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WORLD SIKH CONFERENCE - SYDNEY 2004



A REPORT

A Brief Report of the World Sikh Conference – held in Australia for the first time
INTRODUCTION

Sikh Council Of Australia organised and hosted a two-day World Sikh Conference on 18th and 19th September 2004 in Sydney at the Gallery Function Centre University Of Technology Sydney. Theme of the conference was “Sikhism: The Challenges Today”. Various issues facing Sikhs in Multicultural Australian Society were discussed including Sikh Practices- Problems and Issues, Identity of Sikhs, Latent Energies of the Sikhs, Interfaith Harmony and Religious Tolerance in Australia. The purpose of this World Sikh Conference, in addition to achieving its set aims, was to share information and discuss issues affecting the Diaspora Sikhs, suggest solutions, promote the basic principles of the Sikh religion, learn more about Sikhism from each other and listen to the views of other religions about Sikhism. 

PRESENTATIONS & DISCUSSIONS

As many as fifteen speakers, including Professor Gurtej Singh from India, Mr. Hardev Singh Shergill, Editor Of Sikh Bulletin and General Secretary Of Singh Sabha International from U.S.A, and thirteen local speakers, nine moderators and a number of discussion forum participants took part in the conference. Federal Opposition Leader Mark Latham, was represented by Ms. Tanya Plibersek MP, Mr. Stepan Kerkyasharian AM, Chairperson of Community Relations Commission represented the N.S.W Government, Assistant Commissioner of Police Garry Dobson represented the N.S.W Police and Mr. Madhusudhan Ganapathi, Consulate General Of India represented the Indian Government. Various other religious representatives participated in the conference. Mr. Krishnan Nair represented the Sathya Sai Organisation Of Australia, Mr. Kuranda Seyit represented the Forum of Australia’s Islamic Relations, the Buddhist Council of N.S.W was represented by Mr. Graeme Lyall AM, and Ms. Jessiee Kaur Singh represented Multifaith Australia.

The conference opened as scheduled by offering prayers, Ardaas by Bhai Narindrpal Singh. In his opening address the Secretary of The Sikh Council Of Australia Mr. Bawa Singh Jagdev underlined the need for establishing such a National Sikh Organisation, its aims and objectives and achievements since its inception in 2002. Mr. Ajmer Singh Gill, President of the SCA welcomed the participants and said that this conference will also discuss contemporary issues affecting the Sikhs, problems and issues concerning the women and our youth in this multicultural society. He expressed the hope that this conference will come up with solutions to help understand and retain our heritage, language and values, which have been passed on to us by our elders. He concluded by saying  ‘let us debate ideas, not personalities’.     

Community Relations Commissioner Mr. Stepan Kerkyasharian, addressing the delegates touched on various issues affecting the Sikh community and said that the terrible events of September 11 and the subsequent war on terror has changed dramatically the world we live in and has presented a new set of challenges for the Sikhs in Australia and the world around. It also illustrates, he said, how easy it is to stir up emotions of hatred directed towards a religion. The New South Wales Government has and will continue its commitment to support the Sikh community to meet the challenges. The government has very well established protocols and procedures in place, which are ready to deal with any racial or religious abuse or harassment. It is important, he said, to have a Council like the one you have to deal with such unfortunate circumstances. He congratulated the Sikh Council of Australia for establishing itself in the first place and putting New South Wales on the map internationally with the Sikh world community by hosting the World Sikh Conference here in New South Wales. He finished his speech with these words; “I want to say in conclusion that the fundamental Sikh values of equality, charity and compassion are very much similar to the fundamental principles of multiculturalism; accepting the diversity and respecting the diversity of each other. So Sikhs are at home in multicultural New South Wales. I wish you a very productive and successful conference”.

