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Essay Title

Is sacred space a human construct or natural phenomenon? 

Title of specific research project

To what extent have humans had on constructing the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha (GNNSJ) gurdwara and how is the sacredness of the GNNSJ gurdwara maintained through its sangat? 

Introduction 

	The aim of this research is to identify whether Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha Gurdwara is a sacred space and whether or not it is a human construct. It will also identify If and how the sangat contributes to maintaining the sacredness of the Gurdwara. The study will contain a methodology that identifies the methods used to collect relevant information. It will also contain a literature review, a discussion of field work as well as a conclusion. The abbreviation GNNSJ will be used to reference the term Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. 
	There are numerous perspectives on sacred space and on the concept of whether humans are responsible for creating it. Eliade, Leeuw and Durkheim’s work on sacred space has been significantly referenced throughout this project. According to John Corrigan[footnoteRef:1] author of ‘Religion, Space and The Atlantic World’, academic work on sacred space is more about asserting a sacred space rather than critically analysing its contexts.  [1: 	John Corrigan, Religion, Space, and The Atlantic World. (California: University of South California Press, 2017), p. Ebook.] 

	The study will be based on a qualitative research method of participant observations. The observations used within this study have been made within the last 3 months. However, working for GNNSJ for 7 years has meant that there has been a huge development of knowledge and understanding of the Sikh faith from an emic perspective. Under the heading of Field work, there will be three themes, Is GNNSJ Gurdwara a human construct? Maintaining the sacredness of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha Gurdwara through their Code of conduct and Collective worship, with Guru Granth Sahib Ji at the Centre.
	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha began as an informal organisation in the 1950’s in Kenya and it was here that a saint called Baba Puran Singh Ji led a tiny community into prayer and selfless services. In the 1970’s Saint Baba Puran Singh Ji left Kenya to settle in the UK and was joined by another saint called Bhai Sahib Norang Singh Ji. After settling in the UK, they recognised the difficulties faced by the Sikhs and began to invite individuals and families to join them for collective prayers. By 1972 Bhai Sahib Norang Singh Ji was performing weekly Simran programs at people’s homes. The congregation rapidly increased and people began to meet up at local gurdwaras. In 1975 both Bhai Puran Singh ji and Bhai Norang Singh Ji came together meaning that the community continued to increase until 1976. In 1976-1977 GNNSJ brought the former polish club converting it into a Gurdwara. Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha was then legally formalised and the connective properties to the gurdwara, 18-20 was also purchased and this then created a new Gurdwara[footnoteRef:2]. [2: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in The 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. ] 

	The observational research will be linked to the works of Emile Durkheim, Mircea Eliade and Gerardus Van Der Leeuw.  Emile Durkheim, Mircea Eliade and Gerardus Van Der Leeuw are all considered as significant theorists when it comes to the study of Religion. Emile Durkheim is a fundamental figure in the school of Sociology, particularity French Sociology.[footnoteRef:3]  Durkheim’s writings are a collective part of classical sociology. His four major books include ‘The Division of Labour in Society,’ ‘The Rules of Sociological Method,’ ‘Suicide’ and ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.’[footnoteRef:4]  [3: 	Deborah Dash Moore, ‘David Emile Durkheim and The Jewish Response to Modernity’, Modern Judaism, 6. 3 (1986), 287-300 (p. 287-288). <https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/1396218 >.]  [4:    Kieran Allen and Brian O’Boyle, ‘Durkheim Declassified’, in Durkheim: A Critical Introduction,       
      (London: Pluto Press, 2017), pp. 1-11 (p. 1) < https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1v2xvw6.4>. 
] 

	Mircea Eliade was a Romanian historian, philosopher, poet, and author. He gained his P.H.D at the University of Bucharest and spent many years teaching as a professor at the University of Chicago. Furthermore, Eliade was a key figure in the study of religious history and provided an inclusive and non-dogmatic approach to Religious Studies.[footnoteRef:5] Eliade was a chairman of the department of the history of religions at the university of Chicago. Among his books are ‘The Myth of Eternal Reunion’, ‘Patterns in Comparative Religion’, ‘Birth and Rebirth’, and ‘Yoga’, ‘Immortality and Freedom’.[footnoteRef:6] [5: 	William W. Quinn Jr, ‘Mircea Eliade and the Sacred Tradition (A Personal Account)’, Novo Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 3.1 (1999), 147-153 (p.147) < https://dpi.org/10.1525/nr.1999.3.1.147>.]  [6: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (England: Harcourt, 1959), p. Back cover.] 

