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Both Śankaradeva and Ājān Pir sought to restore the human face of religion drawing inspiration from the shared background of historically effected consciousness. Simplification of rituals and use of the vernacular for translating the religious texts have played their roles in popularizing Bhakti. Both these religious reformers constructed new kinds of meaning as the horizon of the text or the tradition, which they sought to creatively re-interpret creating new literary canons and poetics to legitimize the emergence of new literary genres.
It is significant that the Bhagavata, the main source of inspiration for the Mediaeval Bhakta Saints, could open up new possibilities for creative interpretation. Both these diverse religious traditions gave special emphasis on bringing the lower strata, the Sudra (the most innumerable component of India) and stree (women), into the forefront of religio-cultural practice through mass community participation.
Till the British brought in the communal factor in its colonial administrative ethos, Bhakti and Sufism flourished with benign influence on each other in pre-colonial religious but secular Bharatvarsha. In this paper, I shall argue that a constant dialogue between the book-centered, i.e., scriptural cultures (and religions) is possible.

---
‘We have learnt to fly in the air like birds and swim in the sea like fish, but we have not learnt the simple art of living together as brothers’. (Martin Luther King Jr.)
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Sankaradeva and the Bhakti renaissance in Mediaeval Assam:
It is no wonder that in this conflict-torn historical situation, religion appears to act as a strong ally to the forces of divisiveness and violence, rather than a force for unity and peace. Although this politicization of a tradition or a text, including religious tradition, is a modern phenomenon, in pre-colonial Mediaeval India, the spiritual and cultural renaissance ushered in by the Bhakti movement paved the way for meaningful dialogue between different religious communities including the Neo Vaishnavism of Śankaradeva and the vernacularised Islam influenced by one of the most revered Islamic preachers in Assam, Ājān Fakir.
Both Śankaradeva and Ājān Pir sought to restore the human face of religion drawing inspiration from the shared background of historically effected consciousnesses. Simplification of rituals and use of vernacular for translating the religious texts have played their roles in popularizing Bhakti. Both these religious reformers constructed a new kind of meaning as the horizon of the text or the tradition, which they sought to creatively re-interpret creating new literary canons and poetics to legitimize the emergence of new literary genres. 
It is significant that the Bhagavata, the main source of inspiration for the Mediaeval Bhakta Saints, could open up new possibilities for creative interpretations. Both these diverse religious traditions gave special emphasis on bringing the lower in the strata, the Sudra (the most innumerable component of India) and stree (women), into the forefront of religio-cultural practice through mass community participation.
Till the British brought in the communal factor in its colonial administrative ethos, Bhakti and Sufism flourished with benign influence on each other in pre-colonial religious but secular Bharatvarsha. In this paper, I shall argue that a constant dialogue between the book-centered, i.e., scriptural cultures (and religions) is possible so long as the authoritative texts are interpreted in terms of the horizons, which the texts open with the infinite potentiality of their content.

Inter-Religious Dialogue in Mediaeval Assam
The relation one has with the text is essential for the text to provide meaning. It is our longings, our fears, our hopes, etc. or it can be our very human desire for escaping from our ultimate solitude in an intimate dialogue with a personal ‘Thou’, the relations we have with the text, or our experience, that colors our understanding.
Dialogue invites us to come together as people, not as belief systems.
“When one loves a person, one loves more than a person; one loves the secret that it hides and reveals, and which surpasses one. Love is connected to all and always, that is, to the infinite, the eternal, the absolute, to God”.1 
If in the medieval ages we see “more religious tolerance than in the colonial and post-colonial society” 2, this is because the distinctive horizons of the political man differ from the wider horizon of a man of faith who is a bhakta at heart, one who knows the secret of true love that alone can transform the impersonal ‘it’ to a passionate ‘Thou’. 

