Catholics and Sikhs: Service to humanity as a contribution towards peace

15 June 2013

Prof Gavin D'Costa

Professor of Christian Theology at the University of Bristol

I would like to start on a personal note. I was born and raised in Nairobi, Kenya and my family lived in an ‘Asian’ area. Our Sikh neighbours provided part of my football group, along with Hindu, Muslim and two Catholic boys. We were an interfaith team, but we were not always at peace. Through the eyes of this child, Sikhs were a service to humanity and contributed greatly to social peace when they had their Gubparab festivities! Abundant sweets were shared and wonderful fireworks. I recall being delighted that there were a number of gurus, not just one, which assured me of multiple celebrations. My one visit to the gurdwara in Nairobi brings back memories of a meal after a moving service with entrancing singing that had few rivals. As a child, I wondered if us Catholics were missing out on something, especially the food. Easter would bring back equilibrium with chocolates and buns. 

Actually, there is a serious point embedded in these childhood memories. As the Guru Granth: 522 teaches: ‘hasandi khelandia painandia habandia khavandia viche hovai mukt’, ‘spiritual liberation is attained in the midst of laughing, playing, dressing up and eating’. Traditional human activities of normal life are the pathway to God and through which God is seen. In Catholicism we too echo this remarkable insight: the everyday is the place of God’s grace. 
For us Catholics, this is still our ‘year of faith’, where we are celebrating and revisiting Vatican II. Vatican II was a world-wide gathering of our bishops to reflect on how to apply the Church’s ancient teachings in our times. It was at that Council that our community took a huge step forward in affirming the importance of good relations with other religions and to look for truth in the religions. You will know that Sikhism does not get an explicit mention at the Council. Only Judaism, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism were explicitly mentioned. But before Sikhs here feel disappointed, I should say many religions were not mentioned at the Council (Confucianism, Daoism, African Religions to name just a few). In the mid 1960’s the Catholic Church was still feeling its way through this complex question. In a central doctrinal document, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, there was an interesting distinction made between:  (a) theistic religions, firstly, Judaism and Islam, which have a connection to the scriptural traditions so valued by Catholics, and other forms of theism; and (b) the non-theistic traditions. In the Declaration on the Church’s relation with Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate, non-theism was given a religious name in referring to aspects of Buddhism and Hinduism. Why am I telling you all this? For two reasons. They are important for our relationship together and our theme today.

First, in my view, Sikhism presents a unique bridge between the East and the West in its remarkable synthesis and growth out of Muslim and Hindu cultures. It challenges us Catholics to re-think the distinction between theism and non-theism. To me Sikhism presents a type of theism that transcends and transfigures both the ‘theism’ of Islam on the one hand, and the theism of Hinduism on the other. Sikhism presents a form of ‘theism’ which operates in a different register from Abrahamic forms of theism, but retains many of its characteristics. 

Second, Sikhism challenges us Catholics to reflect and learn from Sikhs on how this form of theism generates a serious social ethics towards peace in society – the topic of our meeting today. The history of Sikhism is replete with examples of service towards peace. Indeed, this particular Birmingham community has a distinguished history of peace making. 

Let me turn to our theme with one observation about Sikhism from a Sikh friend and then pick up, from my own tradition, something that seems to echo it: a deep calling upon deep. My childhood friend Ajeet, on the football team, told me that remembering the name of God and serving others was what he did as a Sikh. There is an advantage to speaking to children rather than theologians if you want short answers that cut to the core. Sunia is a key virtue: listening to the Divine One. According to the Guru Granth, in listening to the melodious Name of the Divine we fathom the oceans of virtue. Mania is another key virtue which signifies a keeping the Divine One constantly in mind which acts as a protection against vice. Cultivating virtue is central to the encounter with the divine. And manu kita bhau is that state of being full of love for the Divine. It is a gift. For those who attain this state, there is a lovely saying: ‘their being is drenched in love.’ The Guru Granth: 61, says this love is a gift that ‘comes with the knowledge of the Infinite One.’    

I want to turn to Catholicism to look at how the cultivation of the virtues through worship changes us individually and communally to be a peace to the nations. This puts ethical actions of peace and service in their true context: praise and worship of God. I’m intrigued at whether Sikhs will see this as an echo or not. 

I draw on our Catechism of the Catholic Church because this year of faith is also to celebrate our Catechism. The Catechism tries to encapsulate a summary of our faith. (It is 684 pages; clearly not written by a child like Ajeet!) There is a very profound reflection on the ten commandments. The first three commandments are summarised by Jesus’ words in Matthew 22.37: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul, and with all your mind.’ (CC: 2083) The first commandment is ‘You shall Worship the Lord Your God and Him Only Shall you Serve.’ An atheist friend of mine once questioned me. He asked: shouldn’t the first commandment be love your neighbour; and in this all men and women can unite? If you make your first commandment: love God, as you do, then you create a division between men and women. Not all believe in God. How can a religion of peace create a division in its most basic obligation? 