Mr. Madhusudhan Ganapathi, Consulate General of India said that the theme of the conference  “Sikhism – The Challenges Today” is a timely one, in that in a world where religion is seen to have created disharmony, opportunities such as this conference would start dialogue which would focus on issues particularly facing the Sikh community in Australia and globally.  He said that Sikhism is among the greatest religions of the world.  Its essence is belief in the goodness of mankind; its fundamental philosophy is based on harmony, peace, tolerance, compassion and the need for man to help fellow human beings. This great religion preaches equality and purity of thought and purpose. Coexistence and unity are important strands in Sikhism. Referring to the post September 11 events, he said the publication of the photograph of an innocent Sikh by the Daily Telegraph as mentioned by Mr. Bawa Singh Jagdev was unfortunate. ‘In those difficult days we in the Consulate General of India had kept in touch with the Sikh community and whenever we became aware of instances of harassment, we took it up strongly with the Department of Foreign Affairs’. In his concluding remarks he said that the formation of the Sikh Council at that time to highlight the problems facing the community was significant and within this parameter, today’s World Sikh Conference in Sydney is timely, opportune and relevant. This month is a particularly auspicious month, he said, not only for the Sikhs but for Indians specifically and for the world community at large as we are celebrating the 400th anniversary of the installation of the Shri Guru Granth Sahib at the Golden Temple at Amirtsar as the essence and thoughts captured in the Guru Granth Sahib deliver the best which mankind can offer and in these troubled times, there can be no better Guru for us. 

 Assistant Commissioner of Police Garry Dobson said that the greatest enemy of peace and good order in N.S.W and in this world is ignorance; and the photos of September 11, 2001 is a classic example of how ignorance and prejudices lead to violence. He said that many of the issues that have confronted the people, and in particular the Sikh community, during the last three years are due to ignorance by the larger Australian community about their fellow citizens. It is pleasing to know that you have established the Sikh Council of Australia as this will be a significant step forward for the Sikh community in terms of reducing that ignorance and bringing the issues to the fore front for the community in N.S.W and in Australia.

Mr. Krishnan Nair of the Sathya Sai Organisation   talked about the Unity of Faiths and said that all religions in the world are different pathways, different approaches to God. The aim of all of them is to link up and restore affinity between God and us. Mr. Graeme Lyall AM, of the Buddhist Council of New South Wales said that although Australia’s religious diversity is covered in the school curriculum, there still exists an abysmal ignorance, in the general population, about the teachings of faiths other than their own. It is in the interest of our minor religions to do whatever we can to create an awareness of our beliefs and practices, without proselytising, and conferences such as this can help to create such awareness. I congratulate the Sikh Council of Australia for hosting the World Sikh Conference. Mr. Kuranda Seyit of the Forum of Australia’s Islamic Relations talked about building a stronger partnership between Sikhs and Muslims and promoting more understanding and awareness about Sikhs and Muslims.