	Gerardus Van Der Leeuw was a scholar of comparative study and phenomenology of religion. He was educated in theology at the University of Leiden. History of Religions became his specific field of study, and it was here that he focused on ancient Egyptian religions. He practised as a minister in the Dutch reformed church until he was appointed as chair of History of Religions and History of Doctrine of God at the University of Groningen in 1918. He created work on religious art from Christian music to Egyptian art as well as ancient Greek lamentations. The most prominent piece of writing is ‘Sacred and Profane Beauty: The Holy in Art’. Other works include ‘Religion in Essence and Manifestation’. Both pieces of writing have been translated into English.[footnoteRef:7] [7: 	Gerardus Van Der Leeuw. Sacred and Profane Beauty: The Holy In Art. (Oxford: Oxford
University press, 2006). p xxi.] 


Definition of key terms
Amritdhari- a Sikh who has been initiated into the Khalsa, a brotherhood created by the 10th Guru, Guru Gobind Singh Ji. This gave a true Sikh their identity and separated them from the Hindus and the Muslims. To become a ‘true Sikh’ they need to take part in a ceremony called amrit Sanskar. An Amritdhari Sikh should use the surname Singh or Kaur and observe the 5’ks: Kesh- uncut hair, Kanga- a wooden comb, kara- a steel bangle, Kashera- cotton shorts and a kirpan- a double edge sword. Furthermore, amritdhari Sikhs are forbidden from eating meat, drinking alcohol, cutting hair, and committing adultery.[footnoteRef:8]  [8: 	Jagbir Jhutti- Johal, Sikhism Today. (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011) p. 96.] 

Maharaj translates to king.[footnoteRef:9] and is used to reference Guru Granth Sahib Ji.  [9: 	Lola Williamson, Transcendent in America, Hindu – Inspired Meditation Movements as New Religion. (New York: New York University Press, 2010) p.81.] 

Guru Granth Sahib Ji – the holy scriptures for Sikhs.[footnoteRef:10]   [10: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ] 


	
Methodology 
	The methodology for this project will be a combination of literature and observations through participation. The benefit of observation participation is that it helps to gain knowledge from an emic perspective. Brian an anthropologist points out, that participants may take a job within the organisation being studied to conduct participate observations. This may lead to the observer adapting to the way of life even though they appear to come from another culture, and it is this insight that helps anthropologists to gain the knowledge of cultural and social life.[footnoteRef:11] For the past 8 years I have been working for Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha (GNNSJ) in their education department. Within the years I have participated in religious events that have taken place at the Gurdwara such as Vaisakhi, Diwali and Guru Nanak 550th Gurpurab. I have also taken part in various Sewa, a selfless service. This participation has provided great insight into the Sikh way of life as well as in Punjabi and African Punjabi culture. This experience was all new to me as I grew up in a predominate white British area. My interactions with other cultures and races were forbidden by parents. In high school I attended my first religious studies lesson where I was taught about the Hindu dharma, and it was here that I developed an interest in world religions and people of diverse cultures. I also began developing my own relationship with God but struggled to settle into one faith. This interest led me to study religious studies at university and go onto teaching at the Sikh nursery and work for GNNSJ Trust. [11: 	Brian M, Howell and Jenell Paris, Introducing Cultural Anthropology: A Christian Perspective. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), p.12. ] 

	Participant observations was used by anthropologist Malinowski who studied the Argonauts. Malinowski took part in many of the activities helping him to gain greater knowledge on reciprocity, gift and exchange in tribal communities from an emic perspective.[footnoteRef:12] Although I am not from the Sikh faith, I have taken on an emic perspective which has helped to gain greater knowledge and understanding of the Sikh religion, culture and practices.   [12: 	Subhash Chandra Gahlawat and Team Arsu, Anthropology Solves Papers. (Myarsu: 2021). p.153.] 

