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Unity, Diversity, Community, We all know that a coin has two sides, which are seen as the beauty of a thing, a person,
Pilgrimage Centre, a place, a thought, and so on. Just as there is unity and diversity, these two phenomena are
Kechopalri lake, Sikkim connected. Unity bas several dimensions such as territory, language, etc. Moreover, pilgrimage

is another important element of togetherness and falls under the umbrella term of diversity.
This paper attempts to capture the need for unity in the present context of India.

Introducton

India is characterized by its unity and diversity. Pluralism is the inner and outer beauty of our country
like India. The concept of plurality or diversity is primarily associated with the concept of Jajmany
system that existed in rural India many years ago, which held us firmly together despite the colorful
caste, creed, religion, varna, language, gender and unequal occupational groups. They are also helpful
in understanding the sociological and anthropological concept of ‘communitas’ used by Victor Turner,
which is seen as a marker of social unity among ourselves. In this study, all pilgrims feel that they are in
the same boat under the concept of ‘pilgrimage’ when they visit the different pilgrimage sites in India
and come face to face and feel similarity, resulting in social solidarity created through differentiation.

This post is mainly about how the pilgrims form a strong unit? Why it is necessary in the present
scenario of India? The above questions do not let me rest. During my PhD, I'lay in Kechopalri Lake for
several months to find answers to these questions. Not only that, I recently visited the Said area of the
lake in West Sikkim and some other sacred lakes in the northern part of Sikkim. During my stay in the
study region, I conducted numerous interviews with pilgrims and tourists from different backgrounds
i.e. people of different castes, creeds, languages, religions, varnas, languages, professions, illiterates and
of course people with different levels of education. At that time, I used a range of sociological methods
such as unstructured interviews, observation and case studies, giving more weight to qualitative
techniques than quantitative data.

Diversity is a feature of nature that we can see in our daily lives. Almighty God has given us a living
flora and fauna that provides us with a variety of nutrients necessary for human survival. It is a proof that
Almighty God is favorable to man. The other diversity that Almighty God has given us is found in our
physical structure. When we look at the physical structure of our body, we discover the diversity, but this
diversity spontaneously creates the unity of our physical entity and as a result we feel healthy. So we can
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say that unity is created through the lens of diversity. But this beautiful bridge is under threat these days,
which you can see every morning on the front pages of the print media and also in the electronic and social
media. In British India, we found a strong solidarity to free ourselves from the rule of the British, but then
we gradually got stratified among ourselves in the name of religion, caste etc. At this moment the tolerance
of Indian people is at its end and it is based on religion, caste and pseudo nationalism and these are the
factors responsible for communal violence in India and the unity of Indians is getting weaker and weaker.
The Sahinbag incident or the Sahinbag movement was the product of this feeling of pseudo-nationalism
and the violence in Manipur today is also the added value of this kind of meki or artificial nationalism.
This meki nationalism is being extended by the various party leaders day by day and their sole aim is to
gain power through inhuman speeches and propaganda. As a result, numerous acts of communal violence
are taking place every moment in every corner of India. In this critical, intolerant, inhuman, worthless
and self-centered phase, the pilgrim community plays a crucial role in bringing unity through the lens
of diversity and in fulfilling the moral activities to save humanity. In this study, my observation of the
necessity of pilgrims is highlighted with the example of Kechopalri Lake in Sikkim.

All of the world’s major religious groups have emphasised the sanctity of certain areas without
reservation and have either prescribed or strongly recommended pilgrimages to them. These places are
known for miracles and the ‘inspiration for the religious life of the faithful or the restoration of faith. A
religious devotee in any culture may feel the call of such a place, which may be far away, and decide to
travel there, i.e. to make a pilgrimage to the sacred place.

