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When we think of Singh Sabha Lehr we think of Sardar Thakur Singh Sandhawalia, Kanwar Bikram S. Kapurthala, Prof Gurmukh Singh, and Giani Dit Singh. There were others but not more than a handful and those so few made such a huge difference during times that were more hostile and more dangerous than today and means of communication so limited compared to today, it will be a shame if we could not pick up the banner of Singh Sabha today. 

Singh Sabha Lehr was an attempt to rediscover and propagate the true message of Guru Nanak’s gift to mankind – Sikh Dharam - after cutting through the fog of Brahmanical practices (ibpRn kI rIq) that had crept into this positive message since the demise of Banda Bahadur. It flourished brightly during the reign of the only pre-British Sikh Raj, that of Maharaja Ranjit Singh. With the death of Maharaja Ranjit Singh on June 27, 1839 all hell broke loose. Intrigue, deceit and murder made grand entrance into this Royal household. By the time dust settled and blood stopped flowing Maharaja Dalip Singh, the son of Sher-e-Punjab and heir to his throne, was converted into Christianity on March 8, 1853. He was only 15 years of age then. On April 19, 1854 he was exiled to England and we could only watch. We were impotent to do anything.

With the downfall of Sikh influence two rival forces moved in. First Christianity and then Arya Smaj. They preyed upon greed, fear, ignorance and multitude of other human weaknesses to wean Sikhs away from their Guru’s path. Dehdhari gurus grew like mushrooms. Bedis, Sodhis and Bhallas came out of the woodworks to claim their share of the plunder.  What they could not get while the Gurus were alive, they laid claim to now. It was as if vultures had gathered around the corpse of Sikh Raj. Some were rewarded with Kingdom over pieces of former Sikh Raj, others were rewarded with jagirs (land) and still others with control over our historical Gurdwaras which we will later have to wrest control of after considerable sacrifice. First Christian Missionary Association came into existence on February 9, 1852 with its Head Quarters, of all places, in Amritsar. Misinformation about the message of Guru Nanak and proselytization into Christianity began in earnest. Akhauti Sikhs, who had grown hair and beards to benefit from the Sikh Raj, shaved in droves and converted to Christianity and Christ had 27000 followers in 375 villages within three years of the establishment of the first Christian Society at Amritsar. 

You can realize the magnitude of opportunists who had become Sikhs for personal gain during Sikh Raj from drop in the number of Sikhs at 10 million by some estimates at its peak but plummeting to 3 million by some estimates and as low as 1.85 million by others by 1881. Sikhs in position of authority not only did not oppose Christians and Arya Smajis but some of them, like Maharaja of Kapurthala, invited the Christian Mission in Ludhiana to open a centre in his kingdom. “Prior to maharaja Kapurthala’s invitation to open a Christian Mission in his capital there is no such example in the entire country of India where a Maharaja encouraged this propagation of Christianity.” Among the first casualties of his largesse was his own nephew, Kanwar Harnam Singh who converted to Christianity. This had sent alarm bells ringing for the few Gursikhs like Kanwar Bikram Singh Kapurthala, Sardar Thakur Singh Sandhawalia, Prof Gurmukh Singh and Giani Dit Singh. Several other movements to revive Sikhi fell prey to dehdari Gurudom.  Among them Nirankari Lehr of Pothohar by Dial Singh; and Namdhari Lehr by Ram Singh. But one movement that did accomplish concrete results was Sri Guru Singh Sabha Lehr that started at Amritsar but flourished at Lahore.

In 873. in  Amritsar Christian Missionaries became bold enough to give Sikhs a very public rebuke. They converted four Sikh students of Amritsar Mission School, Aya Singh, Atar Singh, Sadhu Singh and Santokh Singh to Christianity. With the effort of some Sikh leaders of the day these young men were saved for their Panth. It were incidents such as this that eventually lead to the formation of first ‘Sri Guru Singh Sabha on July 30, 1873 at Amritsar under the leadership of S. Thakur Singh Sandhawalia, Kanwar Bikram Singh Kapurthala, Khem Singh Bedi, Giani Gian Singh, Bhai Amar Singh and Bhai Dharam Singh. Its primary objective was to eradicate anti Gurmat practices and establish practices true to the message of the Gurus. Statements of support and hukanamas poured in from historical Gurdwaras and Takhats. But the flame lasted only about two years.

This organization had a self-destruct fuse in the incompatibility of its three main leaders: Kanwar Bikram Singh, Kapurthala a reformer; Khem Singh Bedi, an egotistic maniac and obstructionist dehdhari Guru; and S. Thakur Singh Sandhawalia, a revolutionary and politician. 

Lahore Singh Sabha, 1879, was a step in the right direction, Prof. Gurmukh Singh had early contact with Kanwar Bikram Singh Kapurthala because of his father’s service in the household of the Kanwar. He had attended meetings of the Amritsar Singh Sabha with the Kanwar and was pained to see its activities cease. He obtained full support of the Kanwar  to accomplish his goal of:

· Creation of Punjabi Literature.

· Spread of religion and education among Sikhs

· Direct Sikhs away from manmat and towards the true message of Sikhi.

· Lay the foundation of Sikhi Parchar without opposing the British government of the day and earning its hostility. 

In order to accomplish his goals Prof Gurmukh Singh first revived the Singh Sabha Amritsar by bringing together two of the three original leaders, S. Thakur Singh Sandhawalia and his mentor Kanwar Bikram Singh Kapurthala. Then in 1879 to meet the needs of Sikhs in Lahore opened a new chapter there with the help of Harsa Singh, one time Granthi at Sri Darbar Sahib Taran Taran and later Associate Professor of Punjabi at Punjab University Oriental College.  By and large these goals were met to guide the Panth in blunting the impact of Arya Samaj and Christianity.  Unfortunately even at that time certain selfish individuals and organizations tried to interfere with the work of the Singh Sabha Lehr by excommunicating its foremost champion, Prof. Gurmukh Singh.