	As well as using participant observations I will also be required to use appropriate literature. A benefit of using literature for research according to Ridley[footnoteRef:13] is that literature helps the researcher to develop the research question whilst identifying the appropriate theories, associated research studies and methodology. Moreover, the literature can be used to help analyse and interpret the researcher’s findings.  [13: 	Diana Ridley, The Literature Review: A Step-by-Step Guide for Students. (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2008) p.2.  ] 

	
Literature Review 
 
Sacredness
	The term sacred has been defined by many scholars of Religion as well as scholars of Sociology. The key theorists in identifying the terms sacred and
profane are Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. However, G Van Der Leeuw is also significant when identifying the sacred space. 
	Eliade describes the sacred as "man becomes aware of the sacred because it manifests itself, shows itself, as something wholly different from the profane" and uses the term hierophany to appoint the role of manifestation of the sacred.[footnoteRef:14]However according to Jacob, K Olupora this definition of sacred is problematic as it is inconsistent with certain cultural traditions and societies such as Yoruba, The Mapri and other Native American Traditions. This is because they do not distinctively separate the sacred from the profane but instead see them as ‘dialectical’.[footnoteRef:15]Eliade takes an ontological approach that identifies the sacred and the profane as two ways of looking at the world, ultimately meaning that the same object or act can be identified as either sacred or profane, it comes down to the perspective of the individual.[footnoteRef:16] On the other hand Durkheim argues that the sacred and the profane represent two separate worlds, with sacred being linked to what he defines as religion. [14: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.11.]  [15: 	Jacob. K. Olupona, City Of 201 Gods. (London: University of California Press, 2011), p.23.]  [16: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.11-15.] 

	"A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, which is to say, things set apart and forbidden beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them”.[footnoteRef:17]  [17: 	Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p.44.] 


This definition was no longer based on the ideas of God, a supernatural being or life and death but was more of a moral community where people come collectively together to respect and follow the same rules.[footnoteRef:18] Within the GNNSJ Gurdwara there are certain rules and practices to be followed. Everyone must follow these rules regardless of faith. Rules include, no meat or alcohol, hand washing, covering of heads and removing of shoes.  [18: 	Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, and Religious Equality in Argentina.,(The Netherlands:   Brill, 2017) p,.80.] 


	“Sikhs understand that by removing any dirt, we remember to cleanse our mind and heart. By covering the head, we remember to stay humble. This prepares us to absorb the gurus’ teachings and let the goodness grow within us”[footnoteRef:19].  [19: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ] 


This then creates a moral community where the sangat absorb the teachings of Maharaj.

	Gerardus Van Der Leeuw did not necessarily define sacred and profane in the same way as Durkheim or Eliade but did however identify the sacred as ‘other’, something that is powerful. In his book ‘Religion in Essence and Manifestation’[footnoteRef:20]. He focuses on the topics of object, subject, and their interlinking relationships. When referring to the word ‘object’ of religion he means the “highly exceptional and extremely other” and “this object is a departure from all that is usual and familiar...the consequence of the power it generates”.[footnoteRef:21] Therefore when sacredness is experienced people can feel scared, amazed and particularity in awe.  [20: 	G. Van Der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014). ]  [21: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation.  p.23,] 

	
Sacred Space
	Eliade writes for the religious man.
 “Space is not homogeneous he experiences interruptions breaks in it; Some parts of space are qualitatively different from others…. There is, then a scared space and hence a strong significant space; there are other spaces that are not sacred and so are without structure or consistency, amorphous” [footnoteRef:22] [22: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.20,] 

	 
	On the other hand, Leeuw’s defines space as somewhere where people can experience power. This power is either divine power or auspicious. He refers to the Latin phase Liberatus et effatus[footnoteRef:23] which was used by augurs in Rome to describe the process of which would ‘set free’, and therefore creates a space and marks the boundaries of metaphorical or physical.[footnoteRef:24] Leeuw recognises that sacred space can be real, material as well as imagined. In his work on pilgrimage, he states that a sacred space can be spiritual, emotional, or personal.[footnoteRef:25] In agreement with Leeuw, Eliade[footnoteRef:26] also states that a sacred space can be based on a personal experience. He argues that people have their own space which they identify as sacred such as birth places and first relationship spots. In addition to this Durkheim believes that sacredness exists in the individual mind claiming, “Nonphysical reality is available to the individual mind only as it participates in mind both inside and outside itself”.[footnoteRef:27]This then implies that people make places sacred. Lane identifies a middle ground between Eliade and Durkheim and suggests that a sacred place may be tread upon without being entered.[footnoteRef:28] Therefore, whilst a place maybe due to hierophany or special quality according to Eliade. It also suggests that a person must be willing to enter the sacred space which is in line with the work of Durkheim.   [23: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation.  p.393.]  [24: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation.  p.393.]  [25: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation.  p.401-402.]  [26: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.24.]  [27: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. xliv.]  [28: 	Belden C, Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002) p.19.] 

