The Martyrdoms of Guru Arjun Dev and Guru Teg Bahadur
The Martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev

The gurpurb celebrated in honour of Guru Arjun’s martyrdom is called ‘Guru Arjun Dev ji da Shahidi Gurpurb’. Shahidi means martyrdom. At the shahidi gurpurb the Sikhs mourn the death of their fifth Guru.

What led to his death?

Emperor Jahangir came to the throne in 1605. Guru Arjun Dev had been carrying on his work since 1581; that is for over 24 years. He was very successful but this meant he had made many enemies. Above all many Muslims were furious that he should offer people a different faith to their own. Now and again they would meet the Emperor and complained to him about the Guru. They said, ‘In Goindwal (on the bank of the river Beas in Punjab) there is a religious teacher names Arjun. He is looked upon as a holy saint and has many followers. He preaches a religion called Sikhism which is against Islam. He has become very popular and crowds of people flock to him. Worst of all many Muslims become his followers and more and more are doing so every day. All this is happening in the empire of a Muslim emperor. It is very sad and it is your duty to stop this.’
Emperor Jahangir agreed with them. Having made up his mind to convert or kill Guru Arjun Dev, Emperor Jahangir was on the look out for a suitable chance or excuse to carry this out.

The chance came to him about six months later.

How was he killed?

It was May, when temperatures can rise up to 60 C (120 F). Guru Arjun had been captured. He was first denied food and water. The he was put in a large vessel of boiling water and burning sand was poured over his head. After this he was made to sit over an iron plate heated from below and once again hot burning sand was poured over his head and body from above. Throughout this ordeal Guru Arjun remained calm. He simply said, ‘It is the Will of God and we have to let it happen His way. Forgiveness is better than revenge. Suffering gives strength to the cause of Truth.’
After his death

At the Guru’s request his burnt and blistered body was finally taken to be bathed in the river Ravi, where it disappeared and, Sikhs believe, became one with God. The Gurdwara Dehra Sahib in Lahore now stands as a reminder of this first martyred Guru. To remember that he was denied water for three days before being tortured to death, the Sikhs serve free soft drinks, cold water and sherbat from a shabeel on every road to passers by all day during the gurpurb. Guru Arjun gave the Sikhs the Guru Granth Sahib, and in following the teachings contained in it he gave his life. This gurpurb celebrates the sacrifice he made a great victory.

· Explain why Sikhs think of Guru Arjun’s death as a great victory. Discuss this carefully with a partner.

· What else could Guru Arjun have done in this situation? Why did he behave as he did? Discuss these questions together.
Selfless Service

The Martyrdom of Guru Teg Bahadur

During the lunar month of Maghar (which comes during November and December), Sikhs remember the death of their ninth guru, Teg Bahadur. In Delhi, the capital city of India, there is a gurdwara called Sis Ganji where you can see the preserved tree under which Guru Te Bahadur was beheaded.

Teg Bahadur lived at a time when Hindus in India were being persecuted by the Muslim emperor Aurangzeb. The emperor had become ruler by killing his brothers and his own family. He wished to convert everyone to Islam. A group of Hindu priests called pundits travelled all the way from Kashmir in the north to see the Guru in Anandpur for his advice. While they were wrestling with how to solve this grim problem, the Guru’s nine-year-old son, Gobind Rai saw how worried his father and asked what was bothering him. Teg Bahadur explained the problem of the Hindus in Kashmir and how they must either convert to Islam or be persecuted. He told his son the only solution he could think of. ‘They can be saved only if a great man can offer himself in their place.’
‘But who is greater than you?’ his proud son replied.

This convinced the Guru of what he must do. ‘Tell your tormentors,’ he said ‘that you will be willing to accept Islam if Guru Teg Bahadur can first be persuaded to do so.’

Teg Bahadur knew he must prepare for the task carefully and that he did not have long. With him went a few of his followers. Hen they reached the palace in Agra, officials came and arrested them. Teg Bahadur was chained and imprisoned in an iron cage. First they tried to tempt him to accept the Islamic faith. When this did not work, the emperor said, ‘If you are a man of God, you must save yourself by working a miracle.’
The Guru said, ‘There is no place for miracles in a true religion. No holy man will perform miracles to prove his greatness.’

To try and change his mind four of his disciples were killed before his eyes. Teg Bahadur was not moved. He understood this to be the will of God and now it was his turn. He was allowed to bathe at a nearby well. Then he was told to sit under a banyan tree on a platform. Crowds of people had gathered to see the execution. The Guru told his executioner, ‘When I bow to God, at the end of my prayers, behead me.’ The executioner did exactly that on 11th November 1675.

God’s Will

· Doing God’s will is very important to Sikhs. A Sikh believes that by living in harmony with the Will of God and his own will, he brings peace for himself. What examples of this can you find in the story? In pairs or small groups, take one of these examples and think about the difficulties Teg Bahadur may have faced in making his decision.
· Why do you think Guru Teg Bahadur’s martyrdom is particularly special to Sikhs?