Following charges were framed against Prof. Gurmukh Singh:

1. That Prof. Gurmukh Sikh showed disrespect towards Guru-Ansh (descendents of the Gurus) – Bedis, Bhallas, Bawas and Sodhis;

2. That utter disrespect was exhibited towards the pictures of 24 Avaters of the Hindu pantheon by him in one of the Singh Sabha diwans in Lahore;

3. That the Lahore Singh Sabha assimilated a Muslim into the Sikh sangat (congregation) after administering amrit (baptism) to him;

4. That the amrit (baptism) was given to everyone from the common bata (steel bowl;

5. That they did not bow before the Guru Granth Sahib when there was no sewadar or Granthi in attendance.

Situation Today

These same enemies of Sikhi are flourishing today and they have big help from this or that Jathedar. In January 1999 when Jathedar Ranjit Singh chewed more than he could swallow by threatening to excommunicate both Jathedar Manjit Singh and Publisher of Daily Ajit he sought the support of Bedi Sant Smaj. He lost but so did the Panth. Nanakshahi calendar was sacrificed. This calendar had been developed after a work of five years and countless meetings. It had gone the route of all the committees of SGPC and was finally approval by its General House in May 1998 for implementation in 1999 the year of 300th anniversary of Khalsa.  Sarbjot Singh Bedi played the spoiler just like his predecessors during the period of first Singh Sabha and got his pound of flesh but Ranjit Singh got the boot he richly deserved. His successor, Jathedar Puran Singh, crossed all boundaries of decency by declaring Gurus as descendents of Luv and Kush, two mythical sons of Ram. He became the kathhputli (puppet) of Chief Minister Badal’s Sant Samaj personified by Swami Kashmira Singh, President ‘Gurbani Gurmat Sidhant Parcharak Sant Samaj’ and Mahant Mangal Singh.

Kirtan

We have many kirtanias but very few kathakars who can explain Gurbani. We have been brain washed into believing that in ‘kalyug may kirtan pardhana.’ Yet Gurbani does not believe in these Hindu yugas. Our Gurus tell us that we create our own yugas by living the life we choose to live, just as we create our own hell or heaven on this earth in this life. These kirtanias, some of whom are a pleasure to listen to, have played a role in keeping us ignorant. Most people do not understand the meaning of Gurbani but it seems that most kirtanias consider it a taboo to explain the meaning of the shabad they are reciting. One sect even goes so far as to preach ‘Akhand Kirtan’ as a virtue to go with ‘Akhand Path’. Our famous kathakars ‘protect’ us from the true message of Guru Nanak, showering us instead with tall tales from Mahabarat, Ramayan and Bhagat Prahlad. Who has brought us to this state of affairs? We all know the answer.

Now

The year is 2001. Place is Sikh Diaspora. 131 years have elapsed since the inception of the first Singh Sabha Lehr in Amritsar. Punjab is free from the Christian colonizer but not from the Arya Smaj which is a much stronger foe now in the shape of RSS and BJP. To make matters worse it has co-opted Sikh politicians, religious leaders and Sikh intelligentsia. Jathedars and other Sikh leadership do not endorse our effort. They view us as a challenge and a threat which very well what it is. We have to learn from earlier Sri Guru Singh Sabha mistakes. We cannot afford to have Khem Singh Bedis among us.  Bedis were a millstone around our neck in the 19th Century. They still are in the 21st Century.

Our religious and political leaders are morally corrupt and spiritually bankrupt. 

At the congregational level in the committee run Gurdwaras, as opposed to the Deras, the following example illustrates the need for resurrecting Singh Sabha.

We are all painfully aware of the attack on America and what happened on Sept 11, 2001 in New York and Washington D.C. and racially motivated attacks on Sikhs, mistaken to be Arabs or Muslims, that followed. One such incident took place at one of the seven Gurdwaras in greater Sacramento, California. A lone man took upon himself to force the lowering of the Nishan Sahib. When police came he ran and jumped into the small tank of water at the entrance. The following is what the young Vice President of the Gurdwara said to the local newspaper:

“Now we have to go to India. From there, we will have to bring holy water. This water will be drained out. The holy water is the symbol of almighty God. It signifies that we have full faith in almighty God. The water is the real life-giver.”  Do we blame the readers of that newspaper if they think of us as water worshippers?

Where did he learn that? From the very honorable and highly respected elder of the community, former Granthi and at that time President of the Gurdwara.  In time for the completion of the new building he had gone on pilgrimage to India and brought back bottles of water from the Sikh Banarases. Now that a non-Sikh waded into this water, it had to be replaced and seeded with holy water from Sikh Banarases from India.

There is a need for an organization that will pick up where 19th century Singh Sabha Lehr left off is there and for tis we need  to bring together various Sikh Societies, including the Sri Guru Singh Sabha for one purpose to propagate the true message of Guru Nanak, Singh Sabha International should become an umbrella organization to unify various Sikh groups with one purpose of reviving and reforming Sikhism.

Over a two-week period in Dec. 2000 and again in July 200, several concerned Sikhs from various parts of USA had gotten together at the Roseville Sikh Center. Their deliberations have lead to the constitution of the Singh Sabha International. You are requested to give us the benefit of your advice and also a commitment to support Singh Sabha International movement by opening SSI chapters and Sikh Sewa Dals in your communities and support this movement with Tan, Man and Dhan.  