	Durkheim argued that sacred place required a space where people could collectively worship together. Sacredness is maintained by a group of people who experience sacredness through the soul.[footnoteRef:29] Furthermore it is these actions of collective worship that form the collective conscious. "The conscious collective is the achievement of mind that transfigures the real world and makes it a shared world that is in fact the real world as know and knowable by some group, Some moral community.[footnoteRef:30] The effects of collective worship result in a "sort of electricity" whose initial impulse is "amplified as it reverberates as an avalanche gathering force as it goes".[footnoteRef:31] Sikhism stresses the importance of collective worship. People are to learn Sikhi and spirituality within the sangat for there is no concept of liberation through isolation. It was Guru Arjan Dev ji who created the Darbar for the Adi Granth (Guru Granth Sahib Ji) to sit, forming a Gurdwara, a place for visitors to worship together.[footnoteRef:32] Sikhs see their collective worship at the gurdwara as having an audience with God.[footnoteRef:33] GNNSJ Gurdwara was built to cater for the spiritual, cultural, and social needs of the community. The important factor of collective worship is to connect individuals with God.[footnoteRef:34] which then coincides with Eliade’s idea of a centre point that makes a link to God.  [29: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p. Xlvi,.1,41]  [30: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.xlvii.]  [31: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.162-163.]  [32: 	Guranama kaura, Studies in Sikhism: Its Institutions and Its Scripture in Global Context. (Chandigarh: Unistar Books, 2013) p.57. ]  [33: 	Rahuldeep Singh Gill, Rituals and Worship.< https://www.patheos.com/library/sikhism/ritual-worship-devotion-symbolism/sacred-space> [accessed 13th December 2023]. ]  [34: 	 Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.2.] 

	Eliade identified that human cultures have special places that are central to the cosmos. Coinciding with Eliade the ecological anthropologist Roy, A, Rappaport explains that the special places are sacred places that help people to connect to a higher entity:[footnoteRef:35] “through which the divine enters the material world, and from which that world is oriented”.[footnoteRef:36] According to Eliade the universe has a centre point.  [35: 	Olupona, City Of 201 Gods.  p.22-23.]  [36: 	Roy A. Rappaport, Ritual And Religion In The Making Of Humanity. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). p.209.] 


	“If the world is to be lived in, it must be founded- and no world can come to birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativity of profane space. The discovery or projection of a fixed point- the centre- is equivalent to the creation of the world.”[footnoteRef:37] [37: 	Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.22.] 


	Accordingly, Eliade identifies an axis mundi, the place that allows the religious man to communicate with God,[footnoteRef:38] as well as a centre that contains a representation of the imago mundi. The image of the world.[footnoteRef:39] In accordance with this Leeuw also believed that at the heart of a sacred space was another heart, a centre of power[footnoteRef:40]. The power of sacred places in religious constructions provide a sense of identity, or a place in the cosmos and can even connect us to the divine.[footnoteRef:41] Coinciding with the idea of a centre that can connect to God, the term Gurdwara translates to “Gateway to the Guru’s home”.[footnoteRef:42] Furthermore the gurdwara houses Guru Granth Sahib Ji which is the holy scriptures for Sikhs[footnoteRef:43]. They are the living guru and contain a collection of Sikh teachings[footnoteRef:44].. It is this scripture that guides Sikhs ln their everyday life and through it they connect to God. They come to the Gurdwara to see Guru Granth Sahib and to pay their respects.[footnoteRef:45] By coming to the Gurdwara they are fulfilling religious obligation as well as learning and practising the teachings that were put into place by the 10 gurus. For Sikhs, the Guru Granth Sahib is there to provide guidance of how one should live their life in this world.[footnoteRef:46]  [38: 	Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolisim. (London: Harvill press, 1961). p.21-40.]  [39: 	Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p.43.]  [40: 	David Chidester, Edward T, Linenthal, American Sacred Space. (America: Indiana University Press, 1995). p.7.]  [41: 	Katie Day, Faith on the Avenue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)  p.52. ]  [42: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ]  [43: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ]  [44:   Jagbir Jhutti-Johal, Sikhism Today, p.X.]  [45: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. p.3.]  [46: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jata, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.1-10.] 