Most people understand a pilgrimage to be a journey to a holy place or shrine, either in the pilgrim’s
home country or abroad. The aim of a pilgrimage is to gain some benefit - material, symbolic, moral or
spiritual - that the sanctity of the favoured place is supposed to confer. One can assume that a pilgrimage
assuch ajourney is praiseworthy. The idea of rendering a divine service, either directly or through a saint,
is generally associated with such a journey. The help one hopes to receive from the journey or expedition
to the destination of the pilgrimage, i.e. the holy place, may range from the satisfaction of current
interests to the highest spiritual attainment. But the journey has its roots in the religiousrelilious beliefs
of the person(s) undertaking it. The journey to the sacred sites is always linked to religious motives or
goals, which in one way or another are religious philosophies and principles.

From the above definitions it is clear that two important characteristics that persist in pilgrimages are:

i. sacred places and
ii. theact of travelling or the journey itself.

“Pilgrimages are extraorvdinary sacred journeys” (Saraswati: 1975). It is true that pilgrimage as
experienced in India and elsewhere is guided by the greatly expanded motives of pilgrims.

The sacred is a category of things and actions that are considered sacred and worthy of veneration.
Such a category often symbolizes the most important values of a society. The sacred is often understood in
contrast to the profane. The sacredness of the place explains the pilgrims’ great interest in purity. Pilgrims
must remove the defects of impurity from their bodies and minds. For Hindu pilgrims, for example, the
journey itself is a purification through austerity. For the quality of holiness associated with the pilgrimage
and the pilgrimage center, the difference between holy and auspicious needs to be worked out.

Buddhist Pilgrimage

The Buddhist pilgrimage is a concrete example of the announcement that mysticism is an “inner
pilgrimage” and pilgrimage is an “exteriorized mysticism”. The inner pilgrimage or meditation brings
a Buddhist closer to the goal of nirvana (pali, nbibbana). But turning to the Buddha, paradoxically
represented in the signs of his existence on earth or in relics, is measured as a significant first step on the
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path to realization. In addition to physical relics (Pa/7, sariradbatu), the Buddhist tradition also identifies
paribbogikadbatu or relics or objects that the Buddha used (such as his alms bowl) or mbks (such as a
footprint or shadow) that he left on earth, and uddesikadbatu, which refer to routine reminders, such
as images and stupas, that are known not to contain actual relics. Stupas or chaityas, which refer to these
reminders of the Buddha’s presence in the world, have become pilgrimage sites for Buddhists.

The secondary tradition lets Buddha himself determine the destinations of the pilgrimage: where
he was born (Lumbini in Nepal), where Bodhi or the highest Insight or Enlightenment was attained.
(Bodh Gaya in India), where he “turned the wheel of the law”, i.e. gave his first sermon (the Deer Park
at Sarnath near Banaras), and where he passed into the state of nirvana (Kushinagar in Uttar Pradesh).

Sikkim: Pilgrimage Centres

Some of the Buddhist shrines and monasteries are Tusklakhang, the royal gompa of the former
Chogyal of Sikkim, where the coronation of the kings of the state took place, Enchey Monastery, which
contains a literary and a beautiful collection of dance masks, and Rumtak Monastery, 37 km west of
Gangtok, the Pemagangtse Monastery, a well-known seat of Tantric Buddhism, and the Tashiding
Momastery, considered the holiest Buddhist gompa in Sikkim, where thousands of Buddhists gather
every spring to participate in the festival (Khanna: 2003). The Tirthayatra is mentioned in the epics;
the epic of the pilgrimage par excellence is the Mababbarata. A section of the Vanaprava entitled
‘Thirthayatra Parva’ is devoted exclusively to the pilgrimage.

Pilgrims from Surrounding over Lake Kechopalri

There are no documentary sources or records of the number of pilgrims in the study area. As far as
field work is concerned, there are a number of pilgrims visiting the lake who come from different corners
of India. It was learnt from the current lama of the monastery through fieldwork that around 10,000-
15,000 pilgrims visit this sacred centre every year. They mainly come from difterent states of India like
West Bengal, Bihar, Delhi, Jammu and Kashmir and the seven sisters of North East India as well as from
abroad like Nepal, Tibet and Chaina etc. During the field work, we interviewed 50 visitors mainly from
West Bengal, Sikkim, various districts and Nepal. 60% of the visitors visited this sacred place mainly for
religious reasons and the rest came here for various reasons like trekking (20%), tour and travel (15),
business (4%) and research (1%). Sex wise composition of pilgrims consists of 40% females and 60% are
males. We can say that there are 80% pilgrims are literate. Among the literates the educational status is
50% up to matriculation, 20% graduation and 10% have completed their post-graduation and above.

