncultured person’. So you can see where that leaves me! 
Because of geographic distance, it was safe to talk in a disparaging or condescending way about other faiths because it was unlikely that we would ever come in contact with the inhabitants of distant lands. In the same disparaging way, many in India, even argued that to leave the shores of India would pollute them forever.

Sadly, this idea of promoting unity by looking down at others is engrained in human nature. I give you Indarjit’s Law. 'As soon as two or more people find sufficient in common to call themselves 'us', they will immediately look for a 'them' to hate, to strengthen their sense of common identity.

In its milder, more comical form we see it when one person leaves a small group who have been chatting together. The odds are that those remaining will immediately make some negative comment about the person that has just left. We see it in a slightly more serious form in rivalry between football supporters. Power hungry politicians have long been aware of it. In the Germany of the 30's, Hitler and the Nazis rose to power on a manufactured hatred of the Jews that led to the horror of the holocaust.

As I’ve mentioned, Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism  lived at a time when this sort of manufactured hatred was common between the majority Hindu community, itself divided by caste, and the Country’s powerful new Muslim rulers. The Guru, in his very first sermon, which laid the foundation for open and honest interfaith dialogue, declared ‘na koi Hindu, na koi Muslman’: that is in God’s eyes, there was neither Hindu, nor Muslim, and in today’s extension, neither Christian, Sikh nor Jew. That God was not interested in our different religious labels, but in how we lived.
It was a theme further developed by succeeding Gurus, particularly the 5th Guru of the Sikhs Guru Arjan who showed this respect for other faiths, by including verses of Hindu and Muslim saints in our holy Book, the Guru Granth Sahib, to show no one faith has a monopoly of truth. In the same spirit he invited a Muslim saint, Mia Mir, to lay the foundation stone of the Golden Temple in Amritsar.
What about interfaith understanding  today? Some 20 years ago, I suggested to a E London Council that we should look beyond the then practice of funding local community groups solely on the basis of colour, or country of origin, and look to the very real difficulties and aspirations of faith communities, The reply was short and sharp. ‘We want nothing to do with all that bowing and chanting’.

Fortunately we now live in more enlightened times with a recognition of existence of large communities around us, defined by value systems and beliefs; communities that potentially have much to offer in producing a more cohesive and tolerant society. 

While it was clearly wrong to rubbish faith communities with references to bowing and chanting, and the recognition of faith by government and local government is welcome, this too carries its dangers. Enthusiasm can lead to over involvement and what can be construed to be interference or bias towards one group or religion as opposed to others.

To avoid such difficulties, we need to be clear about our reasons for dialogue between faiths, and between faiths and secular society. I think the main need for dialogue, is best considered by reference to the world of sport, international football for example like the World Cup final between Holland and Spain. 14 yellow cards and one red reminded us that violence easily erupts, despite all players more or less,  playing by the same rules. 

There is a clear parallel with what the Sikh Gurus sometimes called the game of life. Imagine what would happen if, in this game of life, some of the religious and/or secular players, ignorant of the ways of others, stubbornly acted as if their rules, values, or norms were the only ones. We’d get the sort of riots we saw in our northern towns a few years ago and the cultural divide that still exists in many places.. Today in multicultural Britain, and importantly the world as a whole we cannot afford divisive extremist ideologies that preach hatred of others.
Schools today, are doing an excellent job in promoting respect for other faiths and cultures. Having a mother tongue that was not English was, not so long ago, seen as a problem but many schools today are teaching pupils to value diversity and should be applauded for their effort.

Even Planning Departments of local authorities, long the bête noire of faith communities, are becoming increasingly alive to the social need for community centres and places of worship for newer faiths in Britain.

Today, all of us have a shared responsibility and a shared interest in the wellbeing for the whole community. To use recent jargon, (with all its connotations of Dracula, or gambling) we are all stakeholders. We cannot make progress in building cohesion and tolerance unless we are aware of the needs and sensitivities of the different faith communities. A knowledge and understanding of different beliefs and culture is no longer an optional extra, but a basic necessity for all of us.

There is another important reason for religious communities to work together, and to understand this we need to look at the world about us. Today, particularly in the West, we have previously unheard of prosperity, all the necessities of life, and potentially more leisure time. But we are also a less contented society, so mesmerised by our own cleverness, that all too often, we tend to look at social problems from the wrong end, and constantly worry why violence etc is on the increase. 

Let me give some examples. If problems resulting from drug abuse take up too much police time, the call is legalise their use and free the police, rather than question why the use of drugs has risen so dramatically. Increasing alcohol abuse? Let's extend or abolish licensing hours to spread the incidence of drunken or loutish and drunken behaviour. Result, as is now recognised,  rise in binge drinking. Too many people ending up in prison? Lets curb sentencing powers. Extend this thinking, of looking to the wrong end of a problem, to the behaviour of little junior who greets visitors to the house by kicking them in the shins. Solution: issue said visitors with shin pads as they enter the front door!
It is here that the ethical teachings of religion can help us to look at our social problems in a way that tackles underlying issues of an all too clever society that constantly panders to greed and selfishness because we’re worth it! For too long we have neglected the other 3 Rs, basic ethical teachings of right , wrong and responsibility, and not surprisingly, we are suffering the consequences.

Sikhs believe that our different religions should take the lead in addressing the real causes of our social ills - starting with the role of the family. We see marriage, fidelity and  the family as central to the health and well being of society.. It is easy to allow understanding, compassion and support to those in different situations to blind us to the importance of an ideal. TV comedy in which infidelity is seen as something of a giggle, can easily blind us to the hurt that transient adult relationships can cause children. 

A short true story illustrates the point better than any words of mine. Two small boys were fighting hammer and tongs in the school playground. Finally a teacher managed to prise the two apart, demanding to know what it was all about. Then the smaller of the two, eyes brimming with tears, said 'his Dad has taken my mum away'.

In this context I would like to say a few words about my concern over the state of interfaith dialogue today, As mentioned, progress has been definitely made in our recognising that religions have got to get on with each other. We are happy to meet with people of other faiths, exchange pleasantries and share tea, biscuits and somosas. But out of caution, respect or fear we rarely talk about what we are happy about, or concerned about, in the teachings and practices of sister faiths- in the way Guru Nanak did more than 500 years ago.
Sikhs sees other religions as different paths to a truer understanding of God; like paths up a mountain. We can start from different points, but still reach the same goal. Nor are the paths mutually exclusive. They frequently merge in ways that give us a heightened understanding of our own faith.
Take for example the Sikh teaching ' There is an inner-light in all; and that light is God.' Exactly the same sentiment is conveyed in the line of the   Christian hymn 'to all life Thou givest to both great and small; in all life thou livest the true life of all'. It is important to remember that that a major benefit of our study of other religions Is that it gives us a wider view of religion and a new and fuller perspective on our own beliefs. We learn that different religions are not barriers between people, but gateways to a greater understanding and enrichment of life. Those in the USA and France, who prohibit the teaching of religion in schools, simply assist the carrying of ignorance and prejudice to future generations.
Religion can then be a powerful vehicle to help us move to greater tolerance and respect for others and more enlightened and responsible living. We need to challenge, and equip our children to challenge, the dominant creed that individual happiness is all that really matters, and that this could be acquired through material wealth.

Religions then, by working together can challenge secular smugness that, as mentioned all too easily leads to selfish and uncaring behaviour that can as we are learning to our cost, harm both those around us and future generations. But to move in this direction we have to drop teachings of exclusivity and superiority and extrapolate teachings and guidance of hundreds of years ago to the needs of today’s society and work together on a common programme to make ours a more caring and responsible society. 
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