	Durkheim argued that “Religious and profane life cannot coexist in the same place”[footnoteRef:47] therefore religious space must be different to that of profane space. Moreover, a model of a sacred place is where sacred items can be stored when not in use and which are also forbidden to profane people.[footnoteRef:48]Coinciding with Durkheim’s argument Eliade identified the most obvious example of a church. Stating that the church building is a space that separates itself from the profane. The inside is sacred, and the outside of the church is profane[footnoteRef:49]. Furthermore Durkheim[footnoteRef:50] exclaims that “religious life and profane life cannot coexist at the same unit of time” meaning that sacredness requires an allocated time whereby rituals can be performed, and everyday activities should therefore be put on hold. Not only does sacredness require a specific space it also requires time which is separate from profane time.  [47: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.]  [48: 	 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.]  [49: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion,  p.25.]  [50: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.313.] 

	



Is the Gurdwara a sacred space? And is it a human construct?
	 The term gurdwara is referred to a structure having a door and being able to house Guru Granth Sahib JI. “The sacred Sikh architecture tends to develop into a complex of several buildings serving different functions, expressing the three commandments of Sikh faith as per Guru Nanak Dev Ji – worshipping (naam Japna), working (kirt karna) and sharing Vand chhakna).”[footnoteRef:51] in the early settlement of Sikhs to Britain, rented properties were used as gurdwaras. The next stage was to buy a building and modify it for Sikh worship.[footnoteRef:52] Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha purchased two buildings and combined them together to create a Gurdwara where people could come and worship together.[footnoteRef:53]   [51: 	Fumihiko Seta and others, Understanding Built Environment, Proceedings of the National Conference on Sustainable built environment 2015. (Singapore: Springer, 2017), p.39.]  [52: 	Eleanor Nesbitt,’Sikh Sacred Places’ The British Library. <https://www,khanacademy.org/humanities/art-asia/beginners-guide-asian-culture/x97ec695a;sikhism/a/sikh-sacred-places>  [accessed 12th December 2023]. ]  [53: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. ] 

	Leeuw referred to nature and built environments as sacred spaces. In what he describes as sacred built environments he referred to spaces that link to religious history such as homes, temples, settlements, pilgrimages, and the human body[footnoteRef:54]. In opposing views Elizabeth Burns Coleman argues that sacred space is the entire cosmos and is not confined to a theatre or building, therefore a Gurdwara is not sacred in the sense of demarcated territory.[footnoteRef:55] Leeuw argues that sacred space is a human construct that is created because of power or the repetition of man.[footnoteRef:56] GNNSJ Gurdwara was built because of the sangat’s regular collective prayers.[footnoteRef:57] [54: 	Chidester and , Linenthal, American Sacred Space.  p.7.]  [55: 	Elizabeth Burns Coleman, Negotiating the sacred: blasphemy and sacrilege in the arts. (Australia: ANU E Press, 2008). p.121. ]  [56: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation. p.393]  [57: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. ] 

	Eliade describes the construction of sacred space as “it is through his own efforts that man can consecrate a space. The ritual by which he constructs a sacred space is efficacious in the measure in which it reproduces the work of the gods”[footnoteRef:58]. On the other hand, Durkheim argues that sacred space does not require the interventions of the divine but is created by people for people and for social purposes[footnoteRef:59]. He argues “places are made sacred by groups of people...they remain sacred only so long as groups continue to do this”[footnoteRef:60] The Gurdwara is maintained by GNNSJ.[footnoteRef:61] [58: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion,  p.29.]  [59: 	Kilde, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Space, p.12.]  [60: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.xlvi-v. ]  [61: 	 Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.2.] 