Thelocal survey shows that 60% of the visitors are Hindus, 30% Buddhists, 7% Christians and 3% are
basically Muslims and others. The income distribution of pilgrims is 25,000 — 50,000 (50%), 51,000 —
100,000 (30%) and one lakh and above (20%). Of the total number of pilgrims, 60% are of urban origin
and 40% are from rural and semi-urban areas. Professionally, 60% are mainly employed in the public and
private sectors, 30% in trade and 10% in agriculture and other sectors.

Pilgrimage: A Pillar of National Unity

One of the greatest achievements that the institution of pilgrimage has made for India as a whole is
that it has impressed upon all people their basic unity in the midst of apparent diversity. Through this
institution, the country has been transformed into a living and visible reality. As a result, all parts of the
country are considered equally sacred and are of equal interest to the faithful. In India too, there may be
different castes, but they all follow the inspiration of the same scriptures, there may be different dialects,
but for all people Sanskrit is the sacred language. The people may be separated by great distances - some
live far away in the Himalayas and others in the far south of the peninsula - but their hearts pulsate
with the same hopes and aspirations; they have the same goods to worship, the same goal to strive for
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(Bhattacharya: 1937). Multi-religious, multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-cultural gatherings take
place at Kechopalri Lake throughout the year. Having reached the area around the lake, they are proud
that this sacred place is also part of Indian territory. Although it is sacred from a Buddhist point of view,
there are no taboos on visiting this lake for people other than Buddhists. Therefore, it is considered as
one of the most important symbols of national unity like other pilgrimage sites in India as it is syncretic
from different angles like religion, ethnicity, gender, profession etc.

The devotions of the pilgrims in the lake district of West Sikkim mainly relate to the following themes:

i.  To create peace in the household

ii. To give birth to a new baby

iii. For relief from painful, protracted illnesses

iv. To pass the exam

v. Togetajob

vi. To settle family disputes

vii. To protect agricultural products from natural disasters
viil. For the smooth running of a business

ix. To collect data for a research project

x. For a pleasure trip, etc.

As we can see from the fieldwork sources, visitors to the lake take a vow by performing a puja with
the help of the current lama of the lake. The visitors bring all kinds of items for the p#ja and strictly
follow the advice of the lama about the lake area. All visitors are normally instructed to follow the
Buddhist norms while praying in the lake, but they are free to take a vow of their own religious faith or
style. The lama does not charge any special fees for performing the puja, but visitors usually pay him a
small amount in rupees or in kind, depending on how much they have available.

Kechopalri Lake is an ethereal and revered lake, located in the middle of a dense temperate forest, with
not a single leaf floating on its surface. It is quite incredible. The people of Sikkim believe that Lord Shiva
lived inside the lake in solemn meditation. They also believe that the water level of the lake rises during the
festival, which is due to the head of Lord Shiva. With these sentiments, pilgrims from different parts of India
in general and from Sikkim and neighboring West Bengal in particular visit this sacred lake during the festival
days. They come here to forget their sufferings and return home with the blessings of God. People from all
religions like Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, Christians and even Muslims etc. have gathered for the occasion.

Concluding Remarks

Itis undoubtedly to be noted that unity has taken into account the DNA of pluralism or diversity and
this has been observed in all the pilgrimage centres of India. The so called pilgrimage centres are related
to the sociological concept of ‘communitas’ which has continuously brought forth the relationship of
fraternity and is very necessary to save the distinctiveness of India in general and humanity in particular.
In the Kechopalri Lake area, we find the ‘we-feeling’ which accelerates the germ of togetherness.
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