Professor of Sikhism Professor Gurtej Singh presented his paper on Sikhism followed by Mr. Hardev Singh Shergill, who spoke on “Sikh Practices- their problems and issues”. Professor Gurtej Singh’s paper was more of an academic nature, he discussed not only Sikhism and the challenges it is facing but also the plight and the rights of the Sikhs living in Punjab; the Punjab River waters issue, how the first agreement on water sharing was effected in a hush-hush manner and how Punjab is being robbed of its only natural resource - water. Both the discussion papers raised a host of questions on anti-Sikh practices, unheard of previously and a meaningful discussion took place on the topics during question time. Answering a question on taking Amrit and the Rahat Maryada and its violation, Professor Gurtej Singh said, “a Sikh is a person who voluntarily takes a vow to follow the tenets of Sikhism, to become a better human being. Similarly a Khalsa or Amritdhari is a person who voluntarily takes Amrit and takes a vow never to go against the tenets of Sikhism. It would then be inconceivable that a Sikh would go against this personal free-willed decision. Now arises the question of the Rahat Maryada -what is the Rahat Maryada and who imposes the Rahat Maryada? Can any body such as the SGPC, you or I order some one to take Amrit? No, nobody can. It is a voluntary act and a voluntarily acceptance of the Rahat Maryada by accepting to take Amrit. And when a person violates the Rahat Maryada that person is committing a crime against nobody but the person’s own conscience. You and I have no role to play in this matter and should not be involved or interfere in this personal decision. We must not impose our own construction of a Sikh or Khalsa on others, because our Gurus have eliminated the intermediaries between man and God”. To stress his point further he said that Bhai Nathman was a Muslim and he performed Kirtan at the court of Guru Hargobind and Bhai Fata, another Muslim performed Kirtan at the court Guru Gobind Singh. Thus there is a case for shedding rigidity and not telling others what to do, as we are not greater Sikhs than our Gurus who allowed Muslims to perform Kirtan in their courts. Mr. Hardev Singh answering the question whether we should sit on the floor in the Langar Hall or on chairs said that in 1935 a similar question was raised by the Diaspora Sikhs and five learned renowned Sikh scholars were consulted - Prof. Jodh Singh, Prof. Ganda Singh, Prof. Teja Singh, Giani Mohan Singh and Giani Puran Singh. After some deliberation on the issue all five unanimously agreed that the Diaspora Sikhs can sit on chairs in the Gurudwaras while the Guru Granth Sahib is placed on a raised stage. On the other hand, he said, that Bhai Ranjit Singh issued a Hukamnama saying that you must sit on the floor even in the Langar Hall. Who would you follow: those Professors and Scholars of Sikhism or a political appointee like Bhai Ranjit Singh?  Clarifying further he said that the dictionary meaning of “Pangat” is equality and if every body is sitting on chairs in the dining hall, they are sitting in “Pangat”. Their widely lauded papers underlined the need to accept cultural and social changes and the need to understand rationally the difference between a Sikh and a Singh without enforcing one’s own opinion on others. Although the papers stressed the need not to hurt the sentiments of the faithful, yet while debating, the same question was asked again and again in different forms, as to how the Diaspora Sikhs, living in altogether different social, cultural and economic environments to India, will continue to stay as an extension of the people in Punjab.  Dr. Tejpal Singh an eminent Sikh scholar presented a very comprehensive paper on the universalism of Sri Guru Granth Sahib quoting Hymns from Guru Grant Sahib.  Mr. Gurcharan Singh Bhatia spoke on the Identity of Sikhs. Mr. Mukhtiar Singh’s discussion paper entitled “Latent Energies of the Sikhs” was most profound and thought provoking. It posed questions such as reasons for the decline of the Sikh population, definition of a “Sikh” and the necessity for classification of Sikhs. He asked: ‘what will the actual Sikh population be based on the classic definition “Who is a Sikh” by the SGPC – a definition which itself is debatable and open to various interpretations. Community grants from the government, here in Australia, are based on the population of the community and on the basis of the present classic definition of the “Sikh” the Sikh community will get almost no grant at all. Hence there is a need to unite the Sikhs and declassify the definition of the “Sikh” he said. Ms. Jessiee Kaur Singh made reference to the Barcelona Conference while speaking on “Sikhs and the Multi Faith Movement”. Mr. Harmohan Singh Walia spoke on ways of promoting Sikh Image and Influence.

YOUTH FORUM

Mr. Satwant Singh Calais facilitated the forum in which a number of young boys and girls took part, presented their views and shared their experiences. It turned out to be a very informative session. Various issues concerning and affecting the youth were highlighted; such as difficulties faced by the youth living in this multicultural society while conforming to culturally defined practices and dealing with discrimination and racially motivated remarks directed at them while wearing Patkas or turbans in schools and other public places.   

WOMEN’S FORUM

On the second day the Women’s discussion forum was held.  A number of women took part and problems facing the women, such as women and violence, were discussed and solutions to domestic violence proposed. The issue closest to the heart of women was equality as Sikhism treats men and women as equals. It was suggested that women be involved in Gurudwara management other than as Langar sub-committee members.

CONCLUSION

During the two-day conference representatives of various Government departments and persons of various religious organizations addressed the conference. Many interesting papers on different aspects of Sikh philosophy, on Sikhism in general and the challenges Sikhs are facing today were presented and during question times various proposals and solutions were discussed. The overall opinion of the delegates who attended the conference for the full two days was that:

(1) The conference was a big success in highlighting the challenges the Sikhs in general and Sikh youth, in particular, living in altogether different social, cultural and economic environments, are facing. Although the Sikh religion and the Sikhs are going through difficult times on several fronts, many due to lack of knowledge of the faithfuls, yet they are ready to face any challenge. 