Field Work 

Is GNNSJ Gurdwara a Human Construct?
[image: A building with a dome top

Description automatically generated]	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha Gurdwara is a very large purpose built Gurdwara. In 1976-1977 GNNSJ brought the former polish club converting it into a gurdwara. Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha was then legally formalised and the connective properties to the gurdwara, 18-20 was also purchased. This then created a new Gurdwara. The Gurdwara is maintained by GNNSJ.[footnoteRef:62] Which coincides with Durkheim who argues that for something to be sacred it must be maintained by the group of people who made it sacred in the first place by separating it from the profane.[footnoteRef:63] The Gurdwara itself can be seen roughly from about ¼ of a mile away from down Soho Road. At night it lights up. The gurdwara also has an orange flag outside called a Nishan sahib.  Inside there are lots of darbar’s (prayer halls). There is one big main darbar on the first floor as well as two Langar halls. Langar halls are where vegetarian food is served. It has been observed that men are the ones who serve the food whilst the women are the ones who prepare, cook and wash. On the second floor you have an office for the chairman or as he is called by the sangat, Baba ji. Amongst the other rooms there is a sachkhand where Guru Granth Sahib Ji sleeps, the holy scriptures for Sikhs. They are also considered as the living guru, and they contain a collection of Sikh teachings[footnoteRef:64].. It has been observed that Guru Granth Sahib ji is also referred to as Maharaj.  [62: 	 Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.2.]  [63: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.xlvi-v.]  [64:    Jagbir Jhutti-Johal, Sikhism Today, p.X.] 
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	 Durkheim[footnoteRef:65] argues that special places must exist to separate the sacred from the profane life. For “religious and profane life cannot co-exist in the same space.” Furthermore, a sacred place is something that is constructed by people for humans. The construction of temples as well as sanctuaries are based on the idea that sacred [image: A wooden door with carved designs

Description automatically generated]and profane need to be separated.[footnoteRef:66] Therefore, according to Durkheim, the gurdwara can be recognised as a sacred space[footnoteRef:67].  [65: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.]  [66: 	Jeanne Halgren Kilde, The Oxford Handbook of Religious Space, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022). p.12. ]  [67: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.] 
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Description automatically generated]	In agreement with Durkheim, Eliade turns to religion and identifies a church as a sacred space to the religious man. He states that doors to the church represent a solution of continuity and describes the church as being a space that is separate from the profane. The inside of a church is sacred and the external is profane[footnoteRef:68]. Whilst this example belongs to the Christian faith. The temple shares the same idea. The temple is a separation from the profane life. The term Gurdwara translates to “Gateway to the Guru’s home.”[footnoteRef:69] In a poster above the door at the gurdwara. It states that the gurdwara is a sacred place of worship. The term gateway to gurus home signifies that the gurdwara is a centre point, a connection to the divine, which Eliade identifies as an axis mundi, it is that place that allows the religious man to communicate with God.[footnoteRef:70] In addition to this it has been pointed out by Eliade that the constructions of temples and churches mark a fundamental discontinuity within space. Eliade writes for the religious man.  [68: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.25.]  [69: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ]  [70: 	Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolisms. (London: Harvill Press, 1961). p.21-40.] 
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	“Space is not homogeneous he experiences interruptions breaks in it; Some parts of space are qualitatively different from others…. There is, then a scared space and hence a strong significant space; there are other spaces that are not sacred and so are without structure or consistency, amorphous[footnoteRef:71]  [71: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, p.20,] 


	Eliade also argues that sacred space is part of a human construct, stating “the house is not an object, a machine to live in; it is the universe that man constructs for himself by imitating the paradigmatic creation of the gods, the cosmogony.”[footnoteRef:72]   [72: 	Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion .p.56-57.] 


Also agreeing with Eliade and Durkheim’s view on the Gurdwara as a sacred space, Leeuw argues that. 