In order to do this, the Vaishnavite saint Sankaradeva and a Sufi Saint  “Ajan Fakir” (or “Ajan Pir”) have opted for the Bhaktic interpretation of the text. 
“This process itself led to the vastly downsizing, if not the total elimination of the need of an intermediary priesthood and softening the rigours of caste discrimination by reducing its role in religio-social observances”3.
Sito candālaka garistha māni
Yāra jihbāgre thāke Hari vāni
Sehisé kulin Vedak bujé
Yāhāra mukhé Hari Nām bijé

[Sankaradeva- Kirttan]
“That outcaste and the untouchable is glorious who has the name of God on the tip of his tongue. He alone is pure and is versed in the Vedas in whose mouth God’s name is fructified.”4
The spiritual-cultural renaissance ushered in by the Bhakti movement in Medieval India acted as a cementing force that could spiritually bind Assam and its neighboring states to that cultural land of the Bharatas. Thus one can say it is politicization of religion, which is the real problem than religion per se. One, who is a bhakta at heart, could foster this sense of spiritual kinship across boundaries.
Bhakatese mora hridi jānibā nischay

Bhakata janara jānā āmisi hrday
[Sankaradeva- Kirttan]
“Know for certain that My bhakta is My soul and I his”
One of the most impressive examples of Bhakti doctrines preached by Ajan Fakir to express admiration for this sect of Hinduism is as follows:-

Sankardeur jiyari / Madhavdeur buwari
Rahpur nagarat ghar
Rahpur nagarar / rasak nami ani
Diya sakaloke bati
“She is the daughter of Sankaradeva and daughter-in-law of Madhavadeva; and she dwells in the city of ‘Rahpur’ or land of rah, ( rasa; aesthetics); that is, the sentiment of love and devotion; bring down the rasa from the city of Rahpur and distribute it among us all”.

Socio-cultural and Linguistic Implications of the Bhakti Movement: 

Bhakti centric Medieval India kept room for constant dialogue between the book-centered, i.e., scriptural cultures (and religions) and the mediators who sought to re-interpret the authoritative texts unveiling the infinite potentiality of the textual content in terms of the historical and cultural horizons. 
In its effort at safeguarding the voices within the voice, the Bhakti Movement made special effort to identify the following:-
 (a) The right type of text: There was relationship between the authoritative texts like the Gita and the Bhagavata, as these texts could open up new possibilities and could become the source of several religious movements each different from the other. There are numerous commentaries of these texts and Sankaradeva himself used Tattva Dipika, Bhagavata Bhabartha Dipika, Bhava Prakasika, among many other commentaries. Śankaradeva rendered about eight books of the Bhagavata including the last four. He also rendered the Ramayana Uttara- Kānda, but it was never a mere literal translation word for word. Ramananda, an early biographer of Śankaradeva, makes a categorical statement:-

Tini skandha cāi / bicāriyā pāi
ekaskandhe sehi kathā
Bācaka-baniā / sadāgare jena
eka thāi kari tathā
“What is to be found by searching as many as three skandhas (cantos) has been put in one skandha just as the most skillful merchant would gather (the select gems) together”
In this manner, this bhakti centric concrete dimension of meaning has added distinct flavor to the notion of “textual authority”.
(b) Meaning in dialogue: collaboration of the author and the readers: The Gurus or the interpreters of the texts were sensitive to the types of devotees for whose sake the text needs specific re-interpretation time and again taking into account their role in this whole meaning-discovering process. This is equally significant that, Nanak, Tukaram Namdev and Sankaradeva are all non- Brahmin by birth, who could give new impetus to bhasa.
The noted historian, H. K. Barpujari points out that “the neo-Vaishnavite movement in Assam was backed by a strong literary upsurge which found expression in the translation of the epics and the Puranas, the adaptation of the Puranic episodes in the form of independent Kavyas, devotional works explaining the types and modes of devotion, lyrics (bargeets), dramas and biographies of Vaishnava saints”.7 In its practical sense the text could now open up to a community of readers (or hearers), who have contributed their share in re-reception of the concrete dimension of meaning with sole emphasis on sravana and kirttana. The holy books in Sanskrit could be now easily accessible to the sudras and women, but it came to them in the medium of their own vernacular language that could safeguard the distinctive ethos of this composite society that has its own distinctive identity.  
(c) The right mediums: At every instance in the process of understanding there is language. In a sense, reality lives in the linguistic medium itself, in the meanings, inspirations and illuminations which such languages tend to convey. To quote Iris Murdoch:-

 “The language which constitutes reality here can open creative fringe where poets and critics take some part in inventing new concepts.”6 
In a sense the story of Sankaradeva or of Ajan Pir is also “a story of the development of languages, a re-structuring of the linguistic activity, giving centrality to the language of the people to that of the power elite”.7 This needed new literary canons and poetics to legitimize the emergence of new literary genres. Sankaradeva created a literary language mixing the local vernacular with the North-Indian vernaculars for his dramas and his Borgeet (devotional songs) for the benefit of a larger section of the common masses. 
Brojabuli was never intended to be an elitist language. The spiritual and cultural Bharat got this language vehicle for easy entry to and cultural commerce with the Assamese mind and this has transformed into a heritage.