(2) For better or for worse, it was also recognised that the time had come to accept and implement changes, not in any way in the tenets of Sikhism which are invariant, rather in its social and cultural set up and association. It was also agreed that Sikhism being a universal religion, cannot be the property of any individual culture because a universal religion has no particular culture rather it is multicultural in its outlook, and by tying it to a particular culture we, the Sikhs, are destroying its universal aspect. At the same time it was recognised that to define to others how to practice a religion is a violation of one’s right to practice a faith of his/her choice.

(3) Some speakers also held the strong view that to arrest the diminishing number of Sikhs, especially the youth who are growing up in a multicultural society, forcing the Punjabi culture on them is not going to help them in any way, and we have to be more flexible in defining  “who is a Sikh” as the present definition was coined by people like us, at a time when we strongly believed in the chain of command and religious hierarchy and it does not fit into this fast changing world of reasoning. Our unwillingness to change with the times has resulted in desertion by the youngsters and might force apostasy. 

(4) As our Gurus had eliminated intermediaries between humans and God, there was a strong case of shedding rigidity of conforming to culturally specified outfits and if only, we stop scaring the “Sikhs in the making” by imposing our structures of Sikh or Khalsa, instead of desertion the number of Sikhs will increase.                                                      

(5) Whereas some youngsters on the Youth Forum panel, some as young as fifteen years of age, were very firm in their pledge and determination to keep the five K’s and had stories to tell as to how they deal with racially motivated remarks directed at them in schools and at public places, the girls on the other hand had strong reservations and were not very happy or keen to keep long hair or wear Punjabi dress with scarf  “Chunni” to cover the head, firstly because it was not a common dress to be seen or worn in the offices and thereby would become a target of racially motivated remarks and secondly it would be against the principle of equality of women to suggest that a “Jean” instead of a “Pajama” is acceptable dress for a turbaned Sikh  but  a Skirt is not an acceptable dress for a woman.

(6) Although English is the medium of instruction in schools, it was the opinion of the majority of delegates that the mother tongue plays an important part in the development of the child as it is the mother tongue through which the child learns and understand the culture and values of his/her race or society and although one can learn any language through reading books or watching video tapes but to understand culture and cultural values one has to be born and brought up in that particular cultural environment.                                      

(7) The resolutions passed and solutions proposed at the conference, to stop many un-Sikh elements that have made inroads into Sikh beliefs and practices were proper and timely. 

(8) It was pleasing to hear from various State and Federal Government representatives at the conference that:  

(a) The conference was timely and it had put New South Wales on the map internationally with the Sikh world community.

(b) The Government acknowledges the establishment of the Sikh Council Of Australia as the legitimate spokes body of the Sikhs.

RESOLUTIONS PASSED

The following resolutions were passed at the conference:

A. Stop un-Sikh practices which have made inroads into the Historical and other Gurudwaras under the direct control of SGPC or amiable to its influence, such as: 

1. Performing of multiple Akhand Paths in the Gurudwaras.

2. Ready made Akhand Paths and Sadharan Paths.

3. According Dasam Granth the same status as Sri Guru Granth Sahib and performing Akhand Path of Dasam Granth at Damdami Taksal, Nihang Deras, Takhat Patna Sahib and Takhat Hazur Sahib and sacrificing of Goats at Hazur Sahib.

4. Refusal to women to perform Kirtan at Darbar Sahib.

B. Appointment of Mukh Sewadars (Jathedars) of Sri Akal Takhat Sahib.

Since all Sikhs acknowledge the supremacy of Sri Akal Takht as the manifestation of absolute and sovereign existence and glory of Sri Guru Granth Sahib and Sri Guru Khalsa Panth and since SGPC has jurisdiction only on Gurudwaras in Punjab, Himachal and Haryana, be it resolved that Sikhs in other parts of India and the Diaspora have an equal say in the selection of the Mukh Sewadar of Sri Akal Takhat Sahib. 

C.
A Chapter of Singh Sabha International be established in Australia.

D. 
The conference also endorses the resolutions passed at   the 2003 Mohali Convention.

E. 
Youth and Womens Forums be established. 



END OF REPORT
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