	“Sacred space may also be defined as that locality that becomes a position by the effects of power repeating themselves there or being repeated by man. It is a place of worship, independently of whether the position is only a house, or a temple, since domestic life too is a celebration constantly repeated in a regulated cycle of work, meals washing etc.” [footnoteRef:73]  [73: 	Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation. p.393.   ] 


The Gurdwara was created to house regular prayers and much more, but it was the repetition of prayer by the Bhai Sahib Norang Singh that created the need for this sacred space.[footnoteRef:74] Moreover, the power of sacred places in religious constructions provide a sense of identity, or a place in the cosmos and can even connect us to the divine.[footnoteRef:75] GNNSJ Gurdwara was built to cater for the spiritual, cultural, and social needs of the community. The important factor of collective worship is to connect individuals with God.[footnoteRef:76] The research has shown that the Gurdwara is a purpose-built sacred building. It was built to connect people to God but also to provide a place of social worship. It also provides a divide between the sacred and profane life.  [74: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.2.]  [75: 	Katie Day, Faith on the Avenue p.52. ]  [76: 	 Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.2.] 


Maintaining the Sacredness of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha Gurdwara through their Code of Conduct
	upon entering the gurdwara there is a sign that says no meat or alcohol permitted on the premises. When entered, there are two boxes of head coverings, chunni’s and rumals’ on either side of the wall. The visitors walk in, and they take one of the coverings if they are not already wearing one and cover their heads. In this Gurdwara the ladies enter and par off to the left whilst the men par off to the right. It is here that the individuals remove their shoes and proceed to wash their hands before entering the darbar- the main hall. When inside the gurdwara you can hear members of the faith greet each other with the phases ‘Waheguru Ji Khalsa, Waheguru Ji Fateh’ meaning Almighty made the Khalsa and almighty will give victory or ‘Sat Siri Akaal’ meaning Truth is God, God is truth. The rules in place helps Sikhs to wash away dirt, cleansing the mind and heart, and covering the head reminds people to stay humble as well as to be able to absorb the gurus’ teachings. [footnoteRef:77]  [77: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. ] 

	Following these practices within this sacred place creates a common ground for the sangat and visitors which leads back to Durkheim’s definition of religion.

	"A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them”.[footnoteRef:78] [78: 	Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. p.44.] 


Here this definition was based on a moral community where people come collectively together to respect and follow the same rules.[footnoteRef:79]  [79: 	Aasmundsen, Pentecostals, Politics, and Religious Equality in Argentina., p,.80.] 

	 It has been observed that many of the congregation who carry out duties are wearing white. Everyone in white at this gurdwara is potentially an amritdhari, a baptised Sikh. Whilst there appear to be many Sewa duties available at the gurdwara, at this particular place of worship it has been observed that only amritdhari’s are given the duty of reading from Maharaj. Maharaj is placed in sachkand at night and when not in use. This very much coincides with Durkheim's idea of how sacred objects are forbidden from the profane. Durkheim insists that a model of a sacred place is where sacred items can be stored when not in use and which are also forbidden to the profane.[footnoteRef:80] [80: 	 Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.312.] 

	This observation has identified that when visiting the gurdwara there are rules that need to be followed, however these rules are there to keep the gurdwara a sacred space, they are there to remind the congregation of Waheguru jis teachings and to put them into practice. Furthermore, the concept of Maharaj being placed in sachkhand co insides with Durkheim’s idea of that sacred objects need to be stored away from the profane. 
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Collective Worship, with Guru Granth Sahib Ji at the Centre. 
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Description automatically generated]	It has been observed that there are two entrances to the main hall, one located at the bottom and one on the side. As you enter you can see the congregation sitting either side of the red carpet. Males on the right and women on the left. At the bottom of the red carpet sits a large throne (takhat) and a dome where Guru Granth Sahib sits. The Takhat is gold in colour. Flowers and oils either side. When in front of maharaj people fall to their knees and bow their head, placing their forehead on the floor. Behind maharaj is a big symbol that says ek onkar. This refers to one God. Guru Granth [image: A person sitting on a chair in a room with a red carpet