The Assamese language has turned out to be a perfect medium for conveying this catholic spirit of bhakti that could provide a platform for fusion of horizons. Although developed from the Magadhi Apabhramsa of Sanskrit origin, with infusion of many expressions of Tibeto-Burman stock of dialects, Assamese language could develop a distinct flavor of its own. 
The various tribal dialects and languages of the state such as Bodo, Karbi, Dimasa, Tiwa, Tai, Mishing, Rabha, etc. have enriched this language. According to noted linguist Upendra Nath Goswami, since ancient times the dialects of the state have been enriching the Assamese language and have made it a synthetic one. “It was enriched in the past during the rule of Barahi-Kachari, Kamata, Koch and Ahom kings. Therefore, it is dear to everybody living in the hills and the plains”.10
This could give new dignity to all - the Kiratas, Kacharis, the Khasis, Garos, the Miris, the Kankas, who remain outside the pale of Hinduism - to declare their dignified positions. Arabic and Persian words are another noteworthy addition to the Assamese language. Both Sankaradeva and Ajan Fakir were particularly sensitive to spreading the message of bhakti through the medium of art, language, dance, drama, and music.

Unlike in some other places, pre-colonial Assam has witnessed peaceful co-existence of different religions and religious fanaticism was unheard of. It is interesting that both Neo-Vaishnavism among the Hindus and vernacularised Islam influenced by Sufism among the Muslims stressed devotion to one God as the primary religious vehicle for the attainment of spiritual goal rather than elaborate practices and pursuit of scriptural knowledge. Bhakti and Sufism flourished with benign influence on each other.
Although in our post colonial reading of a text the word “difference” is usually taken to mean “absolute distance” or “absolute otherness”, in this very act of recognition of the limit, “we already have gone beyond it”. The words ‘Hindu’ and ‘Turk’ or ‘Musulman’ which began to appear, as opposite pairs in the devotional literature had a different meaning from that which is now commonly ascribed to them in our post colonial reading of our tradition. The categories ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ emerged in the context of Medieval India simply because identities were predominately related to caste (jati), sect (panth) and regional traditions, but these were never identified as absolutely separate categories. There was possibility of caste mobility or panth mobility even within this hierarchy.
In a new historical account, this dissent proposes that people themselves were agents of change and religion recovers its dignity as an essential aspect of the self-expression of ordinary people. Ajan Fakir’s is a radical deviation from the model that has dominated the understanding of orthodox Islam, which destroys the image of people as passive beneficiaries of an elite religious order. All one can say at this point is that his is a voice of a dissident sub-alternity committed to telling a ‘different’ story.

Muslims have a history of more than seven centuries in Assam, which has the second largest concentration of Indian Muslims after Kashmir. However, in striking contrast to the stereotypical understanding of Islam, Islam in Assam is open, accommodative, inclusive and adaptive in its local specificity. Here Islam is strikingly different from that in north and western India, the core area of Islamic civilization in India, and actual social practices of the ‘Asamiya Muslims’ may be inconsistent with the laws of any Islamic schools.
Although Assam came into contact with Muslims as early as 1203, the systematic propagation of Islam as an organized religion started only in the early part of the 17th  century by a wandering Muslim mystic Shah Milan - or as he was popularly known, ‘Ajan  Fakir’- who came to Assam in about 1630 A.D. Shah Milan and his brother Shah Nabi found that the Muslims of Assam did not follow any aspect of traditional Islam and had assimilated into the medieval Assamese society and gained acceptance as one of its inseparable components. According to a legend, Hazrat Shah Miran received the name “Ajan Fakir” or Ajan Pir (Saint) because he was the one who taught the Assamese Muslim to recite “Azan” as a part of Muslim ritual. He introduced the Muslims of Assam to the Namaz, the contents of Quran, the Hadiths and other Islamic literature with which they were barely acquainted, through a regime of folk songs, instrumental music and dances. 