This is a fair challenge and an insightful question. I did not want to dig the hole deeper by telling my friend that the first three of the ten commandments are all focussed on God, and only the last seven focussed on our ethical lives together! But his challenge brings into focus this central insight: we cannot know truth, we cannot know love, we cannot know the meaning of the word ‘service’, until we know God with our whole hearts, minds, and wills. Furthermore, we best know God through ‘worship’. Worship for my atheist friend was just a dysfunctional activity, or rather an activity which has no function in the real task: serving each other. And this is where my disagreement with my atheist friend becomes acute – for he is type of Kantian, a typical modern. 

The activity which has no connection with service to the other, worship, is for Catholics the activity which grounds all service to the other. It is in this single primary act of self-abandonment of ourselves into the arms of God, both individually and communally, that we plunge into the ocean of divine love and mercy. Only from the font of love which has no trace of evil and imperfection are we slowly transformed into a virtuous people, who painstakingly and slowly learn how to love like God loves. 

The Catechism says that faith, hope and charity, the three supernatural virtues, are entailed in this first commandment to worship the Lord your God and serve only Him. These supernatural virtues ground and shape the natural virtues that we have to employ in service towards peace. 

Of faith it says that our ‘moral life has its source in faith in God who reveals his love to us. St Paul speaks of the “obedience of faith” as our first obligation. He shows that ‘ignorance of God’ is the principle and explanation of all moral deviations.’ (CC: 2087) At the heart of what might appear a turning away from the world, worship of God, we find the most profound turning towards the world. And in this turning towards the world, it is done with a faith that the heart of the world is love, faithfulness, justice, truth, and goodness. Faith then is a type of knowledge. The Catechism is so important for it transmits that knowledge. 

But we look to Christ, Mary and the saints for the lived out shape of that knowledge. Indeed, almost as if speaking to my atheist friend, the Catechism says citing James 2:26: ‘”Faith apart from works is dead.”’. Why?: ‘when [faith] is deprived of hope and love, faith does not fully unite the believer to Christ and does not make him a living member of his Body.’ (CC:  1815) This is stern and clear: faith without works is like knowing the truth but not living it. 

Hope, the second supernatural virtue, is the truth that we cannot fully respond to God without God’s help. It is one thing to know the right thing to do; it is another matter actually doing it. St Augustine, one of my favourite saints as he knew childhood tells us so much, speaks of his own childhood. He knew that stealing apples was wrong and yet he speaks of the thrill of stealing apples. I could transpose this example to my childhood with ‘cream cakes’ rather than apples. The point is that without God’s constant help we cannot attain to perfection, to the virtuous life. This is because we have in us, as Augustine saw with such sharp insight, a tendency to vice – what we Catholics call ‘original sin’. If we serve the world on the basis of wanting to see enduring changes in the world, or if we serve the world according to our human plans for the perfect society, we will be deeply dissatisfied. We will be imposing on the world our own God-like plans of what makes the good, the true, and the beautiful. Supernatural hope purifies human hope, giving us a resource in our service to others to never tire, never despair, and to always trust in God. Such a gift really is supernatural.  

Charity, the third supernatural virtue, is a learning to live out of the love of God. Eastern Christianity speaks of ‘theosis’, a participating in the divine life so that we actually become transfigured through divine love. In the Western tradition Aquinas explains this insight with typical clarity: ‘It is the nature of love to transform the lover into the object loved. And so if we love God, we ourselves become divinized; for again, Whoever is joined to God becomes one spirit with him.’ Aquinas does not mean we become divinized in the sense that we lose our creaturely status, but rather that we participate in the divine life precisely by giving ourselves unconditionally to the divine love. 

Aquinas, without realising it, was addressing my atheist friend’s question. Aquinas’ insight is precisely the reason why the commandments are structured as they are: first around God; and secondly, in relation to self and neighbour. 

If we really want to serve, to bring peace into our world, we have to learn what service and peace are from God who is peace, a peace that surpasses all understanding. For us Christians, the shape of service and peace is Jesus Christ. Jesus says ‘As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love.’ And also: ‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.’ (John 15:9, 12; CC: 1823). 

I have tried to show how worship of the one God generates an ethics of service towards peace. Without worship our service will be hollow. With worship and self-transformation, our service will be witness. 

The religions today face a common challenge: those who think the religions are a kind of exotic add-on to what is really basic: love of neighbour. My understanding and practice of my faith, calls this into question. My understanding of Sikhism is that it too calls this into question. Am I right? 

Service for peace is not a straightforward action of the will. Service for peace is a journey into the mystery of God, a mystery that is peace and service itself. The ethics of service and the love of peace come out of the cultivation of virtues and habits that are shaped by God’s love and the love of God. Otherwise, we are in danger of being like empty vessels. 
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