Description automatically generated]sahib is a centre or axis mundi according to Eliade.  In Eliade's theory he argues that there is a centre or an axis mundi. It is this centre that helps people to make a connection to God and is the plane that separates earth from the heavens.[footnoteRef:81] Whilst the Gurdwara acts as a centre point, so does Guru Granth Sahib Ji. It is this feature or holy scripture that Sikhs live their everyday life by and through it they connect to God. Sikhs come to the Gurdwara to see Guru Granth Sahib and to pay their respects.[footnoteRef:82] By coming to the Gurdwara they are fulfilling religious obligation as well as learning and practising the teachings that were put into place by the 10 gurus and God. for Sikhs, the Guru Granth Sahib is there to provide guidance of how one should live their life in this world.[footnoteRef:83] The sign Ek Onkar is also there to remind them that there is only one God. This also coincides with Eliade's further argument of the centre containing a representation of the imago mundi. The image of the world.[footnoteRef:84]	 [81: 	Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p.43. ]  [82: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, A Visit To A Gurdwara Served By Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. (2021) < https://birmingham-faith-visits.theartssociety.org/node/6> [accessed 16th November 2023]. p.3.]  [83: 	Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century. (2013) < Healthy Ageing in the 21st Century> [accessed 29th October 2023]. p.1-10.]  [84: 	Eliade, The Sacred and The Profane, p.43.] 
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Description automatically generated]	On the 27th of November we celebrated Guru Nanak Dev Jis Gurpurab (birthday) at the gurdwara. This began in another dabar, hall 3. All the children from the school and nursery paid their respects to Guru Granth Sahib before sitting down. Once they sat down, they sang hymns together called shabats. Theses shabat related to Guru Nanak Dev ji. Once the children had sung the shabats they paid their respects again to Guru Granth Sahib ji but this time this was in the main hall where we had special visitors on stage singing. Whilst Durkheim did not specifically define sacred space, he did develop ideas that could potentially identify a sacred space. One of these ideas were that collective worship created a sacred space. Durkheim argued that “objects or places are made sacred by groups of people who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific action. They remain sacred only so long as groups continue to do this".[footnoteRef:85] Furthermore it is these actions that form the collective conscious. "The conscious collective is the achievement of mind that transfigures the real world and makes it a shared world that is in fact the real world as know and knowable by some group. Some moral community.[footnoteRef:86] In order to create sacredness and sacred space we need to experience things. We can do this through the soul. Durkheim argues that the soul is needed to experience the sacred.[footnoteRef:87] Furthermore Durkheim defines the effects of collective worship as a result of "sort of electricity" whose initial impulse is "amplified as it reverberates as an avalanche gathering force as it goes".[footnoteRef:88]  [85: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.xlvi-v.]  [86: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.xlvii.]  [87: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.1.]  [88: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.162-163.] 
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	During my time during this celebration, I experienced everyone's joy for this special day. Whilst it was not a special day to me as such, I felt that sacredness. I felt part of the celebrations, and this is because everyone around me was singing and feeling the same positive energy. The energy in the room was radiating. Once I left that worship, I entered a state of profane. Which also links to Durkheim’s[footnoteRef:89] perspective of that “religious life and profane life cannot coexist at the same unit of time.” Sacredness requires an allocated time whereby rituals can be performed, and everyday activities should therefore be put on hold.  [89: 	Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, p.313.] 

	This research has identified that the gurdwara is a sacred space because it offers collective worship, and the congregation are able to experience sacredness which is something that Durkheim argues. Visitors come to see Maharaj daily and for Sikhs Maharaj is that centre point for people to connect to God, whereas the gurdwara houses Maharaj and also acts as that centre point. It separates the sacred from the profane space according to Eliade. 

Conclusion 
	The method of participant observation has helped to identify the gurdwara as a sacred place according to the perspectives of Eliade, Durkheim and Leeuw. It has also identified the gurdwara as a possible human construct. 
Whereas the literature review has provided current research on what sacredness is, how that is different to the profane and how sacredness can be applied to the identification of sacred space. 
	The gurdwara is a sacred space for Sikhs and within each theme it demonstrates as to why the place is sacred. All themes interlink in the sense of that they identify the gurdwara and things that are within the gurdwara as possibly sacred. The gurdwara is a structure that provides the space that is separate from the profane. It also houses Maharaj which is the centre point for Sikhs. Maharaj connects the sangat to God and when Maharaj is not in use, they are placed in a special room called sachkhand. A place forbidden from the profane. Maharaj sits in every dabar that is in use and this is where people come to worship together. 
	This study has identified that GNNSJ is a sacred building that separates religious life from the profane. The Sangat helps to maintain the sacredness by following the code of conduct, whereby they absorb the teachings of Maharaj, by collectively worshipping together, and by providing allocated times and days to festivals such as Guru Nanak Dev Jis Gurpurab and by carrying out Sewak. 
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