 The spiritually vibrant cultural context of the land and its tradition had cast its magical spell inspiring him to draw resources from his own tradition for strengthening the tolerant and loving spirit of the Bhakti Renaissance. Sankaradeva was the pioneer in this regard taking courageous steps like opening doors of bhakti to one and all, including the Muslim devotees like Chand Sai, who later became one of the key religious figures.
During Sankaradeva’s time, “local Muslims used to take part in the singing of Kirtana-songs for community prayer composed by Sankaradeva, for the purpose of propagating Vaisnavism. The Muslim also took mah-prasad (uncooked eatables generally consisting of gram, sugarcane, coconut, ginger and fruits) distributed at the end of the community singing of Kirtana. These background beliefs formed the common horizon of meaning for both these distinct religious communities. Later Ajan Fakir introduced the custom of distribution of sinni (considered food prepared out of rice) at the end of the community singing.
Chand Khan or Chand Sai, disciple of Vaisnava Saint Sankaradeva composed spiritual lyrics which were more like Borgits of Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva.9
It is significant that Ajan Pir drew inspirations from the liberal spirit of Sufism that enabled him to give centrality to the human and the loving face of Allah. Like Sankaradeva, Ajan Fakir himself was a good singer and poet; and he alone composed one hundred and sixty Zikirs in Assamese. Ajan Fakir and his early disciples contributed significantly to educating the majority of local Muslims in the spirit and significance of Islam through un-orthodox methods, including those considered ‘un-Islamic’ by scriptural standards.
 “Although Islam does not promote music and dance for entertainment, from the religious perspective there is no restriction as such. At that time dance and music constituted a very popular way of praying to God among the Hindu and the Muslim communities of Assam. Ajan Fakir and his disciples, popularly known as “Bhakat” in Assamese performed Zikir, dancing and singing with hand clapping, folk performances such as Diha Nam, Husori, etc.”10 
The word ‘Zikir’ comes from the Arabian word that means ‘to remember’ or ‘act of narrating or singing or proclaiming the good qualities of anyone’. 

While spreading the religious principles of Islam, he had always been sensitive to the sentiments of the Assamese society. In the Zikir and Zari songs he stressed on respecting and praying to Allah whole-heartedly. “A man who came from the ‘land of deserts’ – Baghdad could easily mix with the Asomiya people. He learnt the Asomiya language and became an Asomiya to the core. His contribution towards the harmonious culture of Assam is remarkable. In his compositions he used earthy idioms and phrases that often came down in part to explaining the ideas and issues in terms of events and activities of daily life of the common people. It is worth mentioning here that language of Zikir, except for a few Arabic and Persian words is colloquial Assamese”.11
The chief objective of Ajan Fakir appears to have been the re-organization of Muslim society in Assam by regenerating Islam in such a way that there was no discord in the age-old harmonious relations with their Hindu and other non-Hindu neighbors. Through these songs he tried to spread the religious principles of Islam among the common people. A sense of respect to all other castes, creeds and religions is present in Zikir and Zari songs. Due to the local influence, these songs could occupy an important place in the hearts of the common people of the State. 

It is important to note here that the Zari songs are like elegies with their tragic tone. These songs, which are based on the stories of Karbala, Hasan, Hussain are generally sung in the month of Muharram. Generally, injustices prevalent in society are reflected in the Zari songs. Ajan Peer started writing these songs in folk form and as tokari geets using the pure Asomiya language so that the common people could understand them. He also maintained simplicity in expressing the tenets of Islam to the common people. He preserved the religious principles of Islam in the Zikir songs.12

The Zari is also popularly known as “Jarigan”, the songs concerned with the Karbala episode of “Hasan-Hossein” and stories from Islamic history and legend. “Jari” is translated in Persian and Urdu dictionaries as “crying, groaning, and wailing”. Such demonstrative expressions of grief are an important part of Muharram celebrations.  During the holy month of Muharram, these songs are sung by men accompanied by the musical instrument dotara (two string instrument) and this has similarities with the tradition of Oja Pali (storytelling tradition with music and dance).
“Greatly inspired by the regional music of Assam such as the tone and spirit of other Assamese folk genre like Oja-pali and Deh bicarar geet, Ajan Fakir adopted the practice of Vaisnavite lyrics; one often comes across lines “Savaro ghate ghate Alla” evidently borrowed from Vaisnavite poetry.13 
Oja-Pali
These songs are sung in choral singing groups with the lead singer as the Oja (leader) who indicates the singing and he is later joined by members of the group, the palis. As the group sings, they move in a circle, clapping and following rhythmic steps.  Some of the Assamese Zaris were also composed as independent ballads depicting the stories of Haidar Ghazi. Usually the lyrics of these songs are an admixture of Arabic, Persian and colloquial Assamese words. 
Conclusion 
The meaning of the text is obtained through the interaction of the reader and the text itself. The present day historical situation and the modern man’s way of looking at traditions and texts are also colored by the situation of his historical existence that is borne out by historical necessity. Today we find ourselves in a situation where there is a broad consensus among scholars and practitioners that conflict has to be accepted as an integral part of life. Interestingly, people from two different communities could overcome man-made artificial barriers under the spiritual leadership of Sankaradeva and Ajan Fakir at a time when there was space for intimate and inter-personal dialogue across boundaries.
The Assamese culture and literature witnessed a revolutionary change on the advent of these two great saints – Ajan Peer and Sankaradeva. Ajan Peer had similar contribution towards the culture and literature of the State like Sankaradeva, who was not only a religious preacher but also a philosopher, litterateur, social mobilizer and a playwright. One can see that due to the influence of these two great minds on Assam, the culture and society got a momentum and it also helped in changing the narrow-minded attitude of the people. 
Places like Bardoa of Nagaon, Poamakka of Hajo, and Saraguri Sapori are holy places to all the people living in Assam belonging to different castes, creeds and religions.

Today, under a changed perspective, when the political man is valued only as a number in the political vote banks, people look for contracts and political accords that, they feel, should address the fears and apprehensions of the minorities or of majorities. At this moment, the people who call themselves Assamese are facing a political question to define themselves that is to say who they are. The Assamese people find themselves in a political situation in which they are required to propose a definition to mark their identity, although they are a part of  a greater Indian nation and the nation-state accepts that they have a language, geographical location, a culture and a literature contributing to the multicultural ethos of the nation. Although  ‘the political man and his tug of war between Indian nationalism and Assamese nationalism is a modern manifestation, it usually reflects the agony of a historically affected consciousness that looks for some socio political solutions to some of his existential problems.13

If we have once succeeded in bringing our faith in all its fullness and integrity to the table of dialogue then people are not mere political and economic beings. We need to come together at the highest level of our humanity. Religious experience, further, is that experience whose significance refers to the whole, it can therefore never be understood from merely the standpoint of the moment, but only and always from that of eternity. 
Ajan Peer was a symbol of unity, social harmony and non-violence like Srimanta Sankaradeva. Empathy, patience and greatness of human society were reflected in his writings:-

Mor monot an bhab nai O Allah 
Mor monot bhin par nai O Allah
Hindu ki Musalman
Ekei Allahr farman
Mor monot eketi bhab..
“In my mind, Oh Allah! I have no different thought. Hindus and Muslims are bounded by the same act of divine rules of Allah.”
Religious man takes into account the whole context that provides the meaning into the distinct horizons of political-social or economic man. Its meaning is an ultimate meaning and is conceived with the ‘last things’, its nature is eschatological, and transcends itself; while for man it implies an ultimate, a boundary, a horizon of some sort. It touches humanity in its innermost core, in the mysteries of birth and death and in one’s aspirations for transcending boundaries in an eternal lust for life and for meaning even within this realm of sheer meaninglessness. The truth is simple and bold: ‘Hinduk puribo Mominak garibo’. The act of cremating a Hindu and the entombing of a Muslim only signifies one end - death for all.15
This is the common lot of one and all, the same divine law is applicable to the living and the non-living:- 

kukkura srigala gardhabaro atma Ram

Jania sabake pari  kariba pranam

[Sankaradeva]

Horizons might function as a limit at a particular time, but there are always also gateways to something beyond; it is the latter that Husserl emphasized in his 1913 Ideas,  “the horizon is everything we are aware of in the perception of an object above and beyond what is given directly to our senses”.16

---
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